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Chapter 1


God, I wanted a drink. In the worst way. My throat felt dry and my fingers felt tight and nervous. I had been one year on the wagon. I was scared to death of having a drink. It would start everything all over again, chasing pussy and swinging. I had ruined myself in pro football once. I mustn't do it again. But could I stand. or sit in a bar and order a Coke or Seven-Up, without giving in to the impulse to have a drink and pick up pussy? Well, maybe now was the time to find out, before I went to Brinks' office. Because if I didn't have the guts to go into a bar without getting hammered and winding up in the sack with some strange broad, I was finished here in Des Moines. And now was the time to find out. Now or never, old buddy. Either I was going to get back into pro football or I wasn't.
So I stopped and parked near the first bar I saw. It was dark and cool inside. I could hardly see the bar at first because the sun outside had been so bright. I bumped against the edge of a booth. At least it felt like a booth, and I put my hand on the back of it and sat down.
"Well, pardon me," a woman's voice said.
I couldn't see her at first. It was that dark in the room. Somewhere a jukebox played an old Harry James tune. The record people were really punching hell out of the 1930's these days.
And then I saw her. I got up to leave. She was small, with long blonde hair and big blue eyes and a smooth soft chin. She was wearing a yellow miniskirt and a bluish-colored sweater. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but that wasn't all they had adjusted to see clearly. The miniskirt had hiked up her thighs as high as it could go without revealing her nylon panties. I stared for a long instant at her soft creamy thighs which were crossed and I couldn't stop thinking and seeing in my mind that sweet little pussy and all that soft downy hair that was just above the edge of her skirt. Almost instantaneously I felt my cock get out of control, change into a stalk. Down boy, down boy. But it didn't want to go down. No way. It wanted to slice right between those beautiful soft, creamy thighs, and slide right into that fresh young pussy. It was as if all I had to do is close my eyes and I could feel my prick going into this juicy young piece of quiff. Right then I decided it was time to cop out.
I got up. She didn't look more than twenty. I could see her real well now. Maybe she was a couple of years older in the daylight but this wasn't daylight.
"Wait a minute," she said. "I want to talk to you."
She didn't sound like a hooker, nor did she look like one, but who can tell these days with so much hot pussy running around.
"I gotta go," I said. "Take it easy."
Her hand caught my wrist. "Please." There was a pleading tone in her voice. I told myself not to sit down, but damn it, the next thing, of course, I was sitting down. Maybe you just can't change old tomcats completely, especially when birds land right in front of them.
She was wearing a little lipstick. The trouble was right there, she smelled nice. I liked the soft odor of perfume in her hair.
"O.K" I said, "what's the gimmick?"
"No gimmick." She was still holding my wrist. Her fingers were cool and slim. Her finger stroked the vein in my wrist, and I felt the blood rush up my arm and the vein pulse and jerk like a hooked worm.
"What'll you have to drink?"
It was the waitress, standing right behind me. I turned my head and looked at her over one shoulder and heard the blonde speak: "Rum and Coke, please."
"Seven-Up," I heard my voice say mechanically.
"Seven and seven?"
"No, plain Seven-Up."
"Hmmmmph," said the waitress and went away.
"Are you sick?" said the blonde. She peered at me strangely.
I didn't say anything. I was looking at her boobs. Her sweater was too tight, a cardigan, and she was braless, and the top button of her sweater was open. Her breasts were high and hard and the nipples pressed firmly. I could see the nipples outlined right through the sweater, and the closeness of her flesh and body struck me like a bolt of sunlight. God, I hadn't screwed a woman in more than a month, not since I had gone out on the abandoned farm on the prairie alone and trained and trained, throwing hundreds of footballs every day, running five miles, then sprints. Hell, I didn't need a woman out there. I ran myself into the ground every night. But like somebody said, if you don't see pussy too much, it doesn't bother you, but if you're going to hang around it, you're bound to want as much as you can get. Right now I wanted some of this. But first I must see Binks. I hadn't sweated a year out of football to blow my chances on the first bar pussy available.
"Seven-Up straight?" She wrinkled her nose. "Feel okay?"
"Never felt better," I told her. "What do you want?"
"Well, now! I haven't even thought about that. But September's sure nice here, isn't it?"
"That's a reasonable statement."
"You live here?"
"Not yet," I said. "I'm from all over."
"All over what?"
"Wherever I can hang my hat."
She smiled. "What do you do?"
"Stockbroker," I told her. I didn't want to talk football to anyone until I saw Binks.
Her face lit up. "Jeez, you must be rich!" She laughed softly, but I couldn't tell whether she was serious or kidding me.
"Maybe you haven't heard about the market lately," I said.
She looked up. The waitress was there. I paid her and she went away and the girl said, "Which one?"
Now it was my turn to stare stupidly at her. Which market? What the hell. There was only one market. Now who was pulling whose leg?
"Stock market," I said.
"Oh," she giggled. "I thought you meant supermarket. That's what I do."
God, I thought, get out of town, Matt.
"I'm a check-out girl at Larson's Supermarket."
"What's the forecast in groceries?"
"I bet you can't guess my name," she said.
"I bet I can't."
"Mary Beth. I bet you'd never guessed it. Practically nobody does."
She sat there looking at me as if she were going to say now it's your turn to tell me your name.
"Mack Norton," I said, which I often used when picking up a strange pussy.
She didn't say anything for a minute. We were sitting in one of those round leather-padded booths and she suddenly moved over and said, "Come on, sit in here," patting the leather beside her. "You're going to trip a waitress sitting way out there on the edge."
Don't be a sap, I told myself. You've got a job to get, don't get mixed up with strange pussy. Don't be a sap, but those long, beautiful creamy thighs looked appealing. Even if I couldn't see her pussy there in the dark, I felt my body moving me over and I couldn't stop thinking about that sweet, little cunt. I had such a hardon I had to squeeze my legs together, but I got over next to her. Hell, it wouldn't hurt to line her up for a future shack-up, after I got squared away here with the team.
"Mind if I smoke?" she said.
"Nope."
"Mind if I ask you something?"
"Go ahead."
"This sounds crazy, but does it get you hot looking at pictures of naked girls?"
"Yeah, you might say so."
She shook her head and sighed a little. "I bet you'll think I'm crazy or something," she said. "I bet you never met a girl it does the same thing to."
"What?" I looked at her, amazed. "Pictures of girls?"
"No, no, pictures of men. God, I get so hot I can't stand it. I mean those pictures of guys in those muscle magazines. My box just starts jumping."
"It's a little dark in here to read the menu."
"But do you know what I was doing before I came in here?"
"Let me guess," I said.
"God, I feel hot right now," she said. "I keep seeing those pictures in my head."
She said, "Feel me here, Mack," putting my hand on her left breast. My hand rushed hot and cold as it caressed her nipple, and my cock ached, pulsing for her body. Knock it off, I told myself, don't get started. But I felt her lovely nipple get bigger and grow firm.
"How does it feel?" she said. I cupped her breast, stroked it softly. It was firm and hard and beautiful. Her mouth came up to mine in the darkness, and her tongue slid right in. She could kiss. She ran her tongue around my mouth, then over my lips, under my lips, then back inside my mouth. Her mouth was hot! She pulled out her tongue and began to lick my neck. I manipulated her nipple between my thumb and forefinger. I felt my guts churning with excitement. Suddenly she broke away and sagged back against the booth, her mouth open and panting. I was really shook up. Get the hell out of here, but I didn't move.
But she knew she had me hooked. She knew I was hot to go. But if I got mixed up with this puss sure as hell I'd start drinking and swinging again and I'd forget about Binks today. But I could feel myself sliding away, my whole body wanting her. No. No. Don't fall for it. Hang on. Knock it off. Split fast. Get out.
"Listen," I said. "I can't now. Later. Tonight after I get a room. Christ, not here."
She made sniffling sounds as I pushed her away gently. I felt my balls throbbing; my cock was so hard it hurt, longing for her flesh. Beat it, I thought, get over to see Binks before you blow the job you don't even have yet. But she came back over against me and shoved her soft nipple against my arm and put her head on my shoulder. Her mouth was open against the side of my throat and I felt my hand going inside, down inside the top of her dress and then I found the nipple.
She slid down slowly in the middle of the curve of the booth. It was really dark in that part of the booth, and the back of the booth was high so nobody could see us from that side and only the waitress would see us if she came right up to the booth.
I opened her dress and leaned down, put her nipple in my mouth and licked it slowly with my tongue.
She murmured, "Oh, darling! Darling!"
I bit her nipple softly. She grabbed my hand and shoved it up under her skirt and pushed me up. Her panties were moist.
"They'll see us," she said. "Just sit still." But she didn't take my hand away. "Oh, God, I'm burning up," she said. "Get me off. Please, get me off."
She pulled her panties right down to her knees and spread her legs. "Oh, God, stick your finger in. Get me off!"
Believe me, that hole was tight and juicy. I got my left forefinger in all the way, right to the hilt, with my right arm around her shoulder, like a very affectionate couple just sitting together in a bar. This must be some crazy fetish with her, wanting to get her gun off in a bar booth. I was willing to bet she'd done it before. Probably a lot. What a sweet little garden of delight was planted between those two soft, firm thighs. I felt the lips of her pussy spread wider and wider. I put the tip of, my finger against her cunt; she had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming out loud. She just sat there and squirmed her ass around without moving her shoulders so nobody could tell in the darkness of that room that she was really reaming; herself. Good thing it wasn't my right hand, or she would have cut my passing down at least ten yards.
Back and forth, Mary Beth squirmed on my finger. I felt her little cunt really squeezing. What a sweet fuck she would make.
She gasped. Her eyes narrowed with exquisite pain. She lifted her buttocks to lengthen the stroke. I knew she'd come now about four times, but there was no stopping her.
Meanwhile, my nuts felt the size of tennis balls. They hurt like hell. I wondered when the hell it was going to be my turn to get off.
I felt her opening her thighs wider and wider. Then, bringing them together, pumping and squeezing, opening and closing, she finally blew the big one and collapsed against me.
My balls were ready to burst.
She sagged against me, but I took her hand and opened my fly and up jumped my dick. I put her fingers on it. She gave it a squeeze.
"Poor baby," she said affectionately, as if speaking to my cock. "Mary Beth's been getting all the fun. Now it's your turn."
Wow!
She had professional fingers. My cock never got jerked off like that before. Frankly, I don't know exactly what she did, but it was pure perfection. First, just kind of dipping the tip of her finger into the slit, while letting another finger slowly stroke the vein down the back.
"Easy baby," she said. "Mama's gonna take real good care of you."
I felt the top of my skull starting to crawl. She played with it like it was a special toy she really loved. She would draw the foreskin slowly over the throbbing head, hold it there, squeeze softly, then slowly peel the foreskin back. Then, with just her thumb and forefinger, she gently stroked the head, back and front, round and round, gentle as caressing feathers. Rippling waves of pleasure ran up and down my cock. The head of my cock was jerking and throbbing. How that little girl could pull and caress my root. Wow!
I came in a wild spasming contraction of my hips, like I'd been hit from the blind side on a busted play. I thought I was going to roll out of the booth and take a mandatory eight count on the floor.
She caught my wrist and the next thing I knew she was taking care of the come around my cock with a napkin. I felt the top of my head come back and settle down on my skull. After a long moment she said, "Happy?"
"Mmmm."
"Feel good?"
"Mmmmm."
"You like it better than the real thing?"
"Not quite," I told her.
"Sometimes it's better than being knocked up."
"You get off a lot like this?"
"Sometimes," she smiled and nestled her head on my shoulder.
The waitress came up.
"Same for her," I said. "Nothing for me."
When the waitress went away I said, "Thanks for the chat. See you around."
Well, I was still in the clear. I hadn't taken a drink. I felt better about that. I hadn't been laid. I didn't feel so good about that now. But that wasn't what mattered. What mattered was Binks. Would he give me another chance to play football?
"Don't forget," she said. "You can always find me at Larson's Supermarket."
"Rebellion prices
"You're funny," she said.
Yup. That's me. Matt Scallen. A real card.



Chapter 2


I went straight out to Rodger Binks' office.
"Matt Scallen," I told the girl at the desk. "To see Mr. Binks."
"One moment, please. I'll see if he's in."
Where else would he be, but in? Who was she kidding?
"Mr. Scallen to see you," she said into the telephone.
There was a long pause while Miss Receptionist played cool-eyed, listening to whatever Binks was telling her. I had a good idea what he might be asking. She put down the telephone and showed all her super-white teeth.
"You can go in," she said.
Binks hadn't changed. Not a lot heavier than when he'd quit quarterbacking for Pittsburgh ten years ago. The office was expensive but plain. No autographed pictures of old buddies and this year's heroes. Not even the wife and kiddie picture on his desk.
He just looked at me. The same old flat gaze.
"I thought you were selling stocks and bonds," he said.
I grinned. What else could I do? I picked out a chair and sat down.
"Are you off the sauce?" Binks asked.
"Nothing to drink in a year," I said.
"Nothing?"
"Nothing."
"I heard you were picked up for drunken driving," he said.
"You heard wrong," I said. "You can always check it."
He stuck his thumbs in his vest. Mr. Corporation.
I looked at his clothes. Three-hundred-dollar suit. A little old boy out of a Texas swamp. He'd gone a long way on a Texas Christian option play. He was guts from hell. I looked at the scar down the side of his skull, the busted nose; the broken jaw didn't show – they'd wired it good. I wondered if he had trouble getting up after sitting two hours in a movie with those bad knees. And the punctured lung only the Mayo Clinic could fix. But nobody was trying to kill him every week anymore.
His clothes, his eyes, his clean-shaven face, and his relaxed lips said: "I made it. I'm not running a two-bit bar after ten years in pro football. I'm management. One of these days I'll manage a top NFL or AFL club."
He saw me looking him over.
"We got some good boys," he said. "Couple guards out of Colorado. They'll make it with the Vikings next year."
"What about Vakos?"
"Oh, he'll be okay."
"He's still in the hospital, isn't he?"
"How're you feeling?" Binks asked.
"I've been training, if that's what you mean," I said.
"What's wrong with the stock-and-bond business?"
"Don't you read the papers?" I said. "Besides, I'm a quarterback."
"You had your chance," Binks said.
"Right. And I almost blew it," I said.
"You blew it."
I grinned.
But I didn't really feel like grinning because now in my mind I saw the motel room again when Leighton was in the hospital after the game with Baltimore. I lay on the bed reading the evening paper and the sports writers were still saying Namath was the best in the world. Maybe they were right but I still had two good knees. That was one of the evenings I wanted to forget, with, in the morning at breakfast, hearing the weather forecast in Chicago and Leighton's wife where she lay beside me in bed, saying, "I still can't believe it happened. I didn't even like you the first time I saw you." And then her lips warm and round and wet that morning and her tongue moving slowly round and round inside my mouth.
"I love you, Matt," she moaned. "I love you. You're so big it hurts me. Oh, God, I love you, Matt."
And then lying on top of her that morning after making love all night, her hand seeking my cock, squeezing it with both her hands until I was breathless.
I stroked her breasts slowly while our tongues met and her body arched higher and higher.
"Aaah," she moaned until our flesh was crawling with delight and I put myself into her slowly and I slowly stroked her, feeling our bodies slowly passing into each other. I eased myself in and out of her, kissing her nipples, sucking each nipple slowly, stroking my cock slowly, feeling her soft buttocks starting to turn and thrash in my hands.
Now her nipples were big and hard and round in my mouth, her hips writhing and turning from side to side. I felt our bodies rising higher and higher, seeking the peak of exquisite ecstasy.
The longing rose higher and higher in both of us. It couldn't last. I wanted it to rise higher and higher, last longer and longer, forever. I felt as if all the blood had drained out my skull. I was soaring. She moaned and cried like a dying animal, grinding her hips into mine, dragging her lips across my face.
"Oh-ohohohohoh!" She cried and then her voice stopped and her mouth opened wide on no sound. Her teeth chattered as if cold and then she screamed my name: "Oh, Matt! Matt! Matt! Matt!"
It was a hell of a tough game coming up that Saturday, Philadelphia, with Schrunz at guard knocking down everyone who tried to get to you in the slot, and Schrunz looking at you in the locker room the next day saying, hey, take it easy, Scallen. Don't leave your best game in the sack. Who's she this week?
But that wasn't the beginning of the trouble, not Leighton's wife. Hell, it went all the way back to high school, ever since Y first started getting laid. The high school coach's wife, she'd started me, man, what a teacher. No, I wouldn't think about her now. Maybe some night when I was really hard up and couldn't get laid. But not now. Listen to Binks. I felt Binks staring at me but I couldn't stop remembering that morning in the motel room with Leighton's wife.
Her cunt was made for me. There was no doubt about it. She didn't really know it that first time. I'd never forget that first night and morning with her when she came, watching her eye balls roll back in her skull, holding myself back, enjoying the sight of her face flushed with passion that made her look as if she were enjoying a wonderful thrust of agony, grinding my cock deeper and deeper into her as she thrust up against it in shuddering swoons, wanting more and more, and giving her all she could handle while she little knew how good my cock felt in her perfect-fitting cunt.
But why hadn't I loved her at first? And then later how had I ever come to fall in love with her? It seemed incredible. I'd never fallen for any woman before. Not in my life. No way. They were all just a piece of tail. Poor Leighton's wife.
Matt Scallen had fallen in love with what he thought was just a piece of tail. That's the way it had started, but it hadn't finished that way. And I didn't want to think how it had all finished.
Binks looked at me and lifted his eyebrows.
"So you think Vakos isn't going to be out of the hospital on time for the game and that junior college quarterback fill-in has me worried so much I'd sign you and put you in?"
"Why not?" I asked.
"Why shouldn't I stick with the junior college potential star?"
"Because this is your first managing job and you want to win."
"What makes you think you're a winner? Hell, you haven't played in a year."
"I've thrown two hundred practice passes everyday and run five miles every night the past year."
"You don't know our play book."
"Give me two hours, and show me three game pictures," I said. "This is only a farm club. That's why I'm here."
"Why didn't somebody pick you up this year?"
"Knock it off. You know why. With the kind of money and choices they have, who's going to take a chance on a former lush?"
"Me?"
"Why not? I'll draw a helluva crowd, win or lose."
"Maybe they never heard of you in Des Moines."
"They heard of me a year ago if they stay awake here for the ten o'clock news."
"Okay… if Vakos isn't ready."
"How much?"
"Nothing if you lose. A contract if you win."
"Crummy."
"Take it or leave it. I'm answerable to top management."
"Five hundred?"
"Nothing if you lose."
"If I win?"
"Contract and five bills."
"Okay. Who are the guards?"
"Post and Preston."
"Never heard of them."
"Tackles?"
"Neiman and Norton."
"Good boys."
Well, I thought, I won't get killed from the inside if the guards are as good as the tackles. Norton was a big hill billy and Neiman was just as big, about six-five, good enough for this league, and if they kept working they both might make it back to an NFL taxi squad.
"Right end?" I asked.
"Leighton."
"No thanks."
"He's the best we've got."
"I don't want him."
"You'll take what you'll get."
I looked at Binks, straight into stoney eyes.
"You know about me and Leighton."
"He'll work no matter who's in the pocket." "That's what you think."
"If he doesn't, I'll kick his ass off the field," Binks said.
"He'll make it look like he's working."
"You're asking for the chance," Binks said. "Do you want it or don't you?"
"Haven't you got somebody other than Leighton?" I asked, feeling I was losing my grip. "He only has to slip up once and I'll get my head torn off."
Binks stared at me, fish-eyed.
"Why don't you go over to Peoria and see if they'll give you a chance?" Binks said.
"Come on," I said. "You don't get to the Vikings via Peoria."
He stared at me.
"Chicago has a nice club," he said.
"O.K.," I said. "Where's the play book?"
"You won't need the whole thing," Binks said. "Remember the seventy and eighty series?"
"Open right, 25, Charlie B, on four," I said.
"Here's the play sheets you'll need," Binks said. "Nine o'clock sharp. Get to bed early."
"Right on," I said. I started out the door. "Where's the team?"
"Thunder-Bird Motel," he said. "Get to bed early."
"What if Vakos is out of the hospital before Saturday?"
"You won't play," Binks said.



