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SUPERBOWL XXI, THE DAY BEFORE
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Sitting on the floor next to a practice bag
full of footballs, T.K. takes one last riff through his play book,
making some inconsequential notations in the margins as he
goes.

For what must be the hundredth time in the
past hour, he pulls out and studies his Boston street map, paying
particular attention to the area bordered by Cambridge and Mt.
Vernon Streets on the north and south, Bowdoin and Charles to the
east and west.

Coach Carrerra enters the locker room and
wordlessly hands him the latest weather forecast. Not too different
from the weather of the last few days, bitter and bone-chillingly
cold. The temperatures will range from fourteen above zero at the
start of the game to thirty degrees at the game's midpoint, to a
frigid five above when the game concludes tomorrow midnight. The
chance of snowfall has declined from 50 to 30 per cent, but
there'll still be great quantities of it on the street left over
from last week's tumultuous storm.

The trainer calls T.K.'s name.

The familiar paraphernalia is all laid out,
the tape, the scissors, the Band-Aids, the gauze. T.K. hops up on
the training table, and the trainer sets to work. He applies
flexible penetration resistant aluminum tape along T.K.'s major
arteries, up and down both sides of his neck, around both his
wrists, around his elbows and around his thighs from groin to knee.
He wraps conventional surgical tape around T.K.'s ankles and knees.
He changes the dressing on T.K.'s injured left shoulder.

T.K. climbs off
the table, flexes his wrists, elbows and thighs and rotates his
neck and ankles to work the tape into his skin's natural
creases.

Satisfied with the trainer's work, he goes to
his locker, opens it, and begins the laborious process of suiting
up. First comes his aluminum groin cup - the infamous iron horse -
and his elastic supporter.

To help fend off the cold, he slips on a set
of ventilated thermal underwear.

Next, he straps on his kidney protectors, a
series of narrow plastic slats lying vertically across the
curvature of his back.

His slatted leggings, flexible resin ribbing
covered with a half inch of absorbent rubber, go on in two
sections, one for his calf, one for his thigh. The two portions
join together in an alloy hinge at the knee. Narrow mesh metal
mailing snaps into place over them.

Arm guards, thinner than his leggings but
constructed and worn in exactly the same way, go on next.

Chest and back plates, also made of flexible
resin, clamshell into place over his neck. The plates are supported
by spring mounted, energy absorbing plastic braces contour fitted
to his body. The braces neatly straddle the slats of his kidney
protectors. The undersides of his chest and back plates are lined
with a high impact, penetration resistant alloy.

Fiberglas backed foam rubber shoulder and hip
pads, a mail covering over his lower abdomen and groin, and a foam
rubber cushion across the back of his neck round out his body
protective equipment.

He hooks on his garter belt, pulls on a
knee-high pair of stockings, and fastens them up. He unrolls his
snug blue uniform pants on over leggings, stockings, garter and
pads. Because his team has been designated Visitor, he dons his
blue and gold "away" jersey. He sticks his hand into the oblong
pocket, the gut pocket, sewn into his jersey just over his stomach,
to make certain it's fully open and empty. On long runs, the
football will go in here leaving T.K. with both hands free to
defend himself.

His shoes are
high-topped and metal lined with rubber soles. He has them equipped
with deep suction cups for better footing on ice. Cleats of any
type are expressly forbidden. He threads new laces into his shoes,
tightens them up, then buckles a nylon strip over them to prevent
their being cut during the game.

He double checks the pressure on the
inflatable bags in his honeycombed resin helmet. He also assures
that there are no leaks in the ring of encased jelly that
circumvents the helmet's base and affords a measure of extra
comfort to his jaw and the back of his neck.

His polarized Plexiglas face mask, self
adjusting to give him correct glare protection under any degree of
illumination, edges flawlessly into place in the frontal grooves
incised around the facial opening of his helmet.

He slips his long knife into its sheath, and
clips on his bola. Lastly, he pulls on a pair of thin, resin mesh
gloves, the fingers and palms of which are open for better ball
control.

He checks himself out in the locker room
mirror, paying special attention to the way his uniform covers him
in his most vulnerable areas, his hands, neck, the back of his
knees, his inner elbows, and his inner groin, all sections of his
body which, for one reason or another, can't be adequately
protected. Turning his back to the mirror, he sees a gold 13 on his
jersey and above it the gold letters MANN,
his number and name, wrinkle free and totally legible, the final
item on his checklist.

Fully dressed and ready, he sits down on a
bench, closes his eyes, and starts psyching himself up for the
game.

It's 10 p.m. He has two hours before it
starts.