Chapter 3


I went outside to my car. It was a cool, sunny October afternoon. I drove across town with the top down. The motel looked big and new. I got a room and asked the switchboard to ring Leighton's room. No answer. I left a call. I went downstairs and ate dinner and bought the papers and tried Leighton's room again. No answer. I was half-asleep with the paper over my face when Leighton called wanting to know what the hell I was doing in town.
"Come over and I'll tell you," I said.
"Are you sober?"
"Come over and see."
Just hearing Leighton's voice reminded me of his wife's voice. I tried to put the sound of her voice away, but it wouldn't go away. I lay there on the bed thinking of her, waiting for Leighton. There was a hell of a lot to remember when I started thinking about her.
How she had looked at me that time in practice camp, straight through me as though she were looking two thousand years beyond me, as if I simply didn't exist. She was standing on the side of the field. It was August, hot and muggy and the coach had been driving hell out of us because we were going to open against Baltimore in a non-scheduled game, and everybody was out of shape and the coach was sore as hell. But one thing you got to say about Bud, he never showed it, just a look, that's all he needed to give you, just a look at your guts or legs and you knew what he meant.
Her hair was shining, golden, and she had a beautiful body. I could see every curve, breasts, thighs and legs, beautiful, smooth as a racing sloop. I walked past her and gave her the eye and she looked straight at me. I thought maybe she was just being polite because I probably stank worse than a dead mule after a two hour scrimmage. I got about five steps past her. Those tits did it. Not her blank eyed stare. I wanted to know who owned those beautiful tits. I turned and went back to her and tapped her on the shoulder. She knew even then who it was. She didn't turn. She didn't move.
"Yes," she said. "What is it? What do you want?"
"I thought maybe you were looking for somebody."
There were always young broads around training camp and on the road. Not as good as in baseball where you don't get whacked around like in football and can hardly lift your cock to pee out of after a tough game, but always broads some place.
But none of them quite this classy.
"I am looking for somebody," she said.
"That's funny," I said. "So am I"
She still hadn't turned around.
"Sorry I can't help you," she said.
"I think you could," I said. You should have seen her ass. Beautiful.
"Goodbye," she said. "I'll tell my husband I just met the quarterback."
I got the hell out of there fast. One thing I always try not to do is get my meat where I get my potatoes. I didn't want to get mixed up with anybody's wife from the team.
But that didn't stop me from thinking about her, and now waiting to see Leighton again I went on thinking about her, remembering her…
How her body was not only beautiful but pleasant, how I met her the second time at a team party and walked up behind her and spoke to her in a voice that was neither soft nor a whisper, but only loud enough for her to hear, standing a few inches behind her shoulder: "I don't care what anybody else says I think you've got the best shape in the room."
She didn't even turn. The rim of the glass against her lip did not move as she spoke, looking straight ahead, just as if she hadn't heard me, her voice cool and detached: "If you tried, you could be quite decent."
"I bet if you turned around you'd see how decent I am."
"Why don't you bring your own date?"
"I don't know any girls."
"Maybe you ought to meet one."
"I'm just a shy country boy."
"So I've heard."
"Has it all been that good?"
"Run along, little boy, and drink your beer." She walked straight away, across the room, to where her husband was leaning against the wall, talking to MacDonald, a new guard from Alabama.
Screw you baby, I thought, Scallen's going to run a big play right over you yet. Goddamn, she had a beautiful ass and legs.
Leighton looked bigger than I remembered. He had been All-American at Wisconsin, then a dislocated shoulder in his senior year, that wouldn't mend right after an operation, kept him out of pro-football his first two years after college. Then he'd played two years of pro-ball with me. After I was fired, he'd been injured again, traded, and now he was trying to work his way back up. He sat back in a chair and lifted his two big feet up on the writing desk and looked at me.
"Well, well," he said.
"How goes the battle?"
"What the hell are you doing here?" he said.
I put both hands behind my head and leaned back against the pillows at the head of the bed.
"Same thing you are."
"Cut out the crap."
I didn't say anything for a long moment. I just looked at him. He sat there staring at me.
"I'm going to need your help Saturday, Jack," I said.
"You gotta be kidding."
"No, I'll start if Vakos doesn't come out of the hospital."
"Like hell. We gotta a kid -"
"I'll start," I told him.
"And you want me to. make you look good?"
"I'll make you look good, too."
"Nope," said Leighton. "I hope they break your neck."
"Maybe I ought to tell the coach."
"Tell him. I don't give a damn."
"Come on. It's all over," I said.
"Bullshit," Leighton said.
"She's dead."
"You ought to be dead," Leighton said.
"All I need is one good game."
"You think you can come back?"
"Wanna bet?"
"You're outa your mind," Leighton said.
"It was an accident," I said. "Don't you think I paid enough for it? I didn't mean to kill her."
"You were drunk. With my wife. Remember?"
"O.K."
"What happened to this stock business?"
"I want to play football."
"What have you got left? Maybe five years. You're no Blanda."
"I'm throwing well. You'll see."
"You look like you're in shape."
"I feel great."
"So does Hogan. Don't crap me you're the same after that accident and all that booze."
"What about yourself?"
"O K.," he said.
"Come on," I said. "They're holding you together with tape and piano wire."
"I had a good year."
"On a taxi squad," I said. "And now you want to work back up to the taxi squad. Why'd they send you down?"
"You're over the hill," Leighton said.
"Well, let's see if you are. I'll put that ball right in your hands."
"You don't know the patterns."
"Drop a few and see where you'll wind up."
"I'll catch 'em."
"That's all I want to know."
"Care for a drink?" said Leighton.
"No thanks," I said. "See you in the morning."
I sat on the edge of the bed, then stood up as he turned the doorknob. I felt things were going to be O.K. Leighton had a great pair of hands. If he dropped the ball or screwed up the patterns he'd only shaft himself, not me. I hoped he was O.K. physically. Above all I hoped the offensive line could hold a block.



Chapter 4


I got undressed, climbed into bed, turned the light out and tried to go to sleep. It wouldn't work. I kept thinking about her, how it all started, and the worst part, how it all finished. No, don't think about that, I told myself, think about making love to her, think about the sweet times.
But that only made it tougher to sleep, and it was no use not trying to think about her at all, no matter how hard I tried. I was all alone with her again in a dark motel room.
Joan Leighton. There, I'd done it, let myself say her full name. I started getting a hardon thinking about her. I felt my cock getting harder and harder against the sheets, the damn shaft was straight up.
How long ago was it that she had stopped ignoring me? When had it first happened? Not the second time Leighton was in the hospital. No, it was the first time, in Pittsburgh, when he'd busted a couple of ribs. I went to see him and she was there in the room with him.
"Matt, I don't think you've ever met. This is my wife, Joan."
I looked at her, straight into those big blue eyes that just went on looking right through me.
"Oh, I think we've met," I said. "The team party."
"I don't remember," she said.
"How's it going?" I asked Leighton.
"Hell, I'll play in a week. Flying back tonight?"
I nodded and looked at Joan. I didn't expect to see her here. I figured she'd be back in Minneapolis with all the other Viking wives. Leighton must have seen my puzzled look because he said: "Joan's folks live just out of Pittsburgh, in Chatsworth, so she flew down for the game."
"How nice," I said.
"It was," she said. There was an edge in her voice.
"Ah, come on, honey," said Leighton. "I'm only in the hospital overnight."
"I know. I know," she said. "Then next month you'll be in again."
"Lay off," Leighton said in a weary voice.
"He'll be okay," I told her and she turned her face away and looked out the window while Leighton and I started talking about the game. We'd won 13-10, using screen passes to set up the running game, but Leighton had dropped a couple flare passes and I thought we better iron out the matter now, even if he were in the hospital.
"What was the trouble?" I asked. "You never drop that ball on a flare pass."
He looked away, ashamed, like I'd stuck a knife in him.
"Well, think about it," I said. "Stiff fingers?" "No, they're okay. Maybe I was just pressing."
"Hell, you've caught that flare too many times to press."
He shook his head and I saw his wife glance at him and then quickly look away.
"Forget it," I said. I looked at my watch. "I better get going. Have to check out and catch the plane."
I picked up the telephone and dialed for a taxi.
"Send a cab to -" I started to say when Leighton reached across to the stand, put his hand down on the phone and cut the connection.
"Save your money," he said. "Joan's got her father's car. She'll give you a lift."
I raised both hands to protest the offer.
"I'll be happy to," she said.
I damn near fell over. I know I blinked I was so damn astonished. I looked at her, but she didn't bat an eyelash. Just looked at me with that cool smile and said, "Really, no trouble at all."
She rose, leaned over the bed, kissed Leighton on the cheek and then on the lips, but it wasn't much of a kiss, not quite a peck, but not a real deep kiss, either, kind of a routine warm peck.
What the hell, I thought, maybe that beautiful body's frozen. Maybe that's why he's dropping passes. His old lady's got her legs crossed. All that body and She didn't say anything on the elevator going downstairs. Nor did I. She got in behind the wheel and I got in beside and told her the name of the motel but she knew it anyway. I thought it might break the ice, but the freeze was so deep in the car I thought it was February in Minnesota. She just nodded her head and we went tooling along the freeway, both of us looking straight ahead.
That beautiful ass and tits, I thought, and she's an iceberg. Ah, to hell with the bitch. I'd break her ice.
"I understand you won a lot of contests here down east before you were married," I said.
"What contests?" Her voice was cold, harsh, bitter.
"Miss Glacier of the Decade," I said.
"Don't be funny!" she said in a furious voice. "Don't you try to be funny with me for one second!"
"The guy's got busted ribs and maybe a concussion and you kiss him like he had a skin disease."
"A lot you know!" she said. Her-voice filled with cold rage.
"No wonder he drops flare passes."
"Shut up!"
"I know the type," I said. "Thinks her ass is Baked Alaska and we all ought to come running with spoons."
"Shut up!" she screamed, and lashed out with her right hand and back handed me across the mouth with her wrist. I tasted blood.
She was weaving all over the freeway and everybody in Pittsburgh was honking at her. I grabbed the wheel and she grabbed it back and steered us back into the lane where we belonged.
"If you want to commit suicide, I'll take a cab," I said.
"You and your big mouth."
"You and your frozen tits and ass. No wonder your husband's dropping easy passes."
"Just shut up, please," she said quietly, but I could hear her breathing fast, almost panting, controlling her rage, keeping her eyes straight ahead, her knuckles clenched white around the steering wheel. I watched her. She looked r "I'm sorry," I said. "What's the trouble? What's eating him?"
She said, "Please. Just be quiet."
"Hell, if it's the team that's going to get hurt, maybe. I can do something about it."
"Just don't talk," she said. "I'll tell you. Not now."
"Where?"
"When we get to the motel. Please."
I let her think. She did about five minutes of thinking going along the freeway.
I didn't look at her, nor say anything. I just let her think, and then I heard this sound coming from her. At first I didn't know what it was.
I looked at her and I saw her crying.
"What the hell," I said, turning toward her. She was making a terrible noise, like crying, only like an animal crying.
She pushed me away. So I just sat back and let her cry. I listened to her cry all the way into the parking lot of the motel.
She stopped the car and I turned the keys in the ignition. And she was really letting it hang out all the way now. Whatever it was. God, I didn't know. She was sobbing, with her face down on her hands on the steering wheel, her shoulders shaking with each sob.
I put my arm around her. She just went on crying and shaking.
I got out of the car and went around to her side and opened her door. I put my hand on her shoulder and lifted her out. She leaned against me like she'd been shot, staggering a little, just limp, and I put my arm around her waist. She reminded me of helping a tackle off the field in college. He was gone, like he was completely air sick or half knocked out, with some legs left, but not much, just sagging against me. That's the way I got her to the door of the motel.
Inside she flopped away from me like a dead fish and fell face down on the bed. For a second I thought she was ill, not with tears, but with a fever or something like that.
But that wasn't it. Not quite. It was her heart, all right. The trouble was there was nothing wrong with it that her husband couldn't fix but he hadn't beep able to fix it.
I went into the bathroom and took a piss and got a couple of glasses. She was still lying on the bed when I walked past her and went outside and down to the end of the building where the ice machine stood.
She was still lying face down on the bed when I came back, but she wasn't making any noise, so I fixed a couple of drinks, just Old Crow and plain water.
I lifted her up. "Here." I put the glass in her hand. She looked dead, glassy eyeballs just staring, looking past over her hand with the glass in it, her wrist so limp I thought she'd drop the glass until I reached down and put the rim against her lips.
She took a big swallow, then another, then she sat blankly staring at the wall, only her eyes weren't quite as blank and gone looking as before the two big swallows.
"Take another drink," I said. I took one, but she didn't move. Just sat there staring at the wall.
"Come on," I said and lifted the glass to her lips.
She threw the glass of booze in my face and laughed, a real crazy laugh, almost cackling. I thought, Jesus, this is all I need, to call the men in their white suits and have her hauled away and some newspaper reporter picks up the story from the hospital.
I got up in a hurry and went.into the bathroom and toweled off my face and turned around to come out, but I couldn't get out of the bathroom.
She was standing right in the doorway, barring the door, with both hands on each side of the door. She looked glassy-eyed, and she was grinning.
"Those drinks really hammered you," I said nervously, thinking of the plane, the time. She was stiff. I'd have to get a taxi.
I knocked her right arm down and went straight past her to the telephone. I was just picking it up when she reached over my shoulder and knocked the telephone out of my hand. As I turned around to push her away, she put her mouth against my mouth and grabbed me with both arms. She put her arms around my neck and I went over backwards on the bed; she was lying on top of me, her mouth wild and gaping, her lips sloshing back and forth over my mouth, her firm big tits flattened against my chest.
"Listen, you silly bitch," I yelled. "I've got to catch a plane."
"Listen, you silly bastard," she said, "you're going to fuck me and fuck me good."
Wow!
What the hell? Was she trying to frame me in some way? But no reason. But how drunk could two big belts of booze make her.
I pushed her away. She came back again, reaching for my cock. I gave her a good arm shiver, the butt of my hands against her shoulders and she fell back on the bed and I got up. The shiver would have knocked a guard over.
"Come on, come on." I was sore. "What the hell kind of an act are you trying to pull?"
She turned over on her stomach and started crying. I slapped her on the ass hard and I slapped her again hard. It didn't help. She went on crying. So I reached down and turned her over, and she held her hands against her face, and I knelt down in front of her and pulled her hands away. Her face was smeared with tears.
"Fuck me," she sobbed. "Fuck me, please."
"Give me one good reason and I'll fuck you right through the wall."
"He won't."
Leighton's name was Ted.
"What's the matter with Ted?"
"He hasn't slept with me for eight weeks."
"Baby, it's been a tough season."
"Who've you screwed lately?"
I laughed at her.
"If you'd had your ass knocked off four days a week in practice and you got beat up every Sunday, how much screwing would you go for?"
"How would you know?" She sneered. "Mr. Quarterback!"
I wonder if she'd ever seen the scars and fractures on Y. Tittle's body. I hoped I could finish a successful career without getting beat up as bad as one of the all-time-great quarterbacks.
"You look like a great piece of ass to me," I said. "But maybe you're just another ice cube in bed.
Her eyes seemed to clear a little.
"Wanna try?"
"Come on," I said, standing up. "You've got to get back to your folks, and I've got to catch a plane."
One thing I always kept right, don't screw a,teammate's wife. No way. You could really fuck up doing that, but I wanted this broad how I wanted her!
"Who am I kidding?" I said aloud.
"What?"
"I've wanted to screw you like mad since the first time I saw you and I told myself I was going to make it if it's the last thing I did. Now I'm standing here playing all team spirit. To hell with it. Get your clothes off. I don't give a damn why you want to screw or why you aren't getting screwed. You're going to get fucked good right here."
Her tits were like beautiful white flowers with red centers. I sucked her nipples until she screamed. I dug my teeth into her big hard nipples. They were beautiful, creamy as hell, and I licked them and licked them, and her nipples never went down, just standing there rigid as flower stems, quivering to be sucked and sucked again. I brushed my eyelids back and forth over those beautiful nipples. I couldn't get enough of them. I stuck my tongue into her navel, and sloshed it round and round, listening to her now crying with delight, while I had the middle finger of my left hand right inside her cunt that was flowing with juice. I felt her hands clutching both sides of my head, pulling my head down. I ran my tongue through the furrows of flesh, those soft light creases marking the separation of her thigh where it joined her body.
My finger in her cunt felt the deep creamy warmth of her luscious pussy. Her stomach started to pump up and down; suddenly I didn't really want her, and I wondered what the hell I did want-only to get even with her because she had snubbed me the first time, only to fuck her because I hadn't made out with her right away?
"What's the matter, Matt?" she asked softly.
"I don't know," I said, and, my cock was going down. I couldn't believe it. I felt like a kid caught with his pants down pissing on the side of the school house.
"Darling," she said. Then she stood up and reached over and turned the light out and I felt rotten, the failed little boy. I'd never crapped out like this in my life. It was unbelievable, like getting shot, and lying in the street knowing you'd been shot, remembering the impact, but still not quite believing it had happened.
I'd never felt so much like nothing in my life.
"Come on," she said softly, gently. "There's worse things in life." She laughed softly. "A fractured skull?"
My whole body seemed to become smaller and smaller and smaller, and I wanted to leave her. No, to hell with that. You must always have hope, and you have to work at it. But I didn't need hope that night. She was my hope.
Her mouth engulfed me. It was the sweetest thing in the world, and I'd never needed it more. In fact, I'd never needed it before. Her lips took my cockhead into her mouth, and her lips worked along the shaft all the way. I felt her tongue cross the vein and suddenly my dick was alive, the knob pulsing. I was afraid if I let her stop it was going to quit on me again. Her wonderful lips went right up against my scrotum, then she nibbled right up the back of my cock, slowly and gently, until she put my cock right in her mouth again. My knees jerked and fluttered like I'd been knocked down on a busted play. I felt her kneeling between my knees, her nipples caressing my thighs. She lifted my organ in one hand and cupped my scrotum in the other. Then she began to suck me, compressing her lips. I felt my cock getting bigger and bigger, feeling strong again in her sweet saliva. Then she was sucking me right down to the root. I felt like my balls were going to burst, and then she sat up and called softly: "Fuck me now, you're ready."
I leaped on her like it was my first screw and I was out to prove myself to her, like I was sixteen years old and she was an old experienced woman. It was a strange, humiliating but exciting experience for me.
Who the hell did she think she was? She'd gimmicked me some way, some trick to make me feel small, but I couldn't remember what nor how. Well, it wasn't small now. Yes, I could thank her, but when she got finished with this shaft, she'd be on her knees like a lot of other broads, begging for my cock.
Take it, baby, I thought and thrust savagely again and again. Her pussy rose and ground against me with mounting frenzy. I got both hands under her buttocks and lifted her up. Her whole body was quivering. I poured the cock to her harder and faster.
Then her growing excitement began to reach me. It was sweet to savor it. The upward thrust of her buttocks felt as if they were going to go right through me. A smile lit her face when she felt the first hot, sharp spurts of come deep inside her cunt. She cried out in an agony of joy, panting and trembling. Then she just lay, moaning and shivering, quaking from the release of tension. When she thought I was finished, I rammed it deep into her and she jerked back with a cry almost of fear.
"Come on," I said. "You're such a big lover. Handle this."
"Please, please, I've come," she said.
"I'm going to screw you right through this bed, baby."
I rammed it in and out furiously. I felt the head getting bigger and bigger and my balls hard as marbles flapping against her wet pussy and the come starting up through the shaft. Then again and again I rammed it in and out and damned if I didn't have her starting all over again, gliding easily with me, ready to come again, her whimpers of faint pain slowly changing to moans of deep pleasure. She reached up and dug her fingers into my armpits and drew herself up, her lips seeking my mouth. I rammed it to her good, sideways, up and down, around and around, exploring every membrane of that lovely pussy. And it was lovely. I had never felt so perfectly joined, but I didn't want to admit it then. All I wanted was some kind of revenge on her for being such a cool cucumber, pretending all the time she wasn't just another piece of tail, playing the gentle, refined lady. Bull shit. She was a hot cunt, and she wasn't going to kid me. I was going to wring it all out of her. She was a real fucking bitch and when I was finished with it, she would know it, and she would know I knew it. That's all that counted that time.
Then a wonderful spasm shot right through my cock like an electric shock and I felt the walls of her vagina squeezing and squeezing. It was sweet! Wow! I felt my spine was going to go out through the top of my skull and I kept going around and around, around, around… then I whirl pooled down into her and lost myself. I fought against it but I was lost, deep inside her, letting out all my sexual hunger. She was draining me. I had not won the battle. She had won. My belly felt as if it had fallen right out of me, and I lay flat on top of her, her big warm mouth against my mouth, warm and loving. I couldn't move. I was paralyzed. Knocked out. I felt her lips curve in a smile and I lifted my head.
"How's that for a fuck?" I said, and pulled out and rolled on my side. She leaned across me and kissed my cheek.
"That wasn't just a fuck, was it?"
"Have you got a new name for it?"
"Nope. A fuck is a fuck is a fuck."
"No," she said softly, and stroked my hair.
I stared up at the ceiling.
"What's the hang up between you and hubby?"
She took her hand away. She put both hands behind her head and lay back and looked up at the ceiling.
"He hasn't made love to me for eight weeks. He can't. Not since that new boy joined the team."
"Bascom?"
"He's after Johnny's position."
"Sure, but you want to remember, too, Johnny's had the hell knocked out of him in a couple of games."
She shook her head furiously.
"This isn't the first time. All he ever seems to care about during football season is his damn body. Taking vitamin pills day and night and always checking his body in the mirror."
Well, this wasn't new. I'd heard there was a lot of trouble with wives during season, and let's face it, you don't play football if you're not a body builder. But I never asked about those problems.
I didn't have those marital problems.
"You're a good lay," I said.
"I'm more than that," she said and turned and kissed my cheek gently. "You'll find out."
"No way," I said. "I'm not going to get hacked up between you and Johnny. If you need ass, you better check the rest of the team."
"I might just do that," she laughed.
I laughed at her because somewhere inside me I didn't believe her, but I wanted to believe her then because I guess even then I was afraid of falling in love.



Chapter 5


I stood in the locker room in Des Moines waiting to get my ankles taped. Leighton was on the training table getting his shoulder taped. Vakos was still in the hospital and I was ready to go after working out a week with the squad. The locker room door was shut, but through it I, could hear the sound of the band, thudding. All the old locker room smells. I felt young again for a fraction of a second.
A big tackle named Geise came up to me and put his hand on my shoulder.
"We'll kick the hell out of them," he said.
"One guy you want to watch," Geise said. "Day. Bobby Day. A new kid. A Guard. He nailed Vakos."
"Let him come," I said.
"He's a rough bastard."
"Just give me time," I said. "I'll scramble a couple times. His guts'll start to drop out, chasing me."
"Like Fran?" Geise grinned.
"Like Fran," I said. "Let him through a couple times. Trap him, then let him run after me."
"We got a good line," Geise said.
Fifteen minutes later, dressed and taped, hearing the band loud now, we charged out, across the field, single long line of white helmets under the lights. The crowd roared and the announcer called our names, one after the other. I looked up at the lights of the press box.
We lost the toss and I sat on the bench and watched the kick-off. Peoria controlled the ball for seven minutes, then punted, and we fumbled the kick on our twenty yard line. Peoria fumbled on our fifteen and I went in.
I looked at Leighton's eyes in the huddle. His eyes were blank. I tried an end sweep. Lost five yards. Then a quick opener off tackle lost three yards. It was the big guard Bobby Day. He was busting into every play. I should have trapped him on second down. He looked about six feet seven.
The trouble was somebody was hitting me every time after I got the ball off. I couldn't tell who it was but I could feel it. Somebody was letting a lineman or a linebacker through after the handoff, and with my back turned to the line I couldn't see. I was socked hard both times, right across the kidneys.
I couldn't blame anybody because the linebackers were dancing and the interior linemen were stunting. I walked up to the center. Day looked at me from under the rim of his helmet. I saw the linebackers start to dance. I had called a sideline pass in the huddle. I went on calling, watching the outside linebacker dance in, then out to one side, and then to the other. Third down and eighteen. Too deep in our territory to throw the long bomb. They were sure to blitz again. Even now I could see it. I checked off an audible. Just a flip pass over the line of scrimmage to Leighton.
I saw him take it just as I got hit. I was hit too soon. I felt the shock tear through my guts. It was Day again. I looked up into his face. His eyes looked like they were all iris. "We're gonna get you, boy," he said, and pushed up off my chest.
The pass was good for seventeen yards to Leighton. I could see the kicking team starting across the field. Fourth down and one. I waved them back. I noticed there was blood on my hand, then I tasted it. I couldn't remember being hit in the mouth.
"Who's letting that guard through?" I asked in the huddle. Nobody spoke. Their eyes watched me. I called a trap play on Day. It was good for five yards. I saw Day lying on his back. his slit eyes watching me closely as he got up.
Now we're moving, I thought. Day'll hang back a little now. A couple more traps and he'll stop blitzing.
I started calling, giving the inside linebackers a sneering look. There they were, waiting impatiently to blitz.
I had the ball in both hands and took two steps backward. I saw Day coming with his eyes big as moons, those long arms and big hands raised, and then he was blocked sideways and I was looking downfield for Leighton. I couldn't see him, but I knew where he was supposed to be, then I heard him yell, "Ball!" I went back one more step and came forward and released.
Here he was again. Big as a mountain. I turned as Day came bearing down on me. I ducked as he leaped, with both arms outstretched. He passed over me as I dived into the line for a first down.
We were moving but nobody could keep Day completely out of the play. He kept coming and he was nailing me on three out of four plays after I got rid of the ball, or just as I was getting rid of it. Nor did it help to mention it in the huddle. I was just going to have to keep taking it. I spat out a mouthful of blood.
Here he was again. Jesus!
I rolled out to the right, looking downfield, listening to them coming after me, Day yelling something. I raised my arm, but I wasn't planted. I stepped back, and somebody shot past. I saw an arm swinging at my throat. I pulled back my head to avoid being clotheslined. The play was a bust. Better eat it. Then the big black body of Day slammed me down. My guts slithered with pain.
Somebody's got to hold him at the line, I thought. Then into the huddle, kneeling, facing the circle of faces, calling a swing pass, first and ten on Peoria's thirty. I called draw and got hit after the hand-off. A sword of fire ran along my ribs. It was agony for a second to breathe. I got up slowly, shook it off.
Day was there, squatting on the line, waiting, but it wasn't just Day who was getting to me. It was somebody different now on every play. Somebody off the weak side. Someplace, somehow, the line would leak. Sure, we were moving, but on every play somebody was getting to me after the hand-off. They were knocking the crap out of me. They stopped us cold and I got knocked down badly on two passes. We kicked a field goal. In the second quarter we were behind six points. It was the same pattern. The minute we got inside their thirty yard line I couldn't get any blocking in the line. At half time the coach chewed everybody's ass. My ribs were killing me. I could hardly breathe, but I didn't dare ask for novacain. I'd get benched. I had to beat the rooky they had waiting on the bench. But the chew job on the team didn't help in the third quarter. If anything, our line was leaking more inside Peoria's thirty. Their backs were forcing the receivers to do a lot of running, so the line had an excuse for not holding too long on pass plays.
Now, facing third down and nine inside Peoria's twenty yard line, I thought of many things. There were the outside linebackers – the one fast, the other a little slower but clever – and the necessity of drawing them in for a sideline pass. But they would be set for what was now the obvious play. Or with Leighton catching well, go for a touchdown; if we didn't make it, a field goal wouldn't bail us out.
I must make this play. Must make it.
Here goes, I thought, checking off audibles at the line, watching the defense playing loose, a little too deep to protect against sideline and down and out passes. But nine yards is a long way on a quarterback draw. But I must get it. I must get it. Fast and quick. Here we go. I took the snap, pivoted, moving back, ball low in both hands, snugged up against the fullback, gave him the ball against his outside hip and took it away, boot-legged it with my left hand, taking a step back to pass, seeing in that instant the hole open behind the fullback after he was tackled three yards past the line of scrimmage.
I sprang, running full speed, getting both knees high, before I hit the hole, only a fraction of a second to make it.
Then I was through and running faster, picking out the deep safety, cutting for the sideline, running, running. Suddenly a tremendous impact, and I felt myself knocked sideways into the air. I clutched the ball tighter as I seemed to cartwheel, and it flew out of my hands. In the air somebody hit me as I was spinning. I struck the ground and they were all over me as I fell.
Jagged spears of light shot through my head. I felt my body breaking, sliding down into darkness. Then the roar of the crowd ran over my head like the crash of surf. The darkness lifted suddenly. Day lay on me breathing in my face. Nailed by Day from behind and side.
I stood up and shook my head. I started walking off the field. Somebody caught my shoulder. My fumble had been recovered. I leaned over for an instant, rested with my head down, hands on my knees. A voice shouted, "Are you all right? All right? All right?" I straightened up and ran back into the huddle.
"Let's go!" I heard my voice snarl as I slapped my hands. The crowd was roaring and applauding. It was a first down on the fourteen. Day crouched, waiting. I called a trap-left, away from Day.
I looked at Day as I called signals. He looked tired, his butt was too low for a good charge.
I handed the ball off at almost the same instant I got socked from both sides, knocked first to the right and then back to the left, to be crushed on the turf. Day was on top of me again. I felt somebody sock me in the ribs with his fist. There were three of them on me. I yelled with pain. Suddenly they leaped up.
I got up slowly, my ribs on fire. We'd lost three yards.
"Who in hell is letting everybody through?" I glared in the huddle. Ten silent faces stared back at me. All right, you bastards, I'll do it alone.
I tried a pass over the middle and got smeared. No blocking. I cursed them out in the huddle. Nobody spoke. I called a quarterback sneak. I drove over left guard; they let me through. I got good blocks, but the inside linebackers came up too fast. My speed was gone, I should have made five yards. I felt the helmet spear my guts. I twisted as the other linebacker missed my head.
I heard the boos as I walked back to the huddle. At first not too loud, then louder and louder as I came nearer the huddle. Then a roaring sea of chanting. The same old Sunday afternoon creeps! Kick you in the balls when you're not perfect. Gotta be perfect every play.
All right, Day, here I come. Grinning. Grin, you bastard!
I faded back to pass.
Leighton! Leighton! Where the hell are you? A hand reached for me. I rammed a fist under a face guard and sidestepped. I tried to roll out, trapped; I whirled, but it was too late. A big guard dived at me, head down. As I stumbled I got hit from the blind side across the back of the neck and the blow of a fist slammed down into the back of my ribs, deep. I twisted, ducked, got hit again, went down. I couldn't move. Screw you! They climbed off me. I staggered over to the huddle.
"Leighton!" I snarled. "Where the hell were you?" He didn't answer. "You better catch this one or I'm going to kick your ass!"
Somebody put a hand on my shoulder.
"You O.K.?" a voice said.
I brushed off the hand, called the play.
There was the crowd roaring and the helmets of the defense waiting again.
I took the snap, started rolling to the left, punched a guard on the side of the helmet. Leighton was covered in the end zone. I spun, started back in the opposite direction, stopped, and looked back at Leighton, coming across behind the goal post. I felt the ball soar. Right straight between the goal post. Right straight for Leighton's hands. Then a monstrous blow came again, and bodies were lying on top of me.
I felt hands lifting me up. I felt myself shaking. Then I was on my feet, walking. I saw Leighton fling the ball on the grass.
Somewhere the crowd was roaring. I staggered.
I looked at my legs. My guts felt busted inside. A great spear. of pain shot through my chest. I must hold the ball for the extra point. I felt myself fall down without at first knowing I was falling. I got up on one knee. The roaring of the crowd sounded louder but far away. I'd done it. What did Binks think now? I got up on both feet and pain speared me again. I fell down and felt the sweat dripping off my face onto the grass. I felt terrible. I held onto my guts with both hands. I thought my stomach and back were going to fall out. I'd never felt this sick before and so badly hurt inside. I lay down and waited for the stretcher. Well, somebody else would have to hold the ball for the point after touchdown. Screw you, Leighton, you bastard! I did it in spite of you. They were lifting me up onto the stretcher. Leighton stood over me smiling. I shut my eyes.
When I opened my eyes Leighton was still there. I didn't hurt anymore. The room was white. I was in the hospital.
Leighton stood beside the bed smiling down at me.
"You made the big one," he said..
"You sonofabitch," I said. "How did you do it?"
He put his hands on the edge of the bed and smiled at me.
"You figured it?"
"What the hell else with somebody letting the line leak just enough to get me damn near killed. What did it cost you?"
"Five hundred."
"Two tackles and two guards?" I said. "Hundred and twenty-five bucks each."
"We're even," he said.
"No, we're not," I said. "But now it's your turn."
He grinned.
"I had my turn," he said.
"You won't know it for a while yet," I said.
"What?"
"You Judas bastard," I said. "How do you think I felt all the time after she was killed."
"Shut up," he said.
He started toward the door but he knew already. He was getting the feeling of how it feels to live every day, all day, with the fact that you're a no-good bastard.