 


Friday, January 1, 2010

"Let me try and
summarize this heart stopping situation for you, football fans,"
enunciates Timothy Enge, the renowned Voice of Football, facing the
camera. "We have two minutes left on the clock. The San Francisco
Prospectors trail the New England Minutemen 116 to 121. The
Prospectors have the ball with 225 yards to go for a touchdown.
They must score to win, and they're going to have an extremely hard
time doing it. The Minutemen's defense, which has been murderous
all day, has toughened up even more in these final minutes. Nothing
is getting through." He loosens his tie and unsnaps his tunic, a
gesture which, to his millions of viewers, each and every one
thoroughly familiar with his compulsively fastidious nature, goes
farther than anything he can say to convey the degree of pressure
in the air. "But the Prospectors play the ever threatening brand of
football that could still pull this game out of the fire. Twice
this season alone, they've been down by one touchdown late in a
game, and T.K. Mann has brought them back to win both times. The
question is, can he make it three?" Enge turns from the camera.
"Let's get down on the street and find out."

As the opposing teams line up on Van Ness, an
estimated 250 million Americans watching at home collectively hold
their breath.

T.K. Mann takes the snap, fakes a handoff and
drops back between two overflowing garbage cans to pass. The line
holds. He has all the time in the world.

But nobody opens up.

T.K. breaks a tackle, almost falling when his
tackler stubbornly clings to him long enough to open a fleshy knife
wound in his left knee, and cuts behind a light pole looking for
his receiver.

The clock runs out, making this the last play
of the game. Still, nobody opens up.

T.K. reverses direction, scrambling for
time.

At last! Wide receiver Fred Gradington shakes
his man and breaks from the sidewalk into the street. There's
nothing between him and the bay but 200 yards of wide open
space.

T.K. cocks his arm.

Bumbo Johnson, All-Pro linebacker, six
eleven, two eighty four, plunges through into the backfield and
leaps.

T.K. lets go with the long bomb.

Bumbo Johnson tags
T.K. with a powerful blow to the helmet. Stunned, T.K. goes down.
Bumbo falls on him, knees first, and proceeds to give his kidneys a
methodical working over with a short handled club.

All alone out there in midstreet, Fred
Gradington comes in under the ball for an easy grab.

As one, America jumps screaming to its
feet.

Gradington, playing his first season, lifts
his whole head skyward, instead of only his eyes as a more seasoned
pro would have done, and reaches for the ball.

The Minutemen's hidden safety, crouching on
the fifteenth floor of the Fontana West apartments, puts cross
hairs on Gradington's Adam's apple, now ever so slightly exposed
just below the bottom of his bulletproof helmet and mask, just
above the top of his body armor, and squeezes the trigger.

Gradington and the football hit the street at
almost the exact same instant.

A gunshot echoes through the street.

T.K. Mann loses consciousness.

Superbowl XX is over.

 


Saturday, January 2, 2010

"Marda," screams the man of the house, near
to collapse from excitement. "Did you see that finish?"

His wife shambles forth from the kitchen, a
bowl of pretzels in one hand, a half empty beer in the other.
"Yeah, Dreddie, I saw it out on the portable. It sure was
thrilling."

"I should hope to tell you. Thrilling ain't
even the word." He cocks his head pleadingly. "Want to watch it
again?"

Creases turn her brow into a meaty washboard.
"Gee, I dunno, Dreddie. Can we afford it? I mean, we're way over
our base replay time, already. It's all extra for the rest of the
month."

"So we go into hock a little. So what? I
mean, my God, Marda, how often do you see a finish like that?"

"Well, I suppose
we could both work some overtime. Maybe cut down on snacks or
..."

Content to let Marda worry about the
economics of it, Dreddie is already at the set. He adjusts a dial,
punches a code into a matrix of buttons, pushes the replay switch,
joins Marda on the sofa, and helps himself to a drink of her
beer.

The set winks to life, spews out an animated
deodorant commercial (this at no charge) and fades in Dreddie's
rerun selection.

Their eyes wide, their mouths full of
pretzels, living color splashing death on their faces, Dreddie and
Marda watch once again the last five minutes of Fred Gradington's
life.

 


Saturday, January 2, 2010

T.K. collapses onto a bench in front of his
locker, involuntarily jerks halfway back up in an allover spasm of
pain, then lowers himself, slowly this time, consciously forcing
his body to ignore the exploding nerve endings that would send him
screaming back into space. Jesus but that Johnson can handle a
short club.

T.K. rubs his kidneys, especially sore from
Johnson's repeated thrashings, and his chest, which burns in
parallel lines where the braces for his body armor have been
shoved, time and again today, up against his ribs.

He has the whole locker room, a large mobile
trailer, at least temporarily to himself. His teammates are still
out on the street telling Timothy Enge and his viewers how next
year they're going to come back, come back and win XXI. The breaks
went against us, they were saying when he left them. We'll get the
breaks back next year. Sure they will. T.K.'s heard the same story
with minor variations a million times before. Bad breaks. The
loser's lament.

T.K. isn't out
there with them joining in on the chorus because he doesn't have
the stomach for that kind of self absolving delusion. T.K.'s a
realist. He knows the Prospectors didn't lose that game because of
bad breaks. They lost because Harv Matision, the Minutemen's rookie
quarterback, faked T.K. Mann right out of his iron horse. The
apartment house. How obvious could Matision have been? Putting his
hidden safety in the Goddamned apartment house. It was so obvious.
A clear shot in any direction. T.K. should have guessed it at once.
Then he would have thrown that last pass to Gradington's right side
instead of to his left. That way, when Gradington got excited, as
T.K. should have realized he would, and lifted his head, the kid
would have had his back to the apartment house instead. His neck
would have been covered and the best the hidden safety could have
hoped for would have been a lucky shot to the inside of
Gradington's knee, to the quarter inch opening where thigh and calf
ribbing come together.

T.K. shifts around in his seat, trying to
find a position that will relieve the pain in. a majority of his
injured parts. The fact that he can't resurrects the nagging
realization that's been festering within him for so long now. He's
getting old. Thirty four. What the newscaster on the six o'clock
sports roundup refers to as an aging quarterback. It's probably the
worst kept secret in the league that the Prospectors' head office
has been scouting around for months for some new quarterback, some
new young quarterback to replace him. After that mediocre showing
he put up against Matision today, they're undoubtedly looking even
harder.

Christ, how he wished it didn't matter. How
he wished he could just say screw 'em and retire. Live a Sunday
without pain.

But the plain and simple truth is, he can't
afford to. Always fast with a dollar, T.K. Mann is broke. Where did
it all go? Twelve years' worth of six figure salaries, that much
again in endorsement money? Simple. It went to buy gasoline for his
car, pay the rent on his parents' farmhouse and on his fancy
penthouse apartment on Russian Hill, and, more often than not, it
went to buy him and some impressionable young lady an honest-to-God
real meat dinner at Ernie's.

While he hasn't
as yet undertaken any sweeping economy measures, nowadays he does
live week to week, totally reliant on his football paycheck to meet
his expenses. The sweet promotional deals that used to fall into
his lap every time he laid a touchdown pass into a teammate's
waiting arms have all but petered out as the sporting goods
companies, the department stores, the bicycle firms search out
someone that the youth of America can more easily identify with,
someone strong, victorious and young.

Unfortunately, there's no such thing as a
pension fund in the Street Football League. Players get a fat
salary and a big, paid up life insurance policy, instead. Most
guys, T.K. in his younger days included, figure it to be a lot more
realistic deal that way. So T.K. plays football, and will keep
playing football until the head office throws him out on his ass,
or some linebacker fuses his kidneys to the street.

The exhaustion that T.K. has ignored for the
past twenty four hours finally overcomes him and drags him down
into sleep, but even here he gets no relief. Like a nightmarish
spike, the pain punches holes in his dreams.

 


SUPERBOWL XXI, THE DAY BEFORE

Friday, December 31, 2010, 10:30 P.M.

Mentally, he's as ready as he'll ever be, his
desire sharpened to a killing edge, his concentration honed to a
pinpoint, his pain shoved far to the back of his mind. But most of
T.K.'s teammates are still undergoing the strange rituals men
sustain to prepare themselves to face death.

Varnie Pfleg, a tackle/lineman, sits in
perfect silence on the floor off in a corner, his hands cupping his
face, his legs spread open in a V in front of him. From time to
time, he slides his hands open and peers down between his thighs.
There lies a full color hologram of his wife and three
children.

Orval Frazier,
the fullback/middle linebacker, stands with his helmet on, his back
to the locker room's forward bulkhead, the one separating the
dressing area from the trainer's room. With metronomic regularity,
he lets his head drop forward, then, in a snapping motion, slams
it, full force backwards into the wall. Frazier has been All-Pro
for the past four seasons. He's generally considered to be the
toughest man in football.

Harland Minick, center/lineman, Lester Brye,
guard/lineman, and Hellinger Clausen, halfback/deep safety, sit in
a circle in the middle of the floor. All of them have rosary beads.
Minick, an ex-altar boy, leads them in prayer.

Ken Dedemus, a guard/lineman, never suits up
until minutes before the team goes out onto the street for
warm-ups. He spends his pregame hours in the locker room shower
letting the water run across his shoulders, down his back and
chest. Every half hour or so, he masturbates.

The most unflappable man on the team, Lammy
Howe, a halfback/deep safety, takes a nap, spread out under the
trainer's table. His snores echo loudly throughout the room.

Ros DeGeller and Mike Michalski, the ends,
slap each other's shoulder pads and trade light combinations of
punches, mostly uppercuts and jabs.

Kneeling in a comer, Buddy Healy, a
tackle/lineman, throws up into a gray plastic bucket. Zack
Rauscher, the mediman, holds him by the shoulders, giving him what
little comfort he can.

Gus D'Armato, the hidden safety, dry fires
his rifle, drawing in on a target pasted to his locker door, slowly
squeezing his trigger, SNAP.

There are two
large bowls set out, one on the trainer's table, one on a bench in
the dressing room. Both contain a smorgasbord assortment of pills,
brand name uppers donated by leading pharmaceutical companies in
return for free endorsements. Most players sort through on their
way by, pluck out and ingest a few of their favorites. T.K., in
line with his long held belief that a reliance on chemicals for
extra endurance shortens long-term playing life, abstains, although
he doesn't feel the slightest bit of disdain for those who don't.
So long as his teammates perform at par on the street, he couldn't
care less what they do off it.