Chapter 6


I woke up the next morning with a terrible headache. I couldn't remember going to sleep. They must have given me something, but I knew I'd been hit hard in the head, so they wouldn't have given me a hypo. Whatever it was I had been out a long time. My ribs hurt me and I looked under my hospital gown to see if they had taped me and then I remembered they don't tape you any more for ribs, only for a game if your ribs haven't mended. I pushed the button on the bell-cord. A couple of minutes later an old, ugly nurse came in. The name tag on her breast pocket said she was Miss Clara Cook.
"Well, well," she said. "You had quite a sleep."
I didn't like her and I don't think she liked me. "Could I have something to eat," I said.
"After you wash yourself."
"What time is it?"
"Almost noon."
I started to get out of bed.
"No, no," she said. "You're not to get up."
She went into the bathroom and returned with a wet washrag and a towel.
"What's wrong with me?"
"You'll have to talk to the doctor."
"Why can't I get up?"
"The doctor will tell you."
"For Chrissake," I said. I took the washrag and the towel. I washed myself sitting on the edge of the bed. She went out of the room and when she returned, a young nurse was with her. In some strange way she reminded me of Joan Leighton. I felt hollow and lonely all of a sudden. I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at her. She was quite tall. Her name was Mary Cassidy. She was blonde and had tawny skin and the most beautiful figure, long, lovely legs, and high breasts pushing hard against the starched front of her nurse's uniform. Her eyes were bright blue.
The pain started in my ribs again when I moved but when I looked at Cassidy, I forgot about the pain. They made up the bed with me sitting on the edge and when I started to stand on the floor, Miss Cassidy told me not to.
"Who told you?" I said.
She looked at the old ugly nurse and they exchanged glances while their hands kept busy tucking in the sheets at the bottom corners of the bed.
"Doctor's orders," they said at the same time. "Who's the doctor?"
"Dr. William Nolen."
"What kind of a doctor is he?"
"Medical," said Mary Cassidy.
"I think I'm going to have a baby, I was hoping for an O.B.," I said.
Miss Cook made a sour face and wrinkled her nose, but Mary Cassidy smiled and I winked at her. But she looked away.
"Get into bed now," said Miss Cook and they both went out of the room, Miss Cassidy following Miss Cook.
I waited a couple of minutes and pushed the button on the bell-cord. Miss Cook came in.
"When do I eat?"
"Not until the doctor sees you."
"You said after I washed."
"Doctor's orders."
"Where's Doctor White?"
Willard White was the team doctor.
"He's consulting with Dr. Nolen."
"Come on, what kind of specialist is Nolen?" "Brain, if you must know."
"Oh-ho! My noodle got scrambled."
"I don't know," said Miss Cook.
"I want to see Miss Cassidy."
"Why?"
"I know her brother."
"I doubt that," she said sourly.
"Tell her to come in, please."
Miss Cook didn't say anything. She went out of the room. I rang the bell-cord again, but nobody came. About twenty minutes later Miss Cassidy came in. Christ, she was beautiful, and what a body. Despite that starched uniform, I could tell what kind of tits she had. Not big melons, but tiger tits, conical with a large base glistening softly to long sharp nipples. No other way would that nurse's uniform stick out so sharply in front.
She knew I was staring at her tits, but she ignored my gaze and looked straight at me.
"How's your brother?" I said.
"I don't have a brother."
"How's your mother and dad?"
"What do you want, Mr. Scallen?"
I grinned.
"Well, now, ahhh -"
"You're wasting my time."
"If you haven't a brother, why did you come?" I said.
"You rang."
"That was twenty minutes ago."
"All right. What is it?" She was standing by the door, but the door was closed.
"Come over here," I said.
"What do you want, please," she said angrily, and she really sounded sore.
"You're damn good-looking, Miss Cassidy."
She drew her lips in faintly and they parted and I could just see the edges of her even white teeth. Her eyes were hot and angry. She turned the doorknob and jerked the door open. She went out fast, but not before I had a glimpse of that beautiful, perfectly shaped ass, and those perfectly shaped legs and slim ankles. My crotch throbbed when I thought how beautiful she looked. I hadn't seen anything that beautiful in years. Down boy. Down. Just thinking about all that white smooth skin of her long limbs gave me a pain in the pit of my stomach and my cock started to tremble and rise. Damn it. Down boy. But my cock couldn't stop thinking about her, either. I felt it huge, congested, swollen, stiff as a ramrod. Already it had lifted the sheet and made a little tent of the blankets. It was standing up vertically from my belly. Hey, knock it off, I wanted to tell it, but it wasn't going to listen to me as long as I kept thinking about the gorgeous ass and tits of Mary Cassidy. I closed my eyes and started seeing her undressed, trying to imagine her body. I could see her belly, then her soft, hairy crotch, slim, golden hairs, curling softly between the tops of her smooth, white thighs. Then slowly she turned. I saw her dimpled, round ass, with dimples like those in her cheeks. I longed to put out my hand and touch it. How soft and smooth and round it would feel.
Her ass was perfect, firm and muscular. I felt my hand steal under the blankets while I held the vision of her buttocks in my mind. I put the palm of my hand around the shaft. I could just barely touch thumb and forefinger together and in my other hand I held my balls. I lifted the blanket and looked at my cock. The little slit on top of the pulsing head seemed, to look back at me as if it were the eye of a small beast. But what the hell was I to do? The pain in my crotch increased. I squeezed. I hated jerking off, wasting a good hardon that way. It stood there, vigorous and massive, the unsheathed head glossy and purple, the veins looking like blue worms. The tip touched the bottom of my navel as I drew it back against my belly. I released it and watched it quiver in mid-air. Angrily, I opened my eyes, sore at myself for day dreaming about Cassidy and sore at Cassidy for not coming back. I gave my cock a whack, trying to knock him down, but it was still hard for Cassidy. I squeezed it because it was ready to come and I didn't want it to come, but there was no stopping it. I couldn't control the congestion, and suddenly it exploded in my hand, first with a single quiver, a few drops of semen, and then, bang, pow, come flooded all over my hand. I wiped it off in a fit of despair, using the sheet and lay back and slept.
I don't know how long I was asleep. I thought I was dreaming when a hand, a voice, roused me. I opened my eyes.
"For Christ sake," I said. I couldn't believe it.
Yes, it was her voice and it was she, all right. No dream.
"Hee hee," she giggled, and sat down on the edge of the bed.
It was Mary Beth.
"How the hell did you get in here?"
"Walked. Yes, Mr. Scallen." She giggled. "Mack Norton."
"Who let you in?"
"Nobody. I just phoned the hospital, got your room and took the elevator. And here I am."
"How'd you know I was here?"
"Your picture was in the paper. Why didn't you tell me you were a famous football player?"
"Infamous."
"Where do you hurt?"
That almost knocked me out when I thought about where I'd hurt the most before I'd fallen asleep. I started laughing and she thought I was making fun of her. She looked hurt and sad.
"Honest, ever since I saw your picture in the paper you're like a drug to me," she said. "I just keep wanting you again and again. I got hot thinking about you."
"Honey, you never had me."
"I know," she said.
"And right now I can't do you much good. I've got a couple cracked ribs and if a Miss Cook came in here and found us screwing, she'd probably crack a couple of your ribs."
"Oh, that isn't it," she said, and stood up and leaned over the bed and kissed me. Her lips were hot and moist. "I just wanted to see you again, honey."
"Take a good look. I think they busted me up."
"Where do you hurt?"
"All over."
She sat down on the edge of the bed. She unbuttoned her sweater. She was naked. Her breasts were large, milk-white, creamy pink at their tips. She was firmly built.
"Hey," I said: "Lock that door or you'll have a nurse busting in here."
She locked the door and came back smiling. She saw the tent in the blankets my cock had set up. She lifted up the blanket and there it was, unsheathed, glossy and purple.
"Now, don't you worry," she said, like she was talking. to me and to my prick at the same time. But she wasn't looking at me. She was looking right at my stiff prick. "I'm going to take care of you. You don't have to move at all."
"I can't," I told her. "It hurts too much."
"Ho, ho," she said, looking down at my cock. "Waste not. Want not."
She took off her dress and panties, socks and shoes. She lay down beside me, on her belly. She brushed her breasts against my side. Her nipples were long and hard. Then she knelt above me. Her face came down. She kissed me, long and lingering. Her lips were soft and full. She mashed her mouth upon mine, then she lifted her head for a moment.
"I'm going to get you as hot. Then I'm going to fuck you with my lips until you come. You'll be a new man."
"Just what the doctor ordered."
She kissed slowly, her tongue exploring my mouth. Her fingers ran lightly over my chest, down over my thighs. She probed smooth and softly under my tongue with her tongue. I felt my heart begin to hammer, my balls and prick and body filling with wild excitement. She had taken charge, but she didn't touch my balls or cock yet. I could hardly wait, I was getting so damn excited.
I closed my eyes and lay still, enjoying it, feeling her tongue flicking the nipple of first one breast and then the other.
I felt her tongue trailing across my flesh, down my belly. Suddenly she stabbed her tongue into my bellybutton. My whole body spasmed with excitement. Then her tongue came out and I felt her hair trailing over my body and her tongue flicking like fire along. the tender insides of my thighs. She flicked her tongue back and forth.
Suddenly she just gulped my cock. She took it all the way back, deep into the back of her throat. The cock was a throbbing stalk and her teeth raked into the throbbing flesh until I felt like screaming with a kind of terrible, wonderful excitement.
One of her hands went under my balls, down along the crease, and she began to tease my anus. It was wonderful, marvelous. I felt as if I was going to blow any second.
Then something strange happened and I didn't know then why it happened. I suddenly could not come. I wanted to come in the worst way and I lifted my hips up until I couldn't take the pain in my ribs. I could feel myself just hanging on the edge of coming and I couldn't make it.
She knew something was wrong because she began to use her lips to help me. She pushed the foreskin down, keeping her lips firmly around the head. It felt wonderful, an absolute ecstasy, but I felt my body getting stiffer and stiffer, wanting to come, but suddenly I knew I simply wasn't going to make it. It scared the hell out of me. Had I been hurt internally? No, it was something else. Like the old saying; it's all in the mind. And that's what it was but I couldn't understand exactly why at that moment. I couldn't make the grade and she felt me just sink down, feeling defeated.
"No use," I said. "I've had. it. It's not your fault."
She pretended not to hear me. She took her mouth away and took my cock in her hand. She masturbated me slowly, then faster, keeping her lips an inch from my cock, breathing slowly on the head.
She worked slowly, and I felt myself getting there again. I was so scared I wasn't going to make it I didn't know what the hell to do because now I wanted to make it more than anything else in the world. I -got closer and closer and then just as I thought I was going to come I fell away from the peak. I cursed and cursed, wanting release so damn badly.
She didn't say anything. She just lay silent beside me. I felt cold as a stone, and I knew she felt the same way.
"It's not your fault," I said.
"Maybe he needs the real thing."
"It hurts too much if you sit on me. My ribs feel all busted."
Her mouth came over my lips. I tasted my cock on her lips. I put my tongue into her mouth. Right under her tongue, I felt as if I could taste her clitoris. It was strange and new. My cock was drooping a little. He couldn't believe he was ever going to get the real thing. But why in hell hadn't I come with such a perfect blowjob? It scared the hell out of me.
Suddenly she stood up on the bed and stood over me with one foot on each side of my body.
"Can you move a little higher?" she said.
"It hurts like hell when I move."
"Just move up a little. Then I can put both hands on the bed board and keep all my weight off your body."
"You're a genius."
I shoved down with my palms. My ribs hurt like hell but I shoved again until the top of my head was right against the bed board. My prick suddenly sprang to life as if it knew fresh action was just around the corner.
I watched her squat slowly, holding on to the top of the bed board with both hands. Aaaah, I felt my prick sliding into her.
Her cunt was slick with hot juice. I lay perfectly still and she fucked me. It was the strangest fuck I'd ever had. Her cunt was red hot. She didn't even move. She just held my cock in her cunt; I could feel it throbbing and getting ready to melt.
Then her vagina walls started pulsating, and I could feel the heat and come building in my cock, getting higher and higher, nearing the peak, and now I knew I was going to make it.
Then everything gushed out of my cock. I heard myself groan and the wonderful release went on and on. My brain and backbone and cock suddenly seemed to melt together like butter.
She stood up slowly and sat down on the edge of the bed. An enigmatic smile curved her lips.
"You don't know how hot you make me," she said.
"Better stop reading the muscle magazines."
She kissed me, but she didn't say anything. I lay there wondering again why I couldn't come suddenly in her mouth. I watched her ass as she walked across the room to the toilet. It was round and perfect, but watching it I didn't feel anything, only hollow and lonely.
What the hell's wrong with you, Scallen? No way to feel after a lovely piece of tail.
But that's the way I felt. It didn't seem right. I didn't like it, but it was there, and it wouldn't go away, and I didn't know why.
I thought of Mary Beth's ass, but all it made me feel was the same hollow, empty feeling.
I stopped thinking about it suddenly because somebody was pounding on the door.
"Open up! Who locked this door! Open up!" The voice went on screaming. It sounded like Miss Cook. Mary Beth ran back into the room. She was trying to keep from laughing and put her clothes on at the same time.
"Is she crazy?"
I shook my head and put my finger to my lips.
"Unlock this door!" Miss Cook shouted.
Mary Beth was trying hard to keep from laughing and get her sweater buttoned. Finally she buttoned her sweater and smoothed her skirt and went to the door and unlocked it, turning the knob suddenly.
Miss Cook stumbled, then almost fell into the room. Her face was red and her voice was hoarse. Her eyes bulged with outrage.
"Just what do you think you're doing?"
I laughed.
"This is my sister, Miss Cook. Mary Beth, Miss Cook."
Miss Cook gave her a scathing, glaring glance.
"What were you doing in here?"
"Talking," I said.
"Why was the door locked?" She looked at the bed, but it didn't tell her anything.
"I asked her to lock it," I said. "I haven't seen my sister in two years."
"Your sister!" Miss Cook snorted. She was furious.
"Hey, watch it," I said.
"And I've been worried about you. Worry is wasted on people like you."
"Thanks a lot."
Miss Cook left the room. A few minutes later Miss Cassidy came in.
"What did you say to Miss Cook? She was angry."
"We were discussing football with my sister here."
"Don't be a fool," Miss Cassidy said. "She'll cause you trouble."
"She doesn't believe Mary Beth is my sister."
"Neither do I," said Miss Cassidy. She looked at Mary Beth. "Don't you know this man has had a head injury and shouldn't be excited?"
"Nobody told me," I said.
"Why do you think your head hurts?"
"Who said so?"
"You're very stupid, Mr. Scallen. If you want to go on fooling yourself, please do so. I'm not supposed to tell you about your head."
"Ah-ha, she cares about me," I said.
"You're an ass," Miss Cassidy said. She turned and left the room quickly.
"I'm sorry," Mary Beth said.
"Forget it. I think you cured me."
But I knew something was wrong. Maybe not just my head, but the strange, funny feeling I had, watching Miss Cassidy going out of the room. I didn't know exactly then what I felt or why Miss Cassidy should give me a strange feeling I couldn't understand.
I know I didn't like it because I couldn't put my finger on what it was. I like to put my finger on things.
Maybe it was just my cock wanting me to put my finger on Miss Cassidy's ass.
Yes, that was it. But I wasn't really sure.



Chapter 7


Nothing much happened until that afternoon. Not a word from Rodger Binks, nor from anybody on the team. Nice bunch of people. Screw them all. If I got out of this I'd take Vakos' job away from him. If I got out of this.
Dr. William Nolen came. He was a fat quiet little man who seemed nervous. He kept reading the charts at the foot of my bed and papers about me in a folder he held in both hands and finally he told me I'd been given a sleeping electroencephalogram, but they weren't quite sure.
"Quite sure about what?"
"Well, uh, we're not sure."
"What the hell," I said.
"Nothing really specific."
"When do I get out of here?"
"We're going to try again. We'll give you a waking electroencephalogram."
So they wheeled me downstairs and the electroencephalogram was taken in a white, sterile room. The doctor who did it was a black and he was smiling all the time. It took about an hour with all those damn little needles he put into my scalp. He kept coming in and out asking how long had I played football, how many times had I been kicked in the head. Hell, if he only knew my head had a ringing sound in it half the time I was in high school and the rest of the time in college and this was a normal noise for a pro. How many times had I been knocked out? I had been knocked out once in high school, three times in college, three times in pro football. Miss Cook came in and looked at me and made a face like she wished those needles were buried two feet into my brain. The doctor said Miss Cook was a wonderful nurse and I was lucky to have her on my floor. Yes, I was sure lucky.
What did he know about a Miss Cassidy? He had never heard of her. After it was over, I was wheeled back upstairs on the elevator and soon I was back in bed. The fat doctor Nolen said he wanted to go over my brain wade tapes with another doctor and he would be talking to me again that afternoon. I waited and I waited and got tired of waiting and pressed the button on the bell cord and Miss Cassidy came in. I asked her for a glass of water.
"I'm sorry," she said. "No water or food until after the doctor sees you."
"What's the latest gossip about my brain?"
"I don't know."
"You mean you know something but you can't say anything."
"Really, I don't know."
"Where did you get that skin? Mother or father?"
She didn't answer. She went out and I lay there. There was nothing but kiddy programs and soap operas on television. I was bored as hell.
Then the fat nervous little Doctor Nolen came back with another doctor. They were carrying my brain-wave tapes. They studied them standing beside the bed.
"Nothing too specific again," said Dr. Nolen. "Hmm," said the thin tall younger doctor. His name was Dr. Henry Cohen. He kept looking over Dr. Nolen's shoulder.
"How do you feel?" said Dr. Cohen.
"Bored."
"Your head. Does it hurt?"
"A little bit when I move around."
"You've had a mild concussion."
"How long was I out?"
"Fifteen minutes."
"A first for me."
"See," said Dr. Nolen. He held up the brain-wave tapes.
Dr. Cohen took them and peered at them, squinting through black horn-rimmed glasses. "You see," he was pointing at something on the tapes. They muttered and murmured, studying the tapes. Then Dr. Cohen put one of those little lights in my eyes and studied my eyeballs.
"Um," he said, and snapped off the light. "Difficult to say. Um. Possible, of course. Better try a karotid angiogram."
"What the hell are you looking for?" I asked. "Possible subdural hematoma," said Dr. Nolen.
"In plain English?"
"Blood clot."
"Can't you tell?"
"Nothing really conclusive."
"Well, let's get on with it."
"First thing in the morning."
"Why not this afternoon?"
"What's your hurry?"
"I have to make a living."
Both doctors shook their heads.
"If there's the slightest subdural hematoma you might as well face the fact, you won't be playing any more football this year."
I knew what they were getting at. I'd seen other players like this. They simply opened up your skull and stopped the bleeding and you could either play again the following year or not at all. I don't remember anybody coming back to play after the skull was opened. Goddamn it, and just when I was going well. That bastard Leighton. Somebody ought to lay his head open with an axe. Leighton, you bastard, if I ever get the chance again I'm going to run right over your skull in practice.
"Could I talk to the team doctor?"
"Dr. Cohen is an excellent doctor."
Dr. Cohen smiled and laced his thin fingers together.
"You're really gong-ho to play as soon as possible?"
"That's what I get paid for:"
"I'll see what we can do."
They both left me lying in bed watching a soap opera.
Just before dinner, the team doctor came in. Dr. Harold Steinbuch. He was handsome, black-haired. He had played for Bierman back in the Thirties at Minnesota on two national Golden Gopher championship football teams. He played a lot of tennis and his face was tanned. He came in wearing a big smile.
"Why didn't you duck your head and eat the ball?" he asked. "Yes, I've seen your tapes. Nothing shows really. A few crinkles in your brain, but they've probably been there a long time. Sorry I haven't been in. Very busy. How's your head? Any headaches? Nausea? You got kicked around pretty good. I saw the game. Yes, I know Miss Cassidy. That'll give you brain waves that will kick up your chart. Quite a piece. I should be twenty years younger. She's too solemn, though.
"What about sex?" I asked.
"What about it? I certainly could use some myself."
"I mean with this head."
"My God, are you screwing Miss Cassidy here?"
"No, I hardly know her."
"How do you get laid in this hospital?"
"Doc, I just want to know if I should or shouldn't."
"More power to you, Matt. I've never been able to get laid in this hospital."
"Is it dangerous? I mean, blood pressure, that sort of thing?"
"If you've got a minor sub -"
"- blood on the brain."
"Take it easy, Matt. Save yourself. Screwing will give you a headache."
He was right. Mary Beth had left me with a slight headache and a little dizziness, but it had certainly been worth it.
"I get horny lying here," I said.
"I'll send in Miss Cassidy."
"Thanks a lot."
"Take it easy. See you first thing in the morning. Get some sleep. I think everything is going to be okay. But we want to make sure."
"What's the deal?"
"Angiogram. Quite simple. We'll put a little dye into your karotid artery. Right and left." He touched the back of my neck. "Then take some quick pictures. If it shows dark anywhere in the brain, you're bleeding. We have to make sure."
"If it's okay, how soon can I get out of here?" "Quickly. Sleep well. Take it easy."
He smiled and went out. He was wearing a three-hundred-dollar suit, just like Rodger Binks'.



Chapter 8


That night there were a couple of good movies on television, but I knew I was going to have a tough time getting to sleep. I kept thinking about how long I might be out of action. If I were out of action another two weeks, Vakos would be ready, but that wasn't too bad. It would mean we'd start about dead even for the first-string quarterback slot. I knew I had a stronger arm and more experience, but I had to be right on because they were building this kid. He needed at least three more years experience and even then he wouldn't really be seasoned. You needed about seven years quarterbacking in the pros to really be sharp and old warrior. Unless you were Namath. But how many Namaths are there with a wrist snap like this? I knew they wouldn't give me a sleeping pill, not with an alleged head injury, but things turned out better than I thought they would. I fell asleep watching the ten o'clock news. The trouble was I woke an hour later. The television was still on, showing some western. I felt nervous and started worrying about football and how soon I would get back to the team. In the night the worry seemed worse than it should be, but I couldn't turn my thoughts off; the worry got worse until I was sore at myself for being such a damn fool to worry this hard, but it was always like that waking in the middle of the night before a game, which is why I always take a sleeping pill the night before a big game. So do most of the other players except when we were using those big sloppy, fat guards in the old days. Those lard buckets never worried about any game. Hell, they didn't have to move laterally in those days. Anyway, I could not sleep. I was lying there wide awake when the door opened softly and shut just as softly. It was dark in the room and I wondered if it was Miss Cassidy who had come to take my temperature. I couldn't see her in the dark, but I could hear her and she sat down on the edge of the bed and touched my leg.
"I couldn't get to, sleep thinking about you," Mary Beth said.
"How did you get in?"
"Waited until the nurse left the hall station."
I felt her hand go under the sheet and move up my leg.
"God, you get me so hot," she said.
"Don't say anything," I said. "The hall has ears."
I couldn't move. I wondered what the hell I was getting into with this hot-boxed chick. What the hell was I going to do with her once I got out of the hospital? Very handy now. But later I might have her on my hands. No thanks.
"You're going to do it this time," she said.
"No harm in trying."
"I'm going to really milk you."
She drew back the sheets. I felt her hovering over me.in the darkness. Why couldn't I come with her? It had never happened before. But I was empty of answers. She put her hand on my balls. No response. Maybe I was all washed up physically and emotionally. Dead, but not buried. She cupped my scrotum, but my dick was utterly limp. Her hand felt remote, far away, yet she held my balls.
I looked up in the darkness at the ceiling.
"Why?" she said and stroked my cock again. "Is it me?"
"It's me," I told her. "I don't know why."
"Doesn't it scare you?"
I didn't answer. Scallen, are you a eunuch? Did I have some internal injury they hadn't told me about? My nuts weren't sore, so I hadn't been kicked there.
I wondered then for a fraction of a second why I was thinking Joan Cassidy while Mary Beth had her hands on my balls. What was behind it? Why didn't I really want to fuck Mary Beth? Of course, I couldn't right now, but why couldn't I seem to care less that she wanted to blow me? I couldn't answer the problem, and then all of a sudden Mary Beth ducked her head and took my cock into her mouth. It was so soft it bent against her lips.
She moaned and closed her mouth and I felt my cock growing in her mouth, though a part of me seemed to resist that growth, as if it were against my will.
Aaaah, it was good now, really good. My cock was really coming to her. Her teeth raked beautifully along the flange of the head. My body shivered. Then, without losing my cock in her mouth, she moved and lay between my legs and began to make some real love.
She was really down on it. And it felt great suddenly. I could hardly bear it. She sucked with power I had never felt before. She really knew how to get the job done. I could see her head going up and down, and then I felt her tongue rasping along the flange of the swollen head. My flesh bucked and quivered with delight. I felt my backbone melting. She sucked and kissed and rasped that tender cock.
Suddenly and completely unexpectedly, I felt my body convulse and thrash. I spurted into her mouth. I came and came and came. I thought my cock was going to fall off. Her lips went on and on, smacking on it, milking every last drop. Back and forth her lips lashed my cock. It quivered! Vibrated! Tingle after tingle of electric shock shot through my melting spine.
I cried out with release. She moaned and went on taking it all in with her clamped lips. Her lips tickled off every little trickle of come. Charge after charge flashed through my cock. I wanted to clutch her hair but I couldn't sit up without pain.
She lifted her head and the shaft fell down, limp, completely milked. She scurried into the bathroom and came out quickly. She sat down on the edge of the bed.
"You were like cherry," she said.
"I felt like it."
"We'll wait and do it again."
Footsteps came along the hall.
"Get under the bed," I whispered.
The door opened and footsteps came quietly across the room, but the light did not go on. I pretended to sleep. I peeked from under one half-open eyelid. A nurse stood over me. I could see the white uniform. I wondered if it were Cassidy. It was too dark to see her face. I waited for the light to go on and the thermometer in my mouth. A hand shook my wrist. I faked a sleepy murmur. The hand shook my arm.
"Whaa -" I said sleepily.
"Are you awake?" said Miss Cassidy.
"Yes, yes, what is it?"
"I was just checking. I'm supposed to wake you every two hours."
"Mission accomplished."
"Goodnight," she said and went out.
Mary Beth waited for the door to close, then came out from under the bed.
"She trying to make out or something?"
"Nothing like that."
"She better not."
"Oh? This isn't exclusive property," I said.
We waited awhile and then Mary Beth tried to get me up again, but it was strictly no go. I felt a kind of nothingness again.
"Oh, honey," she said. "What's the trouble?"
"You better go."
She lifted her head from between my legs and rested the side of her face on my thigh.
"Oh, I do love him and you," she said. "Do you love me at all?"
"That was a terrific blowjob."
"Not that," she said.
"Don't get complicated."
"I've never been in love with anybody, Matt."
"You're sweet," I told her. With some broads they thought you meant you loved them. Maybe "sweet" would hold her. What the hell was I getting into with this chick?
"It was good. Wasn't it? You never had a better blowjob, did you?"
"No."
"I'll do anything for you, Matt."
Oh, no, I thought, and finally got her to leave about fifteen minutes later. I started worrying again about Vakos and my job and my head and I had a hell of a time falling asleep. But I finally made it without knowing I had fallen asleep.



Chapter 9


I woke up after the angiogram and I didn't remember anything. They had knocked me out pretty good. They stick a couple of big needles in your neck right into the karotid arteries. I felt lousy from being out. My head didn't hurt anymore, but I felt a little dizzy. I looked up at the television set on the wall of my bedroom. It was turned off. After a while a new nurse came in. I didn't know her. I felt tired. I wouldn't have cared then about Mary Cassidy. I didn't care about anything. I felt sleepy.
The nurse said: "How do you feel?"
"I'd like to wake up but I feel tired."
"Yes."
"How long was I out?"
"Half an hour."
"What does the doctor think?"
"He'll see you." I couldn't remember Dr. Steinbuch's name.
I closed my eyes. It wouldn't have mattered then if Miss Cassidy had walked into the room naked. I was that pooped out.
The next morning Dr. Harold Steinbuch came around to see me. I was sitting up, reading the morning paper. I felt a hell of a lot better, ready to go. Dr. Steinbuch was smiling.
"How do you feel this morning, bucko?" he asked. "Yes, you look all right. No clot."
"When can I suit up?"
"Couple days."
"Two days?"
"Three days."
"Everything okay?" I asked.
"Doctors never lie," he grinned.
"Is Vakos back?"
"Suited up today." He smiled.
"Thanks a lot, doc."
He grinned, patted my shoulder.
"You played a damn good game."
"Nice line, wasn't it?"
"Theirs or ours?" he giggled.'
"Why the hell do you think I'm here?"
"You played a good game," he said.
"Good?" I said. "With that line, it was pure crap!"
He patted my shoulder again, giggled and went out. I took a nap. When I woke up, Miss Cassidy was standing beside my bed, getting ready to stick a thermometer into my mouth. Before she stuck it in I said, "What're you doing tomorrow night?"
She didn't look at me. She was the most beautiful woman I'd seen in a long time. She just stood there, waggling the thermometer, waiting for me to stop talking. Her breasts jiggled against her white uniform. I stared at them, feeling my prick come to life. Down, boy. Down.
"Did you hear me?" I said.
She lifted her eyelids faintly, but her head did not move. She looked at me. She nodded and returned her gaze to the thermometer. Then she quickly jabbed the thermometer right into my open mouth, right under my tongue and picked up my wrist and looked at her watch, and started to take my pulse. I mumbled something but it wasn't any use with the thermometer in my mouth. I shut up until she took it out.
"Look," I said. "If you're married, say so."
She studied the thermometer and wrote her report on my chart. She started toward the door.
"Get a good rest," she said. "The doctor said you can leave tomorrow." She shut the door quickly.
I closed my eyes; my body filling with desire as I thought of her. I thought of running my hands over her breasts, her nipples thickening and then hardening, pointing at me, aching for my teeth to bite into them. Ah, her silky soft pussy, her lovely smooth skin, but suddenly my prick wasn't hard. I couldn't stop thinking about her, but in my thoughts she had on all her clothes. I wanted to see her naked, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't see her naked body. They have done something to your head, Scallen, I told myself. But I wasn't worried. I'd felt a little like this after some rough games after being kicked in the head. It would pass… yet I was worried. It had not been this much of a sexual block before. Not after a rough game. It was something else. Why in hell couldn't I undress Miss Cassidy and have a few nice thoughts? Maybe the trouble was I was feeling like a kid again, and I didn't know it. Maybe I was falling in love with Cassidy and didn't know it. No, she was only another gorgeous dish and I wanted some of it. Then I remembered how goddamn tough the war and football had made me. Yes, until Leighton's wife. I'd felt tender and loving toward her, and now it was happening to me for the second time in my life. I didn't want to get mixed up with any woman, and I mustn't screw or drink myself to death. And I didn't want to fall in love.
I got out of the hospital about noon and went looking for Mary Cassidy. Clara Cook was on the floor station desk.
"When will Miss Cassidy be on duty?" I asked.
"Tomorrow evening."
"Do you know where I can reach her?"
"We're not in the habit of giving out phone numbers of our nurses to any of the patients."
"Well, well," I said. "I just want to send her flowers for her help while I was here."
"Nurses are not allowed to accept gratuities from any patient."
"I'd love to give you a gratuity, Miss Cook."
Miss Cook walked out from behind the floor station desk and down the hall.
I called a taxi and drove over to my hotel and called Binks. He wasn't in. Well, I had a day to rest up before reporting to practice. I didn't feel like resting. I wanted a work out. My car was out in the motel lot. The team was practicing kick off returns, blocking the third and fourth man on the defense. It was a good play, if you didn't use it in every game. It was sunny and clear and cool. I wore a T-shirt, shorts and cleats.
I walked over to the coach. He wasn't a bad guy, Jim Reed. He'd played ten years with the Giants, and he was hoping to make the Viking staff one of these days, too. Yet I wondered why the Giants hadn't picked him up as a scout. He'd been a damn good halfback. He looked glum.
"Binks wants to see you," he said, not even looking at me.
Down at the end of the field Vakos was passing to Leighton.
"I've called him twice," I said.
"He's down in the dressing room. He wants to see you."
I felt rotten suddenly. They were going to give me the axe. Win the game for them and get the axe. Some pay-off. Break your ass and get the chop.
Binks was going through the locker. I wondered what the hell he was looking for. He turned around suddenly, looking embarrassed.
"Oh," he said, blushing, like he'd caught his hand in the cookie jar. I pretended not to notice.
"Well, I'm back," I said. I, looked at him standing there. He seemed to watch me closely. He turned slowly away from one locker.
"What do you want?"
"The contract."
"What contract?"
"I won, didn't I?"
"We won," he said.
"Come on, don't play games. A deal's a deal."
"What deal?"
"Bull " I said
"Come on down to the office tomorrow."
"Bullshit," I said. I walked over to him. He knew I could take him apart. He knew it would ruin me in football, but there were some other factors he wasn't thinking about. And I knew them. Like being a prick in the business and telling Sports Illustrated the real story.
"Well," he said softly, smiling, lounging with a kind of sudden indolence against the locker.
"Don't give me any crap," I said.
"Hoo, baby!" He started to chuckle. I socked him in the chest and rammed him back against the locker. His nostrils flicked white with rage. But he didn't move.
"If I win I get a contract," I said. "If I lose, I get five bills. Remember?"
"Come on down to the office tomorrow."
"No way." I poked a finger against his chest. "You go out there and tell Reed I'm throwing to Leighton today. Now."
He studied his fingernails, both hands, then swinging his eyes down, yet with that kinky, curvy smile on his lips, he slipped past me, silently.
I followed him upstairs. Reed was talking to his assistant coaches. Binks called him over, about twenty yards away from the coaches.
"I want Matt to throw some with Leighton," said Binks coldly.
Reed's face didn't change, but his eyes flickered for a fraction of a second. He didn't answer. Reed looked at me and jerked his head, beckoning.
It was funny walking in on Vakos and Leighton. They were still down at the far end of the field, with Klobuchar, a center from Ely Junior College, who'd tried out with the Vikings but hadn't made it.
"Hello, hot dogs," I grinned at Vakos. Screw you, Leighton, I thought, but I gave Leighton a nice smile to let him know that if I ever found my Boy Scout knife I'd stick it up his ass.
"Trade off," Reed said to Vakos. Leighton looked at Reed like Reed had lost his mind, but he didn't say anything because Reed's voice sounded tight and strained and hard.
It felt good to have the ball in my hands again. No matter how you look at it, the best pass outside of the sideline pass against any defense is the slant pass.
It's a good pass to warm up on. I tried three and Leighton dogged it on all three. I didn't say anything to him, just called it again. He dogged it again.
"Hey, buddy," I said. "Look for the ball on the break, would you mind?"
Vakos laughed. I flipped Vakos the ball.
Vakos called a slant and Leighton was right there, taking the ball on the break.
"I knew you could do it," I said. Vakos threw him a couple more slant passes. Leighton looked real good and Vakos tossed me the ball.
So then I crossed up Vakos on the next slant pass, but he should have been ready like he was in a real game, the dumb schlock. He should have, continued on the slant even though I didn't throw the ball.
"Hey, dumb, dumb," I said. "Ever been played close on the slant?"
"Fuck you, Matt."
I laughed and dribbled the ball twice like it was a basketball.
"Man," I said. "You catch like old people screw."
Vakos chuckled.
"Play it again, Sam," I said. "Slant and up, baby, when you're getting played close. Right?" I nodded my head up and down. "Right?" Leighton looked at me flat-eyed, sore.
Vakos' face got tight, faintly angry. I shoveled the ball to Klobuchar. "You guys rooming together?" I looked at Vakos. He put his hands on his hips and turned away, shaking his head.
"Leighton," I said. "You know something? You never were worth a damn on a post hook."
Leighton ran it, a post hook pattern, but he still wasn't in that good enough shape to make it look real. Hell, I let him catch the ball.
"Fat ass," I said. "Why the hell don't you try a sauna?"
Vakos walked over to Leighton. He put his arm around Leighton's shoulder. Vakos started to open his mouth. If I was going to make it, I'd have to beat these two guys one way or another. All they understood was a kick in the ass, and all I had to be was better than Vakos. Leighton knew it would be tough to make me look really bad if I were really accurate.
"Give him a kiss, Vakos," I said. "Bride and bridegroom. Hoo!"
"Fuck you, Scallen," they said.
Come on, you little babies," I told Vakos. "If you're so goddamn good, let's see you beat me out for the slot."
They turned and walked away. I laughed at them.
They walked over to Reed and the three of them bent their heads together and then Vakos and Leighton went down to the locker room.
I picked up the football and practiced punting. I'm not very big compared to a lot of quarterbacks, but size hasn't anything to do with punting. But trying to get the ball on the instep of my foot just a little back of the center of the ball, to get that perfect spiral, reminded me of all the kicking I'd done in high school and college.
Funny thing, I saw Reed watching me. Probably hating my guts for putting his two boys down, and wondering what the hell I had on Binks to have Binks put out the order for me to trade throwing with Vakos in practice.
But Reed was giving the punts a good look. They weren't bad, about forty-yard average, and I wondered if Reed had a fake punt formation because I could run out of it. Trouble was I wasn't doing the kicking for the team.
Who needs a triple threat as a quarterback? He'll get his ass busted eventually if he pulls the fake punt formation too often. So what team needs him or can afford him?
I punted about thirty times. Screw you, Reed. He was against me. Binks was against me, but Binks knew how I could hurt football, and Binks, with just a series in Sports Illustrated with inside information. And pro football was getting. as sensitive to the press as a United States President.
I walked over to Reed, flipped him the ball.
"If you ever need a punter," I said. I watched his face.
"Get off Leighton's back," he said.
"Fuck Leighton," I said. "He tried to put me in a hearse."
"Ah, you're over the hill," said Reed.
"Vakos goes over the hill first," I said. "I'll send him there."