Coach Carrerra enters the locker room and
calls for attention. A swarm of giant man slaying moths drawn to
the flame of inspiration, his players step forward and surround
him.

"I'm not going to give you any long sermon,"
he says. "We all know what we're here for, we all know what we have
to do." He reaches into his handbag and pulls out a newspaper
clipping. "Before you go out there, I do want to read you
something, though. This is from yesterday's Chronicle. I thought you might like to hear what Harv
Matision has to say about Superbowl XXI. `This Superbowl stuff is
getting to be kind of old hat to me,' he says. `I mean, it gets
kind of repetitious. Every New Year's Day, regular as clockwork, I
kick hell out of the Prospectors. I wouldn't complain if it was at
least good exercise but, hell, I'd get more of a workout by staying
home and getting laid, although I guess playing the Prospectors is
almost the same thing. Either way, I wind up giving a bunch of
pussies a good fucking over."'

Carrerra wads the sheet up and tosses it on
the floor. "After something like that, do I have to get you up? Do
I have to give you a reason to go out and win this game? Look up
there." He points to a faded XXI written in chalk on the locker
room blackboard. "That's where we've been going all year, and now
we're here. Why? Because we're the best damn team in the league.
We're winners. And we're gonna show 'em we're winners. Matision,
the Minutemen, and the whole Goddamned world. Now, let's go out
there and play football."

Orval Frazier hits the locker room door.
"Fucking aye," he screams, and he's out on the street. The rest of
the team follows after.

T.K. hangs back.
From here on, Carrerra is little different from millions of other
Americans. He'll watch the game on television just like everybody
else, nothing less, nor more, than an observer to its self-ordained
ebb and flow. He's performed his function, done his duty. He's
given his men everything he thinks they need to win. It's too late
now to take part of it back or add more. Sure, he'll see them at
the quarter timeouts, but in less than an hour he can't undo much
of what will have gone on in the five and a half hours before. For
the most part, when his last man takes to the street to start the
game, he enters a state of limbo, powerless to aid in victory, a
foremost object of blame in defeat.

"Any final instructions?" T.K. asks as if
there could really be any that mattered.

Carrerra stares balefully up into T.K.'s
eyes. He has genuinely solicitous emotion in his voice when he
speaks. "Just go out and win the son of a bitch, T.K., just you go
out on that street and you win."

T.K. nods, and trots out after his team.



 


Saturday, February 20, 2010

"Hey, T.K." Pressing into service the same
swivel-hipped motion that has made him the league's leading ground
gainer for the past two seasons, Ripper Henry, fullback/deep safety
with the Chicago Hawks, picks his way through the clubhouse crowd.
T.K. raises his arm, hand open and extended, in a greeting which
Ripper returns. "How's the knees?" Ripper asks.

It's always like that when two pros meet,
almost a formalized ritual. First the openhanded gesture, then an
inquiry after the levels of pain, the latter being the universal
professional concern that transcends the nagging realization there
will undoubtedly come a Sunday when one of these men might be
forced to kill the other.

"They've got so many metal staples in them,
they clang when I bump them together. Damn glad I'm not
knock-kneed. How's your shoulder? I was watching the playoff on TV
when you took that pointblank shot." Despite Ripper's having a
tremendous Sunday, rushing for nearly 40o yards, the Hawks lost
their division playoff and their shot at the Superbowl to Matision
and the Minutemen.

His hand fisted, Ripper swings his arm in a
wide circle, stopping about a quarter of the way around. "Stiff,
right there." He brings his other hand up, and pantomimes a golf
swing.

"But I got a
hundred dollar bill says I whip the pants off you, today."

The two are participating in the Temple Beth
Al Pro-Am Golf Tournament, an annual affair held in Atlanta during
the ten week break football players are given between season's end
and the start of spring training.

T.K. nods to acknowledge the bet. "How about
we go lubricate our aching joints until it's time." He dips his
head in the direction of the bar, completely surrounded by
athletes, all waiting for their turn to tee off.

`Best play you've called all year." Ripper
angles his way effortlessly into the solid wall of thirsty
muscle.

T.K. starts after him, when a hand gently
touches his bicep. "You're T.K. Mann." A statement, not a question,
spoken in a smoky, feminine voice that rises like a sigh through
the heavy rumbles of drinking men.

He turns. She's tall, five eleven, maybe,
only three inches shorter than he is. He likes tall girls, so much
so that before checking her out any further, he sneaks a quick look
at her feet to see how much of her stature comes from platform
heels. None of it, as it turns out. She's wearing flats. Impressed,
he evaluates the rest of her. If she's a team follower, she's a cut
above any T.K. has ever run across. There's a sophisticated patina
to her. Her hair is long, sandy brown, piled demurely up over her
head in tiny braids. She doesn't wear makeup, but then, she doesn't
seem to need it. Her skin has a nice, healthy sheen to it, blending
well with her naturally dark lips. Her slacks, double-breasted
coat, patterned shirt and matching tie are mannish, what all women
are sporting this season, but with her long lines and trim figure
she's one of the few girls who, in

T.K.'s opinion, manage to bring a degree of
femininity to the fashion.

"Mr. Mann, my brother is quite a fan of
yours. Do you suppose ….?" Tenuously, she offers him a cocktail
napkin and a pen. "It would mean an awfully lot to him."

"Glad to. And
please call me T.K." He takes the napkin and pen. "Miss ….?"

"Lauffler. Sarah."

"What's your brother's name, Sarah?"

"Zachary."

"O.K. How's this?" He autographs the napkin,
personalizing it to Zachary, and hands it back.

She reads it and smiles, her lips moist and
slightly parted. "He'll be tickled to death."

"So will I if you'll join me for a
drink."

Again, she smiles. "All right. An eagle's
wing, perhaps."

T.K. calls out to Ripper, who has just
secured the services of a bartender. "Rip, how 'bout bringing back
a scotch over ice and an eagle's wing, will you?"

Ripper sees the girl, and dips his head to
acknowledge the order.

T.K. guides Sarah to the rear of the bar,
where the noise level isn't quite as overpowering. "Are you here
with somebody?" he asks.

"No, just an interested observer." From out
of her shoulder bag, she pulls a small, pastel colored pipe of the
straight stemmed, curved bowl variety currently in vogue among
women, and tamps it full of a sweetish tobacco. "I'm a freelance
writer doing an article on Temple Beth Al. I came here to the
tournament because I thought I might be able to pick up some
colorful sidelights. I'm afraid I'm not having much success,
though," she confesses. "Everything I know about athletics I
learned last night by skimming this." She shows him a paperback
overview of professional sports authored by a top national
sportswriter. "I'm completely out of my element, here."

Ripper arrives with their drinks, but almost
immediately the loudspeaker announces him as being in the next
foursome to tee off. He downs his drink and heads for the door. A
small man, barely five three, maybe no pounds, hustles after him.
"Ripper," the man shouts out. "Wait up. They got us in the same
foursome."

"Don't tell me.
Some pro's using you for a putter," Ripper jokes, giving the man as
much of the openhanded, arm raised greeting as the closely packed
crowd allows. The two head for the door together.

"My goodness," Sarah says, watching them go,
"the man who came up to Ripper. He's so tiny. Does he play a
sport?" "That's Dale Slade. He plays football for the Fort Worth
Devils."

Her lips purse and her eyes widen in mild
surprise. "Admittedly, I'm not very familiar with athletics," she
puffs rapidly on her pipe, her cloying tobacco drawing
unappreciative stares from some of the athletes around her, "but he
seems awfully small to be a football player."

T.K. shakes his head. "Not at all. Actually,
he's probably the most important man on the team, even though he
never takes part in the plays. He's the Devils' mediman. He gives
on-street medical aid to injured players."

She removes the pipe from her mouth and holds
it by the bowl, twisting tiny corkscrews in the air with the stem.
"Surely if a player's injured badly enough to require medical help,
he's taken off the street. Brought to a hospital."

Taking pity on her for her naïveté, T.K.
patiently explains the most basic rule of football. "There are no
substitutions in a football game. The players who start a game are
required to stay in until they finish it, either that or until the
game finishes them. Nobody comes out, not for anything, injuries
included."

"That's unbelievable. Football games last a
whole day. So a man who's incapacitated early on in the game can't
be taken off the street until it's over?"

"No, it's not quite that harsh. An injured
man can be removed during one of the quarter timeouts. That means
the longest a wounded man would ever have to stay on the street is
five and a half hours."

"My God. What if he dies?"

"That's what the
mediman tries to prevent. He puts a big red cross on an injured
player. That makes it illegal for the opposition to attack him. It
also makes it illegal for the injured man to take part in a play.
When, and if, the mediman gets him patched up, the red cross comes
off, and he's back in the game."

"What if everybody on a team gets
red-crossed?"

"The other team wins, regardless of the
score. It's kind of football's version of the knockout. But it
rarely happens. We generally don't lose more than a few men a game.
First of all, our uniform gives us a good deal of protection. And
pro football players are fanatical when it comes to building up
their endurance, stamina and conditioning. That's why you're
getting so many unkind stares right now."

She glances about, noticing it for the first
time.

He points to her pipe. "The smoke. Its a
professional taboo. Cuts the wind. The vast majority of players
avoid it like the plague."

"Oh, I'm terribly sorry. I didn't know."
Self-consciously, she taps out her pipe.

"Don't worry about it. I've always considered
it rather hypocritical. The players who are most vehement about not
smoking are usually the same ones who shoot themselves full of
every drug in the book to keep going during a game."

"Do you do that?"

"No. I feel that kind of stuff cuts down your
long term efficiency, not to mention your lifespan. I play it
straight. I get plenty of rest the day before a game. Maybe I take
a nap between quarters."