Chapter 10


When I got back to the motel, it was raining outside. It looked as if it were going to rain the rest of the day and probably all night. That was bad because when it rains and there's nothing to do, I like to sit in bars and drink and shoot the breeze with anybody. Especially on rainy afternoons and evenings. It helps pass the time. I began to get the itchy feeling when it rains. I wanted to go someplace, but where? I just didn't want to sit in my room alone, but if I went out and to a movie in the rain, I would want to go to a bar after the movie. I looked at the movie advertisements. There wasn't a good movie in Des Moines. Just movies about monsters. So I tried the television. More monster movies. So I sat on the edge of the bed, debating, telling myself not to go out, wanting to go out, but telling myself over and over again to sit tight, take it easy, sit tight. I got up and went to the window and drew back the drapes. It was raining hard; the wind blowing the rain against the window. You could hear the wind-blown rain slashing against the glass. I thought about Mary Beth. No, don't get mixed up in that. I tried to locate Mary Cassidy through information, but the telephone wasn't listed in the directory. Well, I finally told myself, why don't you act your age and do what you should do? Study the team playbook. I knew the plays. No, you don't know them that well. Quit kidding yourself. This was true. So I got the play book and lay down on the bed and started reading and going over the sets and moves of the bread-and-butter plays. These are the key plays, the best offensive weapons to hit the individual weaknesses of each opponent and to probe their defensive vulnerability.
At the same time, I wanted something to run at the strongest lineman on each team. Like that Day who'd been knocking the hell out of me. That's the kind of lineman you have to two-time block or he'll chase the play down the line every play. But to keep him home in his place., you have to have something to run against him. Even then, when you keep a big lineman home by running at him, the odds are against the play ever working. I knew we had to get better blocking against a big tackle. You have to run outside of them a couple of times, usually a second down call. Usually a wasted play but you have to use it sometimes even if you're on second down and ten. It's the only way to keep a big tackle honest through an entire game.
I went over the bread-and-butter plays, at least the plays I've always felt are bread and butter. An end run, off tackle, a trap play and a pitch out.
What I saw in the book, I liked. Reed's end-run play from a split formation with the end out. That was all right. We would turn the defensive tackle loose and not pull our guard.
This play would develop faster than a regular end run, with five men. blocking downfield. But Reed had the end split only ten yards. I preferred a twelve-yard split. I'd talk to him about it. Then the halfback would run full speed to get wide, with the right halfback nailing the end and the fullback handling the linebacker. Good solid bread-and-butter play.
I started to study the trap play. All tackles are susceptible to trap plays, especially when you catch a tackle with a square charge, coming straight in, instead of at an angle.
There was a knock at the door. I sat up. For a minute I was scared Mary Beth had found my motel.
"Who is it?" I asked.
"Manager." It was a woman's voice.
"Come in."
I listened to the doorknob click turning and watched the door open.
The woman standing in the doorway had flaming red hair. She looked about thirty-five. She was tall, with very white skin and a few crows feet at the corners of her eyes. I couldn't tell what her figure was like. She wore some kind of housecoat, unbelted, so whatever was underneath it in the way of a body didn't show. The housecoat was bright blue and her legs were very straight, bare, quite white. She wore dark sandals. Her toenail were unpainted. I took her all in with a single glance. There was a little mileage on her.
She looked self-conscious standing there with fresh sheets over one arm and pillowcases over the other.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Well, uh," she said awkwardly, blushing faintly. Her eyes were green. She stepped into the room. "The girl made up your bed but forgot to put on fresh linen."
"That's okay;" I told her.
"She's a new girl."
"It'll be okay until tomorrow."
"Chain rules," she said, crossing the room. "We have to be sure linens are changed every day." Her voice was businesslike now, rather clipped and filled with haste. She dropped the folded sheets down on the chair beside the bed. "It'll only take a minute."
She leaned over to pick up a sheet. The top of hex housecoat opened at her neck and for a brief moment I could see all the way down to her navel. Even as she bent over, I saw her enormous breasts, highly arched. Down boy. Study the playbook. As she came up with the sheet between her hand, her eyes caught mine and she knew what I had seen. She smiled sweetly, all self-consciousness gone, as if she were proud and happy I had just seen those rising beauties – and they were really beautiful. Down boy.
But the trouble was the more I thought about her tits the less I thought about learning the play book. Come on. Come on. Get down to business. You ruined your career once with chasing pussy and booze. Don't do it again. Don't blow a good chance at a job for a set of beautiful tits. But I couldn't take my eyes off those tits. Even when she was standing up, I kept seeing those rising beauties in my mind. They were really luscious. Big coral pink nipples. I could see them inside her dress like they were eyes looking at me. I thought of the soft down between her thighs. I forced myself to look down at the play book. but I could hear her being busy about the room. I put the play book in front of my crotch because now I had a hardon, as hard as my wrist, making a tent in my pants. I heard her say something indistinguishable. I looked up.
She was-standing, half turned, beside the bed. I felt the heat rising in my balls. The big hardon distended the crotch of my pants into a higher tent. I was afraid to lay the book on it because the book would stand straight up. So I just kept the book up as a shield, so she wouldn't see it. Come on, come on, I told myself, don't mess with her. You live here.
"Are you going to stay here regularly?" she asked. Her lips remained faintly parted after she finished speaking. The pink tip of her tongue showed faintly between her white teeth. She appeared to be holding her breath.
"Probably," I said. "All finished?"
"Almost," she said, turning, smoothing the bedspread with both hands. "Did you want to lie down and read?"
I got up without thinking. Her ass was smooth and round, the housecoat tight around her ass. I could see its shape. It was a lovely ass.
Sit down, I told myself, but I walked toward the bed. I wasn't going to touch her. Sit down. Go back to that chair. But I went on toward the bed, kidding myself I was just going to lie down and read the play book.
Sure. Just read the play book.
She turned around suddenly and took a step forward. We collided and the play book fell out of my hand onto the floor.
"Oh, I'm sorry," she gasped and knelt down to pick up the play book and in that motion, she saw the hardon sticking the tent of pants straight out.
I'll say this for her, she tried. I didn't. I mean at least she picked up the play book, and then put it down. Hell, I didn't even move. I wanted her to see it, to know the hardon was there. My balls were tingling and my cock was throbbing for her.
She knew the play book hadn't produced that hardon. It was funny the way she went about it. First, she picked up the play book. She was kneeling then right under my hardon and the playbook lay on the floor between my feet and if she lifted her head straight up, it would bump the hardon.
Her hand rested on the play book for a second or two and then she lifted her hand away from the play book. And slowly from a kneeling position, she started to.rise, quite slowly, keeping her head down. Then, just as the top of her head almost touched my crotch, she drew her head back and lifted both hands.
She didn't look up at me. She looked straight ahead at her hands. And they were busy hands. One hand unzipped my fly and the other hand reached inside my pants and pulled out my cock.
It was hard as iron and looked a mile long, thick as my wrist, the big pink knob glistening.
She half-squatted, unzipping her housecoat. Beneath she was naked and she lifted her breasts with both hands and pressed my hardon between her tits, massaging my whole prick with her two tits.
I closed my eyes and spread my legs. Thrills of desire ripped up and down my thighs, straight back out of my cock into my loins. I wanted to revel in lust again with- all my senses. I felt new. Miss Cassidy was completely forgotten. I don't know how or why. Perhaps the sudden unexpectedness of this meeting now.
I didn't know and I didn't care then in that moment. Suddenly she cried out in a strange voice and lifted her face and took my cock in both hands. She stroked it down from against my belly, holding it in her fingers, fingering the back of the knob, until I didn't think I could take the thrills she was giving me.
I felt her tongue flicking over my balls, then her head went under, between my spread legs and like little flicks of fire, she ran her tongue along my anus, back along my balls, up the back of my prick. Then she gobbled the whole prick, moaning, writhing on her knees.
The room started to tilt at a crazy angle. I opened my eyes and put both hands over her head, stroking her hair, feeling her wonderful hot mouth lapping and sucking my hard. Her tongue was warm and wonderfully slippery. Her tongue rolled round and round my cock. She peeled and repeeled the foreskin. One of her fingers found my anus.
I felt my legs trembling and shaking as her finger slid back and forth in my anus in time with her lips on my cock. My balls were swelling. I dug my heels in the carpet. I could hardly breathe. I felt spasms of come surging in the base of my cock. I could feel the shocks running through my cock.
Suddenly she drew her head back and flung off her housecoat and rose, all in the same motion. She lay back on the bed, her legs hanging over the side and her thighs spread, her dark hair glistening with dew.
"Kiss me," she panted. "Kiss my cunt, please."
"I'm no cunt eater," I said.
"Buster, if you want this honey cup, you better give a little."
Oh, I'd eaten my share of pussy, but mostly for love and that was all gone, but this redheaded sweetheart had my cock harder than it'd been in a long time. Maybe I needed a little pussy practice. Hair pie never gave anybody indigestion, but I preferred good old-fashioned fucking.
I knelt down between those full, soft, smooth, spread thighs, and reached up with both hands, felt the hard nipples and stroked and kneaded both her breasts.
Her cunt was boiling. It was a cupful of honey, and just as sweet as roses, just a natural sweet odor to that honey. I plunged my tongue into her cunt, a boiling hot chasm. The inner muscles clutched at my- tongue. I twirled and vibrated it like a crazy snake.
Suddenly she arched her back and flung my hands away from her tits and started moaning and screaming in a frenzy, thrashing her body from side to side, grabbing and rubbing her tits with both her hands.
"Oh, Jeeezonz," she moaned. "Whaaaa! WHAAAA! Killing me… Oh, kill me. MEEEEEE! Oh, fuck. Fuck me! FUCK ME NOW! Oh, kill me! FUCK ME NOW!"
Her voice went on moaning and shrieking. Even as I was swinging her body up on the bed, she was rocking herself back and forth, her legs spread, ready to go.
I lowered myself slowly into her. It was like dipping into a tub full of hot oil. My cock never slid in easier.
"Oh, MEEEE!" she moaned, rocking and rolling, rubbing her clitoris harder and higher, her hips thrusting against my pubic ridge.
I felt hot juice bathing my dick.
"OHHH!" she screamed as my prick slithered up and down and round and round. "Ooooooo… FUCK… HARDER, HARDER!"
My head was roaring. I felt dizzy. I could hear the sound of the stadium crowd, the golden horns blaring, the roaring of the crowd, the blur of colors, faces, pennants, voices calling through the sound of the band thudding, so far away, yet roaring and roaring higher and higher inside my skull. Got to make it. Got to make it. I felt myself running faster and faster and then I heard her screaming and screaming.
I opened my eyes. I. was fucking her so hard she couldn't take it. I was ramming her so damn fast, she was ready to cry uncle.
"I've come! I've come!" she yelled, pushing at me with her hands, but I went on ramming it to her, straight into all the sweet, hot honey, feeling it dripping down my balls onto my thighs.
Wildly she shook her head from side to side, spilling her long hair over the pillow. I slammed into her, harder and harder, smashing her down onto the bed.
"Oh, God!" she moaned. "Oh, God!"
She tried to climb away, wriggle backward; her moans became shrieks of pain and then another sound came, that long thin cry of ecstasy again. The roar of the football stadium filled my skull again and I closed my eyes and listened.
Suddenly I had the ball and I was running toward the goal line, lifting my knees high, crossing the goal line standing up, the crowd screaming all around.
And just as I tossed the victory ball-in the air, I came in a flood of juice, spurt after spurt. Then slowly, almost a lifetime it seemed, I stayed there, straight down into her, and then I sank down and rolled away from her.;
We lay there quietly a long time, waiting for our breathing to go down. When I opened my eyes, she, was looking at me, staring straight into my eyes.
"It was great," she whispered.
I stared at her.
She reached for my cock. She stroked it gently. It started to get hard again. "Beautiful," she said. "It's beautiful."
I didn't answer. I just kept thinking what kind of a jackpot have I got myself into now, but I felt better. I even started thinking about Cassidy again and I didn't feel lousy thinking about her because of this fine fuck I had just had. I just kept thinking how much I wanted to see her and how much I could do for her. The trouble was I started thinking about her in a nice way, not just as a piece of ass, but like I'd felt in high school, when I thought I was in love with my English teacher in my senior year. That's another story which I'll get around to later. So I just lay there, thinking of Mary Cassidy, while the woman beside me stroked me. I didn't feel two-faced about it either, because I kept telling myself maybe I was in love with Mary Cassidy if I kept having these gentle tender feelings about her like that time in high school with my teacher, which was only puppy hots. But I'd felt the same way about Uighton's wife and I had loved her. Oh, for Chrissake, I thought. Scallen, you can't be such a damn fool as to think you're in love with a woman you don't even know. You're in love with Cassidy's ass and that's it. Quit kidding yourself. Well, I was going to have to find out.
I didn't even know what was going on in bed until I felt the woman take me in her mouth. She kissed the knob and parted the tip with her tongue. She kissed my cock and pressed it against her cheek. "As long as you stay here, you don't pay anything," she said.
I touched her hair and she lifted her face.
"Where's your husband?" I asked.
"Answer me first," she said. "Will you stay here during the season?"
"Sure," I said. You're kept now, Scallen. How does it feel? It didn't feel right, but comfortable. I didn't know what the contract would read, but what a helluva reason before peddling your cock. Room rent. Yet I had to get release somewhere and if she weren't married, she was better than chasing pussy through bars while trying to stay healthy.
"Dead," she said. She sobbed. "That goddamn stupid war."
I lifted her face up to me and kissed her.
It was a bargain. Signed. Some affection and good fucking. A deal.
We'd made a deal for the season. And what if you make out with Cassidy and find yourself in love with her?
What then, Mr. Scallen? I refused to believe I could think that far ahead. Beside, I wasn't going to fall in love again.
To hell with you, Cassidy. I'm not going through that again.



Chapter 11


It turned cold that night and the next morning it was raining when I went down to Binks' office. He was sitting behind his big polished desk wearing his three-hundred-dollar suit. He started acting tough right off, right down to smoking a cigar while he talked.
"Look, Matt; you know I can't give you a contract."
"I know what you said."
"You know how close to the vest we have to play it here."
"That's your worry."
"Don't give me a lot of crap!"
"Horseshit! I played a helluva game for you. And you know what happened out there. I could have been killed."
"You didn't move enough."
"Bullshit!"
He shrugged, wobbled the cigar in the corner of his mouth.
"If you want to stick around for two bills a week."
"What's Vakos getting?"
"You know better than to ask that."
"You gotta be kidding," I said. "Two bills a week, whether I play or not?"
"Four hundred a game when you play."
"Two bills if I sit on the bench?"
"Right."
"Give me a letter on it," I said. "What time's. practice tomorrow?"
"Same as usual."
"Bring the letter to the field. I don't want to get jabbed in practice and have you tell me I'm not eligible for insurance."
Outside the windows of the car were still wet. It was raining again, that first cold autumn rain that tells you summer is really over and Indian summer is just around the corner. Which was fine with me because it wouldn't be so stinking hot playing football. The cooler the better.
But I didn't like the rain in another way. It made me feel more lonely than a summer day. It made me think about feeling cozy sitting in a nice bar, sipping the juice, with a beautiful dish, getting a little smashed but not too much so sack time would be good later.
I could feel the pull of booze and pussy on a day like this. It was the perfect kind of day to while the time away in a bar with some 'good pussy. My throat felt dry and just thinking about the rain and some companionship started to give me a hardon, but I knew I ought to work out and then go back to my room and study the play book.
I drove over to the YMCA and rented a locker and towel. I had a jockstrap and some shorts. The weight-lifting room wasn't bad for a small city. Actually it was a pretty good setup. I was strong enough, but I wanted to hold endurance. Heavy resistance with low repetitions will build your strength but it won't build endurance. What you need to build endurance is high repetitions with less resistance.
Using forty- and fifty-pound weights, I did ten to twelve repetitions using clean and press exercises, bicep curls, two arm press, three-quarter squats, two arm pullovers, side bends with fifteen-pound dumbbells, two arm-rowing exercises using forty pounds, bench press with fifty pounds, sit ups and straddle lift and lateral raise exercises.
It was a good workout. I was getting ready to shower when somebody in the locker room said they had a running track on the next floor so I went up there. It was a bowl jogging track. Just what I needed.
I ran ten fifty-yard dashes, one six-sixty yard walk, trot and stride, six hundred-yard dashes at full speed and finished off with a half-mile run. I felt good and went back to the gym and skipped rope for ten minutes and finished off with thirty push-ups and forty sit-ups. I felt tired, ready for the shower, and some studying and then the sack.
I walked slowly, sweating, along the hall, back to the locker room. I passed the open door of another gymnasium. I felt fine suddenly, eager for the cold shower. High-pitched shouts came through the open door of the gymnasium. I looked inside. Two teams of women were playing volleyball. I was surprised to find them in a YMCA, but maybe it had something to do with equal rights. I didn't know. I was about to leave when I saw Mary Cassidy. She was jumping for the ball. I watched her rise in the air. Her body was long and smooth and graceful and even more showed now than what I could imagine was inside that starched nurse's uniform.
She wore white shorts and a tennis shirt. Her breasts were sharp and pointed as she reached for the ball with both hands. Her nipples made lovely dents through her thin brassiere. She knocked the ball over the net and landed down hard on the balls of her feet, but at once she was bouncing and moving again.
"Hey, Mary," I yelled. She was busy playing. She did not hear me. I called to her again. She turned her head, waved her hand, but hardly looked at me. I could not tell if she recognized me. I waved at her, but she didn't wave back.
I ran down the hall to the locket room. The ice-cold shower felt wonderful. I looked at my cock. It was thinking just what I was thinking. Mary Cassidy. Down. Down. But the knob started to swell. I gave it a blast of cold water, but it shook it off and started to swell again.
I got dressed and cooled off or I would have come walking out of the locker room with a hardon. That's about all I needed to meet Cassidy with. But when I arrived at the gymnasium, it was empty and the volleyball net was gone.
I went downstairs to the desk and asked where the girls changed. The desk clerk gave me a funny look.
"I have a cousin on the team," I told him. He went on giving me a fishy look.
"You can wait for her down here," he said.
"How come you have women -?" I started to say.
He said: "Women have reciprocal rights here. Separate showers and lockers."
"Farewell to the YW," I said.
So I sat in a leather chair by the door and waited. She got off the elevator. She didn't see me. What a body! She was wearing a blue knit dress. Wow! I felt my cock starting to swell just looking at her. She was all tits and ass and legs and looking at those curving hips and long lovely legs, my mind started to undress her as she came across the floor. I told myself not to do it, but there was no stopping my mind and right through that clinging dress I saw her naked, and my cock started standing tall in my pants. Her tits and skin and ass would be unbelievably smooth. I felt my thigh muscles tensing as I thought my hands fondling and working her nipples, my tongue thrusting her mouth open, moving hotly in her mouth, my hands running over her smooth thighs, stroking upward onto a lovely pubic mound. She would be trembling, and then I would draw my cock forth and her hands would tremble to touch it as I pushed the throbbing head into her soft belly. No, I told myself, forget it, she's a nice girl. Forget it.
But now, instead of just hot cock burning for her, I felt a sense of tenderness and gentleness for her, the way I'd felt about Leighton's wife. No way, I told myself, you're kidding yourself, Cassidy has a beautiful body and that's all there is to it. You want to- screw her, and that's all. But I wasn't sure. Something about her bothered me. But I put the feeling away.
"Mary," I said. "Mary Cassidy?"
I stepped up in front of her fast.
"Oh!" she said, startled. "Was that you?"
I smiled and looked straight into her eyes. They were very blue.
"Well, well," she said. There wasn't much welcome in her voice, but she didn't sound sore as she had in the hospital.
"How's the game?" I asked.
"Fine," she said. "How's your head?"
"Couldn't be better."
"Good luck," she said and stepped around and past me, but I was quick on the pivot. Before she took that extra step out of my reach, I had my hand on her shoulder, not hard, but firmly gentle, just firm enough to keep her from moving. She didn't move, but she didn't turn around either.
It was my move. I didn't take my hand away. I stepped around in front of her.
"Hey," I said softly, "what's the hang up?"
"That's my business." Her lips were tight and thin and I didn't like the look in her eyes. Her pupils were small and bright.
"I apologize for the hospital," I told her.
She lifted my hand off her shoulder and gave it back to me as if it had a sour smell.
She said, "I have to be going." Her voice was taut.
I put my hand back on her shoulder.
"Am I supposed to beg? All right, I'll do a little begging. Look, Cassidy, there's something about -"
"It's Mary Cassidy, if you don't mind."
"Mary, I'll confess," I smiled. "You're damn good-looking." I felt uptight. Her eyes were cool.
"Now that you have the compliments out of the way." She moved to step around me, but I stepped with her and blocked her way.
"Dinner?" I said. "You need a steak after that work-out."
"Not tonight."
"Tomorrow?"
She didn't smile, nor change the blank expression on her face. She sighed, and her shoulders seemed to slump a little.
"Look," she said, not looking at me, her face right in front of me, with her eyes looking past me. "I'll have dinner, then that's all. I'll try to explain why to you, and then that's all."
"Tonight?" I asked.
She thought about it for what seemed a couple of minutes.
"I have to go home first."
"Pick you up in an hour," I told her. "Where do you live?"
She gave me the addresses, turning away, calling the number back to me without turning her head.