She tilts her head to one side, trying in
vain to conceal her perplexed curiosity. "Forgive me if I'm
encroaching on some sensitive topic, but from everything you've
just told me, I get the distinct impression that the secret to
being a successful football player is having the ability to injure
others without being injured in return. To me, that indicates a
terribly casual regard for human life. Don't you find it disturbing
to play such a game?"

"I'm sure some players do. I never have,
though. Hell, I didn't make up the rules. I just abide by them.
Killing is part of football. If you can't accept that, you
shouldn't be playing."

"You've killed
other players, then?"

"Of course. Just as they would have killed me
had they gotten the chance."

"It all sounds so callous."

"Believe me, it's not. It's the professional
attitude. Sure I hate to see good men get hurt. But football
players get paid big money to take physical risks, to die, if their
luck goes bad, for the enjoyment of the fans. I try hard to protect
my players, as hard as any quarterback in the league. My lost
player ratio, the LPR you'll hear people talking about if you
follow the game, is only one point something, good for maybe second
from the bottom in the league. So you know what that gets me?
Sportswriters criticize my game for being colorless. Even my own
head office sometimes chews me out for being too conservative.
You'd think they'd be happy that I keep their personnel losses
down, keep them from having to go out after a game and recruit new
players. But it's not that way at all. The head office has to
please the fans to turn a profit. The fans pay to see blood. I'm
supposed to see that they do. It's as simple as that. Take the
quarterback I faced in the Superbowl. Harv Matision. He plays
football like a wounded animal, kill or be killed. Yet that's what
makes for an exciting ball game, so the fans idolize him."

"This LPR you mentioned. What's
Matision's?"

"Four even. Highest in the league. He loses a
lot of his men." "I also win a lot of games," comes a deep throated
growl from behind them. They both turn to face Harv Matision. His
spread legged posture, hands on hips, displays to best advantage
his deep chest, long legs, his power. His eyes are incendiary, his
mouth twisted and mocking. Symbolically, he doesn't give T.K. the
openhanded greeting. "Isn't that right, old man?" He puts callous
arrogance into it, the way a cocky youngster might address an
elderly cripple.

T.K. has slim regard for Matision on the
field, absolutely none off. "This is kind of a private
conversation, Matision. Butt out."

"Sure, old man.
Just wanted to come over and pay my respects to the league's second
best quarterback." He fairly oozes conceit. "See you outside. I
think they're about ready to call our foursome."

"Our foursome?"

"Yeah. They've got us playing together, me
teamed with Murado, you with Ibsem. The matchmakers thought it
would be an interesting draw. Kind of an eighteen hole replay of
the Superbowl. Clever, huh?"

"More diabolical, I'd say," T.K.
responds.

Matision winks at Sarah. "You see, there are
still a few assholes out there saying T.K. Mann's better than I am,
and its up to me to convince 'em otherwise. Your boyfriend, here,
he knows I can do it, too. He knows I will do it. He knows that
somehow, somewhere, I'm gonna kill him."

"And he's the president of my fan club," T.K.
says lightly. "You should hear a few of the guys who hate me." "You
can't laugh me off your back, old man," rasps Matision. "Sooner or
later, I'm gonna spread your guts all over a sidewalk." Drawing his
index finger across the general area of

T.K.'s midsection, he wheels, and swaggers
off into the crowd. "He can't be serious," gasps Sarah, her eyes
two shocked round disks.

"He is. Deadly serious. He's made no secret
of it for quite some time."

"But why?"

"Because he thinks he's better than I am."
"Is he?"

T.K. doesn't answer right away. When he does,
his words are low, barely audible. "Well, he's younger, that's for
sure.

Before Sarah can follow up with another
question, the loudspeaker blares out the names of Murado, Ibsem,
Matision and Mann, asking them to report to the first tee.

T.K. tosses down his drink. "Coming?"

"No, I don't feel up to hassling the crowd. I
think I'll watch it in here on TV."

"O.K. Look, I
usually get into Atlanta a couple of times during the season. Can I
see you next time? For dinner, maybe?"

"I'd like that. Buzz me up. I'm in the book.
And good luck with your match."

"Thanks. I'll be in touch." T.K. picks up his
clubs at the door, and goes out.

As soon as he's gone, Sarah reaches inside
her shoulder bag and turns off her tape recorder. She pops out the
thumbnail-sized cassette, tosses it up and down several times in
her palm as if weighing the import of the words it contains, and
drops it into a side pocket.

She walks outside and removes her rented
bicycle from its locked parking rack. She mounts and pedals off,
tossing her sports book and T.K.'s autographed napkin into the
first garbage pail she rides by.

 


Saturday, February 20, 2010

The jazz band barely drowns out the sound of
the TV over the bar. ". . . almost came to blows," says the
sportscaster, showing a hole-by-hole replay of the bitter golfing
battle waged that day between T.K. and Matision. "Harv Matision
went on to win both that personal contest, and, together with his
partner, Jose Murado, the tournament itself. To this newsman, it
was a symbolic victory. Coming as it does on top of Matision's
stunning Superbowl performance, it firmly solidifies his position
as the top athlete in the nation, the man to beat not only in
football, but in total ability and guts, as well."

T.K. sits in with the band, playing drums,
the staccato rhythms of cymbal and snare covering up not only the
sportscaster's commentary, but also the bitter drone of defeat that
still echoes inside his brain.

No doubt about it, this just hasn't been his
day.

After the
tournament, he'd tried to buzz Sarah Lauffler, but the information
operator told him there was no such person listed either in Atlanta
or in any town within a twelve mile radius. So, twice defeated, he
came here, fully intending to drink himself into painless
oblivion.

The band finishes "Night Train," and is about
to do "Broadway Baffle," when even the sanctuary of music and
liquor disappears. Harv Matision walks in. He is wearing skintight
leather pants, no shirt and a tiger skin vest. His hair hangs loose
about his shoulders. There's an untamed, almost feral air about
him. He's accompanied by three beautiful, and obviously underage,
girls.

"Set 'em up all around," he shouts to the
bartender. "I had myself a real profitable day on the links, and I
feel like cutting everybody in on it."

Then he sees T.K. up on the bandstand. 'Hey,
smart move, Mann. Since you're too old for sports, get a job you
can do sitting down." He turns to the bartender. He doesn't have to
shout, now, to make himself heard. There's not another sound in the
bar. "How about a glass of iron tonic for the old drummer?" He
rocks back in laughter.

Silently, T.K. puts aside his drumsticks,
gets up, and heads for him, under perfect, and deadly, control.
Grinning, Matision spreads his arms in a circle about him, clearing
out an area two feet around. T.K. steps inside it.

"How do you want it?" T.K. asks.

"Any way you think you can handle, grandpa,"
Matision answers, at the same time swinging his right side toward
T.K. to present a smaller target. His right arm sails out. He's got
a knife.

It's over so quickly, it's hard to believe
the contest involves two of the country's leading masters in the
art of hand-to-hand combat.

T.K. slides sideways, ducking the knife,
comes in hard and bends back Matision's elbow. As Matision's arm
stiffens, T.K. rams his knee into Matision's kidney, once, twice,
three times, and pushes him, sagging, headfirst into the bar. T.K.
sets his heel to Matision's right hand, and grinds it around until
the knife falls free. Then he kicks Matision twice in the ribs.

Gasping for
breath, Matision doubles over. T.K. stoops, picks up the knife, and
grabs Matision by the seat of the pants. He puts the knife point to
Matision's rear end. The crowd gasps in expectation, but T.K.
chooses humiliation over bloodletting. In four neat slices, he cuts
the seat out of Matision's leather pants, exposing his bare
behind.

T.K. jams the knife into the floor and breaks
it.

He calls the cocktail waitress over. "Honey,
get the youngster a glass of milk and a clean set of diapers, will
you?" He stuffs a hundred dollar bill, Ripper Henry's an even worse
golfer than T.K., down the front of her dress. "And keep the
change."

As T.K. walks into the cool night air,
Matision calls out behind him. "Mann, you son of a bitch. I'll get
you for this. I'll get you in a game, and I'll fix you for
keeps:'

"What's what I like about this sport,"
whispers T.K. under his breath. "You make such wonderful friends."
He hops into a pedicab for the trip back to his hotel.

 


SUPERBOWL XXI, THE DAY BEFORE

Friday, December 31, 2010, 11:00 P.M.

The Prospectors assemble at the intersection
of Pinckney and Cedar. T.K. lines them up in two rows, six men in
one, five in the other (since the mediman doesn't carry the ball or
engage in contact, he's exempted), and puts them through their
warm-ups. He leads off with jumping jacks, squat presses and
rollovers to loosen legs, bodies and arms. Then he launches into
the tough stuff, the one-on-ones, the head-jerkers, the
roustabouts.

An icy wind swirls in out of the northeast.
It takes the top layer of snow and stitches it into a white, all
enveloping curtain. The streetlights, on all throughout the playing
area, cast a harsh phosphorescence that gives at least major
streets a semblance of daylight. The buildings, though, and the
vacant lots and the back alleys are as dark as a bottomless hole,
and, during a game, oftentimes just as deadly to step into.

The section of
Boston they're playing in was once the habitat of Brahmins and the
socially elite. Now it's a hodgepodge of middleclass row houses,
light industry and shabby shopping centers. There are several tall
modern office buildings rising up out of the midst of it all like
great glass and chrome tombstones marking the passage of better,
more refined days beneath. The area also includes the Institute of
Contemporary Art and portions of Suffolk University, an inclusion
that makes the players quite happy. The long, winding corridors of
cultural institutions or of academia afford many places for a truly
determined individual to hide out, often for long stretches of
time. Louisburg Square is also within the game's boundaries. The
square is an historic landmark, a fine collection of old town
houses and cobblestone streets, sadly run down, but still
displaying a layer of charm and grace beneath a surface covering of
grime and neglect.