Chapter 12


Fifteen minutes later back in my motel room, just as I opened the door, the telephone was ringing.
"Hello."
"Matt Scallen?"
I didn't recognize the voice. It was low and soft, a man.
"Eddy Schwartz," he said. "I use to know a buddy of. yours back in Pittsburgh. I saw yuh pitcher in the paper last week. Remember Augie Ratner?"
Who would forget Augie? Augie owned a nice cozy little bar. Former fighter, never missed a football game.
"How's Augie?"
"Great. He sold the joint and he's playing golf and trying to keep his waistline down. He said hello."
"What're you doing in Des Moines?" I asked.
"Little business. Little business."
"Say hello to Augie."
"Got time for a sandwich and drink?"
"I'm off the sauce. I got a date tonight."
"I'll be around tomorrow," he said.
"Call me," I told him. That's all there was to the phone call then. I never thought anything about it until later-much later.
Somebody knocked at the door. I opened it. It was Mary Beth. She was all smiles and tit. She walked straight into the room.
"Where you been keeping yourself?" she asked.
I looked at the open door. I wasn't going to close it. Maybe she would get the hint.
"What do you want?" I asked in a tough voice.
She giggled. "Oh, honey." She patted my cheek. "Funny boy. Like you don't know."
"I gotta go, Mary Beth."
She rolled her eyes and giggled again.
"You practicing tonight?"
"That's right." I was busy putting on a clean shirt.
"Honey, I'll give you all the practice you need."
I gave her a quick kiss, grabbed her by the elbow and in three steps I'd hustled her out the door. I shut the door and had her walking down the hall. Before she knew what had happened, I'd said so long and was in my car and pulling away from the curb.
It was a nice night. I felt strange, kind of like a kid, a high school freshman, going on a first date. I wasn't sure of myself at all. No passes, I told myself, don't make any passes at her or you'll blow it. Then I remembered something she'd said, about how she was going to explain something to me. Why was she ducking me? Well, whatever it was I wanted to know. You're going soft in the head getting all nervous about a nurse. Sure, it had been a long time since I'd felt nervous about meeting a girl. Second childhood, Scallen. The early change.
We went to one of those places that had been a private club once in Des Moines when the only booze you could buy by the glass was in private clubs. Now it was a regular nightclub, all full of trick Victorian furniture made in Grand Rapids, Michigan, to look like genuine gaslight era antiques.
She stared at me after the waitress left.
"Seven-Up?" She gaped.
"Don't smoke, don't chew, and I don't go with the girls who do."
She laughed, then said, "Do you mind if I have a cigarette with my martini?"
"Have a couple of martinis."
"Don't you drink at all?"
"I've done my share."
"The head injury?" she asked.
I shook my head. I heard the drummer, then the electric guitar.
"Dance?" I said. We walked into the other room where the band was playing. Hard rock. I wanted to hold her. That's the trouble with modern dances. You don't get to hold the girl. After about five minutes we sat down. Funny. I looked at her. I couldn't figure myself out. I wasn't thinking about laying this girl. I was thinking it would be just nice to talk to her. No, that wasn't it. I was afraid to think about wanting to lay her. I'd blow my mind. I was afraid to. I was afraid of losing her. You must be crazy, Scallen! Since when were you ever afraid of losing a girl? Knock it off. But I stopped thinking like that. It worried me, the part about losing her. I was really afraid of losing her.
"Here we are," she smiled and picked up her martini glass. She clinked it against the rim of my glass.
"Gin?" I asked, looking at her glass.
"Vodka."
She sipped her drink and I sipped mine.
"Where are you from?" she asked.
"Didn't you see my hospital records?"
"No. We didn't see any of that."
"You saw enough," I said. She ignored the remark and stared straight at me.
"I've lived all over."
"What're you doing here?"
"One more shot at the big time."
"What do you mean?"
"This is a farm club. Always a chance to make it with the Vikings out of here."
"What are you?"
"Quarterback."
"Why do you play?"
"I like it. It pays."
"You could get killed."
"Sure. Walking in the street."
"Do you always talk like this?"
"No," I said.
"Let's not."
"Fine," I said. "What is the ring?" Mary Cassidy was very beautiful. I looked at her hair and eyes and her lovely, white skin. She wore what looked like a man's ring on her right hand. It had a crest with wings on it.
"I was going to marry him," she said. She glanced briefly at the ring. "He was a pilot. He was shot down in the South China Sea last year."
"I'm sorry."
"It's all right. He's dead."
"Crappy war."
"Were you in the service?"
"Three years. It was another war then."
"What did you do?"
"Infantry."
"Oh," she said.
"Let's drop the war. Let's talk about you."
"I said I'd tell you why."
"O.K."
"I can't stand anybody to touch me. Not since he was killed."
"Why not?"
"I don't know. I just can't stand it."
"I danced with you."
"That's different."
"I see."
"I'm sorry," she said. "You must have thought I thought you had a disease. Who was that girl?"
"Who was what?"
"That terrible girl in the hospital."
"Then you knew?"
"I hated you," she said.
"You don't hate me now?"
"You're not as I thought."
"I didn't ask that girl in."
"You didn't put her out, either."
"I'm only human."
"Subhuman," she said.
"You're going to have me back talking about the war in a minute."
I looked at her eyes. They were beautiful. I reached and took her hand. She didn't move and I covered her hand with my hand.
"Let's get out of here," I said.
"No." she said. She drew her hand away.
"Why not?"
"You know why. Let's dance."
"Wait a minute," I said. I called the waitress over and ordered another round.
When we were in the other room dancing, I said, "Haven't you tried to figure it out?"
"I was very much in love with him. We went together all through high school and college."
"Did you ever sleep with him?"
"Don't talk like that, please."
I was holding her hands. They felt cold. My hands were warm.
"You ought to figure it out," I said.
"I've tried."
"What happens when somebody kisses you?" "I feel rotten. I was never like that."
"He's been dead a year."
"I know."
"You're very beautiful." I took her by the hand and led her back to the table. Our drinks were there. Damn, I wanted a drink suddenly. I felt edgy. No, I felt the desire for a drink, and I fought it off, but I could feel it hanging around the edge of my lips, trickling down into my chest.
"Let's get out of here," I said.
"I knew you wouldn't enjoy it."
"Not your fault," I said. "Come on. Let's get out of here." I stood up. "I want a drink. Badly. Maybe I won't if we get out of here."
We drove across town. It was dark and chilly. I turned on the heater. We passed a park. It was dark and out of the streetlights. I parked beside the curb. I turned and looked at her.
"Look," I said. "I like you a helluva lot. Maybe I can help you."
She laughed. "Oh, God, you can do better than that."
"I'm not kidding."
I clenched both fists tightly. I thought of a massage girl in Thailand. She had taught me a lot. I counted to five. I unclenched my fists and. stretched my fingers wide.
"What're you doing?"
"Take it easy," I said. "Nobody's going to make a pass at you."
I shook my hands rapidly back and forth. My wrists and fingers felt loose. I turned toward her.
"Take it easy," I said. "I'm not making a pass at you."
"What is this?" she asked. She sounded scared. We looked at each other in the dark.
I lifted my hands. She clasped her face in her hands and drew her head back. I did not move my hands. We sat half-turned, facing each other.
Be gentle, I thought. Make the touch relaxing.
"Close your eyes," I said softly. I brought my hands nearer the side of her face. She did not move. I put three fingers on each side of her face. I pressed slowly and gently.
"Please, please," she said, but did not move.
I made a slow circular movement on each side of her face, two fingers against her temple, my thumbs against her cheeks. I did not rub over the flesh, but felt the muscles move in her cheeks and along the side of her head. I did it three times and then moved my fingers down an inch or two and made the same slow circular motion.
I felt her jaw and face relax. I continued making the same circular motion. I drew my hands an inch away. She did not move. I could hear her breathing. Her eyes were closed.
I lowered the little finger of each hand against her cheek, just grazing her cheek, then drew it back, at the same time ever so lightly grazing her flesh. I touched my index finger upon her cheek and just as it finished grazing her cheek, I gently lowered my middle fingers and grazed her cheeks so there was only one finger of each hand over touching her skin at the same time.
"Ah-hhhh," she said. Then, with all four fingers of each hand pressed together, I ran them smoothly and lightly up and down her cheeks to her temple and down to her chin. I could feel my cock tingling, her skin tingling.
I brushed her lips gently with my lips. Her head jerked back immediately and she struck at my hands.
"You said!" she cried.
I turned away. I didn't say anything. I started the car and drove along the street silently.
To hell with you, Cassidy, I thought for a second. I was sore at her, but knew I didn't have any right to be sore. She touched my arm.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I can't. You're nice. Please understand."
"I'm not nice."
"Yes. You are nice. Really, I can't."
I wanted to hold her close, to hold her tenderly, to kiss her tenderly, to feel her heart beating against mine, her lips opening softly, her mouth opening against my mouth.
To hell with it, I thought. I didn't know what her hang-up was. But I was willing to wait. I felt a tenderness toward her I hadn't felt in a long time. I didn't understand it. It had been so long since I had felt this way toward a girl. Screw 'em and leave 'em. I did not want to leave Mary.
After a while we arrived at her apartment. I walked with her to her door and she went in and I drove back to the motel. I went into my room. The landlady was lying in my bed. She looked at me and smiled.
"Who's the girlfriend?" '
"Screw off."
"Now you're talking."
She pushed back the covers. She lay there naked. It's true. A cock has no conscience. I could have walked out of the room. But I didn't.
"I'm pooped," I said.
"Tell me another," she said. "You'll feel really sleepy in a little while."
"For Chrissake," I said, feeling my cock getting hard. She saw it happening.
"Come here, Smokey Bear." She laughed.
I tripped on my shoes snapping the lights off and got into bed. It was dark. I didn't have to look at her. She tried to turn the bed light on and I stopped her.
"What's a matter?" she asked.
"I'm afraid of the light."
She laughed and I turned off my head when I started seeing Mary Cassidy in my mind. It didn't take long. And the landlady was right. I fell asleep in a hurry.



Chapter 13


The next day we started getting ready for our first game. Binks didn't bring the letter to the field. But it didn't seem to matter. I was thinking about Mary again. I thought I would call her when the team returned from our first game against Decatur. We rode the bus to Decatur. I ate a steak dinner and went back to the hotel. It was kind of a flea bag. Everybody was nervous, walking up and down the hall. I was rooming with Klobuchar. He didn't seem nervous. He went to bed early. I sat up reading, but he wasn't asleep very long and he started talking in his sleep, something about the mine caving in and then he started shouting: "Everybody out! Everybody! Out!" I couldn't take it. I got up and shook him and he woke and sat bolt-upright in bed.
"What the hell you dreaming about?" I asked him.
"I was back in Ely," he said. "And the whole town was falling into the iron ore pit. United Steel had dug under the town."
"Go to sleep."
"That's what I'm trying to do."
"Try a little more."
"Shut up," he said and pulled the covers over his head.
The next morning was cool. We went out to the stadium to work out, nothing special, exercises, tossing the ball around. Back at the hotel, the coaches talked to us. I went up to my room. We would eat about four o'clock.
I was reading when Binks came in and shut the door and told Klobuchar to leave us alone for awhile. Klobuchar grunted something about sand in his jockstrap and left the room. Binks sat down on the edge of the bed.
"What about the letter?" I said.
He raised one hand. "Take it easy. We'll get to that. First things first."
"Don't crap me."
"I've got news for you."
"Sure."
"This is a good break."
"Not if you're hooked up to it."
"Kaminsky sprained his ankle."
"Get him a doctor."
"You're going to play setback."
"No way."
"Extra hundred bucks."
"Two hundred."
"You sure don't think a lot of your backup quarterback, do you?" I said.
"You won't get hurt. Hell, you ran a lot with the ball in college and high school."
"I was a helluva lot younger. Hundred and seventy-five bucks."
"One sixty."
"You cheap bastard."
"One sixty?"
"And all the tape I can eat. O.K. One sixty." I didn't give a damn. I knew the plays. Reed came around and talked to me, wanted me to go over the game plan with Vakos.
"Just tell him to get the ball to me."
Reed shook his head and went out.
About four o'clock we went downstairs for the pre-game feed. Steak and eggs. It was dark when we came out onto the field into a bowl of light. Reed had given us the usual crap in the dressing room, how we had to really hustle, put out, make the maximum effort. I ran through the basic plays with Vakos after calisthenics. Then it was time. We won the game toss. We huddled around the coach. Everybody was making some kind of sound to get psyched up. I didn't say anything. For the first time in a long time, I was scared. It had been a long time since I'd run with the ball, and a hundred and sixty bucks wasn't a hell of a lot to get for committing suicide. One good bust and I was finished as quarterback. I wondered how bad Kaminsky's ankle was. Maybe Reed and Binks were framing me. Good way to,get me out of the way. No, that wasn't it. They needed me if Vakos got hurt again. I looked at Decatur. My guts knotted. Decatur looked big in black and white jerseys and white pants. Then the sound of the band rose over the sound of all the yelling, just a monstrous thudding. I watched the kick-turn team take the field. I heard the whistle, saw our deep men get ready to receive. The kicker started toward the ball.
On the first play from scrimmage, Vakos gave me the ball. I made two yards. Somebody hit me low and the linebacker gave me a hardshot in the head. My guts relaxed. Vakos threw to Leighton on an up pattern. It was good for six yards. Vakos pitched out to me and I made six behind a solid block and cut inside and went to their thirty. I could feel we were moving.
Vakos pumped his face mask with one hand. Wide out for Leighton.
"Hit. At a way," Klobuchar said in the huddle. "Good pop Gussy. At a way."
Schaeffer, sliding sideways, faked the linebacker wide and got tackled at the ten. I went up the middle to the four. We were moving sharp. I knew we were going to make it. I felt like I was back in high school. In a way it was a relief, better than playing quarterback. But I can end my playing right here. Last time I'd play setback. Schaeffer dived to the two-yard line. Vakos faked a handoff to me and slid off tackle and went in for the touchdown on one knee. Bower Hawthorne came in to kick the extra point. I went out and knelt on the sidelines. The band and blaring and the glowing darkness was full of screaming and yelling from the stands. Reed knelt down beside me.
"Matt, fire out faster on two-two-twenty five. Go. I mean go."
"O.K."
"All the way."
"All the way," I shouted into the din of noise.
Decatur came back strong. We went into a five-four over shift. The Decatur quarterback, Bob Beebe, out of an eight protection, fired three passes in a row and moved to our forty. He went to the ground and we stopped two running plays and a long pass. They punted and Rexford ran it back to our thirty. Vakos hit Leighton on a wide out for ten, and then Klobuchar slugged and got caught. I picked up nine. Vakos threw to Schaeffer against a loose-six defense and their secondary had only two defenders to counter three receivers. Schaeffer caught the pass and picked up twelve yards. They stopped us then and we had to punt. I kicked to their thirty-four, and the receiver got nailed after a five-yard return.
Beebe moved them in the air, using screens and draws and quick outs. They were on our fifteen. We were off sides. One play. A pass on a drag pattern and they scored and kicked. the extra point.
In the next huddle on our thirty, Vakos said, "B-right-flip 8. On two." He looked at me.
"What the hell," I said.
"Yeah," said Buckram, a guard. "What the hell. I never heard the play."
"Why don't you listen in practice?"
"You're nuts, Vakos," I said. "It's not in the play book."
"It's in mine."
"O.K.," I said'. "What is it?"
Vakos looked at the guard. "Wing back, crack back. Strong end, on, outside. On-tackle, pull, lead. On-guard, pull, hook tackle. Klobuchar, on near gap, downfield. Off-guard, inside, on, outside linebacker. Off-tackle, release. Split-end, down-field. Scallen, take exaggerated open step, keep angle away from the line – look for the ball all the way – key to pulling tackle's block downfield."
We were penalized for too much time in the huddle.
"Goddamn it," Vakos said in the huddle. "Stay awake in practice."
"Bullshit," somebody said. "Stop making up plays."
Third and nine. They red dogged. Vakos had to roll out. I hooked and held the outside linebacker. He flung me away and I ran and Vakos threw but it was too high even to jump off. Reed shook his head and glared at me as I went past him and sat on the bench. Kaminsky sat next to me. He was suited.
"Why aren't you playing if you're suited?" I said.
"I could play. Coach doesn't think so. I know I could. Suited me so nobody'll think I'm hurt."
"What do you figure they're thinking if you're sitting on the bench?"
"It'll fool 'em."
"Who?"
"Next week. Fort Wayne."
He got up to get a drink and fell down.
Beebe really started to move Decatur, up the middle, around end, slants, counters. Reed was raving. Bobby Richards broke his leg. I was really pooped at the end of the quarter. My mouth was full of cotton. I was glad to be sitting. Beebe on a Statue of Liberty, with the end coming around to take the ball, moved to our five. Beebe faked a hand off and kept and tried to roll around end and got hit and fumbled. I picked up my helmet and jogged out with Klobuchar who said: "We'll kill the bastards."
Vakos got a good series going.
Somebody half clipped me and knocked me down. The fans were screaming at that somebody. I couldn't hear the name. The officials didn't see it. But I had a first down. Vakos bootlegged fake away to me. I went straight ahead to block the tackler. The play was going wide. I nailed the tackle. Hoke got the ball off Vakos' outside hip and ran close to the double team block against odd line. Second and six on their forty-five. Vakos called time and went over to the bench. He came back, shaking his head a little.
B-Right-50 Trap I faked a block on the tackle and started downfield. Hoke ran close to the trap block on an even line defense. MacDonald missed the trap block. The. end knocked Hoke flat on his ass. MacDonald came to huddle, holding his gut with one hand. His face was white.
"For Crissake," Vakos said. "What the, hell. Can't you handle him?"
"Somebody slugged me," MacDonald said, holding his guts.
"Blow it out," said Giese.
"Ribs?" Gleason said.
"I'll kill the cocksucker," said MacDonald.
"You O.K.?" Vakos asked.
"If you're hurt, get out," I said.
"Piss on it," said MacDonald. "I'll fix his ass."
"Come on,,come on," said Vakos. "Third and eight."
"Let's go," said Voss.
Their linebackers started to blitz. I thought Vakos ought to throw short. Let the receivers break their patterns and Vakos could hit the receivers for short gains. But I didn't say anything. Both outside linebackers blitzed. Vakos got dropped twice for a loss. I stayed back to block. Vakos overthrew Leighton in a man-to-man coverage. Vakos hadn't passed fast enough. Vakos' arm wasn't strong enough. His hands were slow. Hawthorne came in to punt. About thirty-five yards. I was standing next to Reed.
"Why didn't you let me kick?" I said.
"Shut up," Reed said.
Beebe got hot, throwing short and long. Right down the field. Fifty yards. First down on our fifteen. Our defense blitzed. Both the left halfback and their fullback picked up the blitz by looking back fast on their swings. Beebe unloaded fast and almost hit the fullback in the back of the head with the ball. But he caught it. Second and three. We started a seven-man rush. The fullback beat the defensive end on the swing and went into the end zone standing up. The conversion was good. The kick-return team looked slow going out onto the field. Fitmaurice ran it back to the twenty-five. I went in.
Vakos called an audible signal for a four-yard hitch pass to the flanking spread end. Decatur immediately revolved to a zone defense. Vakos hit Schaeffer for twenty.
A right X 99 Vakos started to spring out. I was on a fan route. I caught the ball in the flat for nine yards. Then I got blind sided. Then a couple others hit me. They were all piled on me. Somebody was hissing.
"Kill you. Kill you. Kill you. Prick. Prick."
I pushed a hand off my face before I got a finger in the eye. 73-Quick Y-Hook Leighton caught the ball, but it looked short of a first down. My side started to hurt. I couldn't remember being hit there. They measured and we were short by a foot. Decatur went into a five-two defense. Tough to run against, but Vakos handed off to me. I ran straight ahead. That's the safest route. Whoever saw Unitas try to run wide? I was going to save a piece of myself for quarterbacking. Somebody clothes lined me and two monsters high-lowed me. I thought I was broken in half. I got up, heard the band. It sounded far away. Somebody put my helmet on my head.
"Vakos, you stupid bastard," I said. "Do you want to win this game or get me killed?"
"Fuck off," said Vakos.
"Run against a five-two!" I said. "Your brains are up your ass."
He knew I was right. Against a five-two, you throw to the strong side – the side of the flanker and tight end. We walked over to the bench and Reed came over.
"What in hell are you doing?" Reed said to Vakos. "Running against that defense!"
"Short yardage."
"Short yardage, my ass. You all right, Matt?"
"Yeah."
"You dumb-dumb," Reed said to Vakos. Sure, Vakos was trying to get me killed, but he'd cut his own throat with a few more calls like the last one.
Posz came out with blood all over his face. Preston was holding his arm. Neiman looked as if somebody had punched him in the eye.
Beebe started throwing again. We went into a zone defense. Beebe started faking the running play and passing off the fake run. Ten, twelve, fourteen yards. They were flooding the zone, three fast receivers. Beebe's pass protection was holding up. When you've got that, there's no such thing as a zone defense. Our linebackers were being forced to play close to the line of scrimmage. Beebe was hooking passes between the cracks, slant passes to the end and flanker. Picking us apart. Then it went to his head. Beebe threw long. You almost never should throw long against a zone defense. Sawyer picked it off. My side felt better as I got up from the bench.
I came back on the counter and took the ball from Vakos and went inside behind a cross block into the three hole. I saw Klobuchar coming down the line to nail the linebacker coming across; I went to the outside and cut back against the traffic. I thought I was going to make it. I gave somebody a leg and took it away and then the roof fell in as somebody hit me from behind. Then I got piled. I got up hurting all over. 74-Out-X-Slant and Up I slanted inside the spread end and went up and across and behind Leighton. Leighton was clear. Then I saw the ball coming. I got hit just as I reached for it. I walked past Vakos on the way off the field.
"You dumby," I said. "Leighton was open."
"You look good out there, Matt."
Hawthorne punted about fifty yards. Reed came over to me.
"Why didn't you hang onto the ball?"
"Why didn't he throw to Leighton?" I said.
"That ball was right to you."
"I'm a quarterback."
"Take it easy," Reed said. "You're not such a damn poor setback."
"If I live."
"You'll live."
"Not playing quarterback."
"You're getting paid."
"Rebellion prices."
Posz took my arm and led me away.
"Reed knows what he's doing," said Posz. "You can count on that."
Beebe was smart. More slant passes. Twelve yards. They carried Preston off on a stretcher. Out cold. Then a hook pass with the end running a deep pattern was good for sixteen. It burned the ass of the over-aggressive defender. Then the tight end went up on a center pass. He was fast, faked a good move to the outside, then went inside on a ninety-degree angle. He looked for the ball on the break. It wasn't there. Beebe still had good protection. The end went on across the field, Beebe hit him and he went all the way to the twenty before Neiman got him from behind. Then Beebe lost his smarts. He tried running plays and lost eight yards. Hitch pass. Just a little five yard beauty, but the end was a real cutey. Good head and shoulder fake to the inside, then he pivoted to the outside, turned up the sideline and would have made it but he cut it too fine and stepped out of bounds. I looked at the clock. Better go for a field goal. But they were going to go touchdown. First a corner hook, dropped, then a hook and go. Intercepted by Broadhurts. I trotted out.
A Right X 94 Throwback A quarterback should only run out of sheer fright. All I can say is the protection broke down. I looked back. Vakos was running. He was not exactly Bobby Layne. I like to run only off the quarterback draw. Vakos was not that fast. Go straight, I thought, go straight. The dumb-dumb was moving to the outside. Vakos the gazelle. He turned upfield. Three of them had the angle on him. Run for the sideline, dumb-dumb. He headed for the sideline but just as he stepped out of bounds, the three hit him. They got up but Vakos didn't move. I walked over to him. He was out cold, face down. The trainer jogged across the field. He turned Vakos over. They put Vakos on a stretcher. I looked over at Reed and walked over to the bench.
"I want you to give it all you've got, Matt," he said. "You gotta move this team. I want you to move it. You can do it. How you feeling?"
"I'm all warmed up." I walked away.
"Let's move that ball!" Reed yelled.
Fred White, a setback, first year out of a small Southern college, came running out to replace me.
Wing-right with a double flex.
White made six yards on a slant. Seven-man zone defense. Make the defenders desert their zones. Five-man pass pattern. I hit Leighton for twelve on the spread side. I felt happy. The air and grass smelled good again. I could hear the shouting now in the stands. I hit the spread end for thirteen with a sideline pass. Christ, we were really moving.
In the huddle, I said, "Anybody spotted a dog?"
"The right corner linebacker is slow," said Neiman.
The gun sounded and we all took off for the dressing room.