The streets are eerily quiet. T.K.'s
callisthenic commands echo off empty buildings, careen down
deserted streets, float with the wind, billow up with the snow. The
Prospectors grunt in their labors, their feet making squishy sounds
as the force of their exercises melts the snow beneath them. Once,
there would have been spectators here to watch them, to cheer them
on, but that was long ago, when the league first began.

The spectators quickly proved to be a major
hindrance to the game. Not only were they in great danger
themselves, but they frequently spoiled the workings of a beautiful
play by shouting out to a favored player the location of the man he
pursued. Therefore, spectators are banned.

At approximately
eleven twenty, the referees come out wearing bright red and yellow
striped coveralls, and glow-yellow caps. They carry large
flashlights. Each one has a whistle and a portable amplifier
permitting him to make himself heard over a three square block
area. To communicate amongst themselves, they're equipped with belt
packed two-way transmitters, miniature ear inserted receivers and
throat mikes. They use the transmitters to coordinate reconvening
the players at the end of each play, and also to receive details of
the forthcoming play as broadcast over a specially guarded hush
channel by the quarterback's referee, who sits in on the
huddle.

There are thirteen referees, one for each
player, paired by lottery the week prior to the game. At this
moment, at the other end of the playing area, another thirteen
referees are matching themselves up with their appropriate
Minutemen. Since stealth is such a major factor in football, there
are eight additional referees scattered around the playing area. If
a play involves a planned deceptive run and hide, the ball
carrier's regular referee will drop his coverage once the deception
starts, and one or more of the eight unassigned referees will pick
it up, but from a point of concealment. Naturally, if a deception
is a spur-of-the-moment occurrence, the ball carrier's assigned
referee will have no choice but to follow along.

A new squad of referees will replace this one
at the beginning of the second quarter.

The cameramen trail out next. Here, also, one
is assigned exclusively to each player. In addition, one cameraman
covers each goalyard, and twelve roam about at will shooting
provocative sidelights and overall play action. The cameramen are
dressed in international orange coveralls. They wield fist sized
cameras with dynorotating lens turrets, each lens being easily as
big as the camera itself. They wear a power pack on their back, its
single pencil thick cable attached to an automatic inertial take-up
and play-out reel so they always have just as much slack as they
need, no more. Their light bulb-shaped helmets are jam-packed with
the microwave gear necessary for sending out their TV signals and
receiving instructions from the control room. Their focusing
goggles are etched with prismatic sights operated by imperceptible
movements of their pupils. A cable runs from their goggles to their
cameras, permitting them to focus their cameras on an object merely
by looking at it. They have special infrared attachments for use at
night.

A directional,
rotating pickup mike, gyroscopically synchronized to always point
in the same direction as their camera, is mounted to a swivel on
top of their helmet. The control room monitors the quarterback's
calls through these mikes and, after having done so, relays the
cameramen their shooting instructions.

Like the referees, the cameramen will work
only six hours out of the game's twenty four. Also like the
referees, they have colleagues stationed around the playing area to
pick up the ball carrier on any deceptive maneuver.

One of the two co-head referees, both of whom
will preside at the coin toss before taking up a position with the
program coordinator in the television control room, brings over the
two goalyard referees and the two scrimmage line referees, and
introduces them to T.K.

T.K. instructs his players to run pass
patterns. He then goes off with the co-head referee.

At Anderson and Pinckney streets, the other
co-head referee meets them. He has Harv Matision with him. One of
the co-head referees says, "Harv Matision, Captain of the New
England Minutemen, meet T.K. Mann, Captain of the San Francisco
Prospectors."

T.K. extends his hand. Matision ignores it.
"Flip the fucking coin and let's play ball." He sneers.

"Mr. Mann," the referee says, "as visiting
team, please call heads or tails while the coin is in the air." He
throws the coin spinning skyward.

"Heads."

Three cameramen, T.K.'s, Matision's and one
of the rovers, perch about a half block away, covering the toss by
way of long-range, telephoto lenses. The cameramen never get too
close to the players for several reasons. They don't get all
tangled up in the action that way, an important consideration with
forty eight cameramen involved, and, probably of more importance to
them personally, it keeps them out of the way of an accidental
knife thrust or rifle shot.

The coin comes down tails.

"We'll receive," says Matision.

"We'll defend
the west goal," says T.K. The playing area isn't exactly
rectangular. The west end is slightly wider than the east. T.K.'s
selection will give the Prospectors the east goal in the final
quarter, a tactical advantage. Late in the game, when both teams
are always dog tired and often shorthanded, it helps to have a
small area surrounding your goalyard it cuts down on your
opponent's mobility. Conversely, a large area around your
opponent's goalyard gives you more mobility of your own.

The referee, for the benefit of the people
watching at home, conveys the results of the coin toss via
exaggerated arm motions in the direction of Matision's
cameraman.

"You may both return to your teams," he
says.

One of the co-head referees accompanies T.K.
back to where his teammates, still shagging passes, await.
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