Chapter 14


I leaned back against the locker-room wall and slid slowly down to the floor. I felt too beaten up even to get a drink.
"How slow is that linebacker?" I asked Neiman.
He didn't appear to hear me. He had his head back against the wall and his eyes closed.
"Lennie," I said. "Are you with it?"
"Slower than shit," Lennie mumbled.
"Is he ready to be plucked?"
"I'll drink to that." Lennie still didn't open his eyes and he was still mumbling the words.
"How'd you like to play for the Vikings?"
"Shit."
"What the hell are you doing in Des Moines?"
"Earning a living," he said.
"You can make more teaching gym in a high school."
"I hate teachers. My mother was a teacher."
"Imagine playing in the Superbowl."
"Scallen, you're washed up."
"I'm just a dreamer."
"Nope: A complete horse's ass."
"Are we going to beat these guys?"
"You're going to. Some bastard out there is killing me," Lennie groaned.
"I need this game."
"Quit dreaming, Scallen. You need a new asshole."
Reed and Binks came over. They started telling me what to do. I listened to them. Reed said he would call the plays in the second half.
He was crazy. He didn't know what was going on out there. Christ, a quarterback can see the whole thing. The entire field is laid out there for a quarterback once you get behind the center. Maybe Paul Brown could do it with the Cleveland Browns. He'd been a quarterback. Reed was crazy. He'd been a Hanker all his life. Not that I would turn down suggestions from somebody in the press box, but in this league the coach didn't have any assistant sitting in the press box.
I took off my helmet, dropped it on the ground.
"Get yourself another quarterback," I said.
"You pull that and you'll never play anyplace again," Binks said.
"Maybe Vakos will wake up for the second half."
"Reed will call," said Binks.
"Reed will play if he calls the plays," I said.
"Screw it," said Reed. "Let him call it. Let him cut his own throat."
They walked away. Dick Allen, the defensive line coach, was yelling across the room: "Square off! Square off!" Then: "Jensen, are you going to pinch or. aren't you?"
Schaeffer came over. He looked beat, his face was pale. I sat down slowly. I felt as if I'd been kicked all over by a horse.
"Do me a favor," Schaeffer said. "Don't run me over right tackle."
"What's wrong?"
"Smiley isn't blocking and their tackle. Sixty-four. He's tearing my head off."
"I'll talk to Smiley."
"Just don't run me there."
"Hell, I ran it myself."
"Maybe Smiley blocked for you."
"You can do it."
"Don't give me that Reed crap."
"Hustle, baby. Hustle."
Then everybody started shouting. I wanted to go to sleep. Reed was yelling something. I picked up my helmet and started to move out.
We kicked off. The ball carrier made it to the twenty-five before Neiman hit him and Baston sat on his head. Beebe reared back on the first down and tossed the bomb and hit the spread end in mid-field. Bayfield didn't catch him until he was on our thirty. Beebe fumbled on the next play and Neiman recovered.
Flip right, flex side.
We got a little ground game going. Damn little. We punted. Decatur took over on a fair catch. Their thirty, Beebe burned us for. twelve yards on a first-down screen pass right. Our free safety picked off their third-down pass. On first down I threw a spot pass to Leighton for eleven yards.
Schaeffer got sacked. On a roll-out right I got creamed. I saw stars. Then somebody was helping me up and I was kneeling in the huddle. All the cheering sounded far away.
B-Right-50 Trap I bootlegged and faked away. The fullback went straight ahead as though blocking the tackle on a wide play. Schaeffer took the hand off. The double team block went in. The off-guard pulled, trapped the middle linebacker coming through the zero hole. Schaeffer was through the hole, running like hell. I called the same play again and somebody hit me. I went down. My head was whirling. The back end of my skull pounded. I got into the huddle. "First down," a voice said in the huddle. I couldn't see any receivers on the next play. The blitz nailed me. Decatur returned the punt to their forty-five.
Beebe started passing again. I started thinking about Mary Cassidy. I knelt on the sideline, trying to remember something Neiman had said to me in the dressing room. We stopped the passing and Beebe went to the ground. Klobuchar sat beside me on the bench.
"You don't know what day it is, do you? What city is this? How old are you? Who's your girl?"
"What did Neiman say to me?"
"He's out cold."
"Who's slow?"
Beebe had this one setback, thirteen, high knees and twisty, faster than he looked, and he was knocking out the yards, short, long, short, long. Beebe was getting us up for a pass. I thought about Mary Cassidy. Crawford came out. His face looked like he'd been in a meat grinder. One eye was closed. Beebe pulled a quarterback draw and picked up eleven yards to our twenty.
Neiman was walking back and forth in front of the bench, mumbling.
Our defense stopped them on the fourteen. They tried a field goal and Crockett blocked it with one hand. I put on my helmet and jogged across the field. I ached all over.
B-Right-Flip 8 Their linebackers looked overanxious. They had a six-man rush going. I could see the inside safety watching my eyes. They were going to rush three linebackers. No pass coverage responsibility. I could smell it. The ends would have to pick up for the middle linebacker. But if the defensive ends didn't draw a block from the tackles, their blitz wasn't worth a crap. The outside linebackers wouldn't get near me. Well, I'd have to keep two backs back to block. No other way to stop that blitz. Then it would be three receivers against four deep men. Leighton could run a good individual pass route and shake his man. I called an audible at the line.
They were going to give me a seven-man rush. Left end and flanker in a four-step hook. I knew Leighton would. start fast. He could spin out and run, too.
Leighton caught the ball and spun out for five yards. I called the same play again. I was going to gamble. The left halfback and full back were going to have to fire out fast.
"Faster than hell," I said in the huddle to Schaeffer and Hoke. "Fast. Fast. Fast."
Hook and Go I was counting on that slow linebacker to try to pick off a short hook pass. I went back fast to set up. I saw Leighton hook and then go, running to beat hell. I pushed off hard. Leighton veered off to the left. The pass was soft, over him. I watched as he gathered it in and cut for the sidelines. The crowd roared. It was a hell of a gamble for a cheap touchdown. Neiman was right. He had picked the slow man. Leighton went straight in for a touchdown. Everybody was yelling and jumping up and down. Leighton was jumping up and down, holding the ball up high. The sound of the band came, thudding through the noise of the crowd. Somebody slapped me on the shoulder. Bower Hawthorne kicked the extra point. I sat down on the bench. Reed came over.
"You got 'em moving," he said. "You got 'em moving."
"I think I'm going to throw up."
"Easy. Easy."
I threw up and felt better after a drink of cold water.
Hawthorne kicked off. Number thirteen caught the ball on the five. Then, coming straight up the middle, he picked up two blocks and a lane opened and thirteen really turned on the speed. I started to stand up. He made two cuts, dropped his shoulder, head faked the deep safety, went in standing up in the end zone.
I felt lousy suddenly. I could feel the whole team droop right there on the bench. They kicked the extra point, and then we returned the kick-off to the twenty-seven where Hoke almost fumbled. Neiman was carried off again.
"He's dead," somebody said.
"No way," said Klobucher. "He doesn't even know he hurts." 1 Right X 99 Screen Right to Strong End Hoke was pass blocking. He threw himself at the rusher. This was stupid. This big bastard, sixty-six, threw Hoke aside. He had a clear shot at me. I retreated fast. He swung an arm at my face. The screen was forming too slow. I couldn't see over sixty-six. He was right on top of me. I swung out and threw to Schaeffer, but I couldn't see the screen. I was stupid. Schaeffer caught it, fumbled and the linebacker fell on it. Reed was a raving maniac when we came off the field.
Decatur shifted into a spread on our thirty-three. Full back went up the middle for three. Halfback went off tackle for three. Beebe sneaked for five.
"Shee-it," said Baxter on the bench beside me. "We've had it."
"They'll stop them."
"Pig's ass."
Our defense stopped them on the sixteen. I gambled on a screen that picked up fifteen yards. Schaeffer cut inside tackle for six. I gave it to the new kid on a counter and he went for ten. I felt happy. The grass smelled good again.
Somebody was talking to himself in the huddle. It was Neiman. I couldn't imagine what he was still doing in the line-up. I whacked him on the shoulder and told him to shut up. I started running sweeps. Fred White, the new kid, could move. He picked up a first down at our forty. The people in the stands were screaming.
"Whip. Whip. Whip," Neiman was mumbling. "Bastards. Bastards. Bastards."
"Gonna get a piece of your ass, Scallen," their right guard yelled before we huddled.
A Right 95 Block Pass Hoke missed his assignment again on pass protection. In a minute it looked like the whole right side of the line was coming at me. I could see their teeth. Animals. Tear me apart. I slid forward in the pocket. Five pairs of hands were trying to grab me. I ducked down. I couldn't see anything on the periphery. Then somebody hit me across the jaw with an arm and I stepped out of the pocket and started running. Somebody brushed me and I shoved a hand in his face and ran straight ahead. I saw Hoke coming across the field and their free safety up ahead and one corner linebacker, bigger than hell, and I cut for the sidelines. I felt I was picking up speed. I saw Hoke cut down the free safety. The cornerback had the angle on me, but I was cruising. I couldn't believe it. I really had some speed going. I heard him coming up on me and I reversed and ran straight toward him. No room for a hip-fake. I cut back and he made his move and missed; then I heard him running after me, but I was free, going straight down the sideline.
The roar of voices was all around me. I seemed to be running through the roar as if the roaring and screaming were a substance. I tooled into the end zone. I felt like throwing the ball over the fence. I flipped it lightly in the air and let it drop to the turf. Then Neiman was picking me up. Players were grabbing me and I was half boosted onto a couple of shoulders and everybody went on yelling. They carried me about ten yards. Somebody socked me on the helmet. I walked casually to the sidelines. Hawthorne jogged past on the way to the kick conversion.
"Baby!" he said. "Baby!"
"Get those points."
"Got 'em. Got 'em. Got 'em."
I felt damn good. I sat down on the bench. Reed didn't say a word. He was busy watching the kick-off team. Both his fists were balled and he was slapping his thighs. Hawthorne raised his arm and the teams swept toward collision. I couldn't feel any bruises right now.
Decatur started slugging. Fifteen yards for roughing. Back to their five. Beebe stayed on their five. Beebe stayed on the ground for two plays. Third and five. Beebe rolled out right, threw left. Their tight end took it behind a good screen. They started down the sideline. Reed started screaming. Everybody came off the bench. Up to their twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five, forty, forty-five. A terrible fear enveloped the bench. Decatur was going all the way. Past mid-field.
"Shee-it," Neiman said.
"All the way."
"Shee-it!"
John Baker, the free safety, was the only one left. Three blockers in front of the tight end. All they had to do was cut across the field right straight at Baker and knock him down.
They kept going down the sideline. Baker had a good angle on them. He came straight across. Fast. Sprinting, with his knees high. A paper glider hit me in the cheek. I slapped at it. Baker launched himself as the big pulling guard turned toward him. Baker never broke stride. Just like a projectile, his body shot across in front of the three blockers. It was like a bowling shot. Baker's body drove the pulling guard's body straight into the churning legs of the blockers. For a fraction of a second they seemed to rock, and then like bowling pins they tumbled. They were all down on the ground, the tight end sitting on his ass out of bounds. Baker didn't move. He lay face down on the grass.
Another paper glider hit me. I watched them take Baker out on a stretcher. He looked like a sack of dead fish.
Decatur went to the near hash mark and huddled. A sudden wind swept across the field. Decatur at our forty. The wind rose. No sideline passes now. Beebe would have to go to short flares, swings and screens. The wind was in his face. He tried two running plays. Third down and nine. He threw a screen pass; the tight end gathered it in and headed for the goal line, getting a perfect block. Then Duffy, guitar player, out of some little Alabama junior college, cornerback, lying on the ground, got a hand slap on the tight end and the tight end stumbled once and hit the ground.
Fourth down and two. Gotta be a sneak of some kind, I thought. Quarterback? No, sneak pass.
"Sneak pass," I said to Neiman. Gotta be. Strong block on the defensive end. Halfback swinging behind the fullback to take the cornerback and strong safety with him. Then the fullback – Here it was. Neiman jumped bellowing: "Sneak pass!"
Sure enough. There it was. Just as it looked as if the fullback were out of the play from the block, he recovered.
Neiman was screaming, "Sneak pass!" and jumping up and down.
Our strong safety didn't sucker. He took the ball right out of the fullback's hands.
B-Right-50 Trap
A-Right-X-34 I looked at the clock. Bat it up. Off tackle. Hold onto the ball. I dived between Klobuchar's legs. The gun sounded. I ran off the field with everybody hammering each other on the back. We were yacking going into the locker room.
Reed came over to me.
"You were lucky today," he said.



Chapter 15


I felt lousy after the game. I didn't understand it. I was sore all over, but the trainer said there was nothing wrong. Just bruises. Yeah, bruises about ten feet deep, but nothing broken. I didn't understand feeling lousy. I usually felt damn good after winning, and after this win I ought to feel especially,good. Maybe I was just pooped out, no juice, left inside me to feel good. I felt my right knee. Not puffy. Well, I'd know tomorrow. It wouldn't show until tomorrow. Maybe that's what worried me. I remembered now wrenching it, but not aware of it in the game. I had hurt it a long time ago in college, and now on wet and cold days, it got stiff at times. There were two buses. I was sitting on the second bus with Neiman.
"What about Vakos?" I said.
"Little concussion," said Klobuchar, who was sitting across the aisle. "Schaeffer pulled a leg muscle."
"Bad?"
"He'll make it."
The rest of the injuries sounded like a special litany: lacerations, lacerations, knee, knee, knee, ankle, ankle, ankle, teeth, teeth, teeth, bruises, deep, deep, deep, arms, broken, broken.
"They ought to put it to music. We could chant it before every game."
"What?" Neiman said.
"Or get a choir."
"What's the matter? You get hit in the head?"
"Hit in the head, hit in the head, hit in the head," I chanted.
"Hey," Neiman said. "Somebody get the doc. Scallen's gone bonkers."
"Bonkers. Bonkers. Bonkers. Over the Bonkers and far away," I started to sing and went on singing.
"Jesus!" Klobuchar stared. "Talk about me?"
"Ely's going to fall into the iron-ore pit."
Klobuchar started singing and then we were all singing, "Ricker, racker, firecracker, Des Moines' a cracker-jacker."
"Jacker-off," said Neiman. "I thought for a while you'd slipped your trolley."
"I did," I said. "I'm O.K. now. All 'I have to do is sing and everything's happy."
"You're nuts."
"Nuts. Nuts. Nuts."
I went to sleep on the bus, dreaming about Mary Cassidy. It was dawn when we got into Des Moines. My knee felt stiff as I stepped out of the bus. I felt like walking death. It was seven-thirty in the morning. The sky looked like somebody had pissed on it. I went to the nearest telephone booth and called Mary. A female voice answered, half asleep.
"She's not here."
"Can I reach her at the hospital?"
"Who's calling?"
"Matt Scallen."
"She left a message for you. `Good luck."' "What're you talking about?"
"She moved out. Gone."
"Where?"
"Out of town. She didn't say. For good."
"Quit kidding."
"I'm not kidding. Not at this hour."
I called the hospital. She'd left town. No forwarding address. It was awful. I wondered suddenly why I had thought it was so important now to make a comeback. Without her, there was no point to the comeback. Nothing at all. A real depression hit me. I fought it. I stood there in the telephone booth fighting it. Maybe her mother died. Or father. Why would she leave so suddenly? I couldn't get rid of the fuzzy feeling that her leaving had something to do with me. I felt like I was dead. I took a taxi back to the motel and went to bed. There wasn't a goddamn thing I could do. Wouldn't you know it? Fall in love with a dizzy dame. Some kind of nut. Well, I was back on track. No mbre broads. That wouldn't be easy. That was stupid. No more booze. That was smart. Work. My knee felt stiff. Work. I dozed, dreaming of a Niagara Falls of bodies falling on top of me. Even now I could smell the grass from the field. I must work. Damn it, I can make it back.
I woke up without remembering I had been sleeping. The light was on. Mary Beth was sitting on the edge of the bed. What the hell, I thought, what the hell?
"Who let you in?"
"Don't you ever lock your door?"
"The morgue is always open."
I only had a look at her eyes to know what her intentions were. Her eyes were saying it; I want it and I want all of it and I'm' going to show you a good time. My cock understood. I cursed myself. Damn it. Did it run me or did I run it? Here it was running me again and I was in love with Mary. But where was she? My goddamn dick didn't care about love. I felt it getting hard.
If Mary Cassidy was going to run out, to hell with it. Save love for who? Maybe the nearest thing to love I was ever going to get was the same: pubic area pressure and needed relief. Periodic purging of gorged muscle. Christ, all the romantic poetry that had been written in its name.
"How's everything going with the team?" she asked.
"Fine. Still at the supermarket?"
"I haven't been there in a couple of weeks."
"New job?"
"Drugstore. Better hours."
I got out of bed and asked her if she'd like a bottle of pop.
"You've got to be kidding;" she giggled.
"I'm off the sauce."
"Well, if you don't mind, no pop."
She smiled.
"Let's get your clothes off and get into bed," I said.
"Awful hurry, aren't you?"
"That's what you want, isn't it?"
"Could be."
She looked at the wall for a long moment.
"Sure," she said. "I like it. I want it."
I laughed. "Now you're being yourself." I sat down beside her on the bed.
We were still a couple of feet apart. It was a big double bed.
"You're really a nice guy," she said.
"How's that?"
"You try so hard being a tough bastard, but you're a big slob."
I had to laugh at that.
"Anybody ever tell you that you're a nice guy?"
I looked at her face. She reached and touched my cheek with fingertips.
"I'm sure they have. If you want to, you can even be charming."
"Nice," I said.
But there was something else in her eyes now and it bothered me. A kind of beyond-look, as if there were some feeling in her, she was not going to tell anybody about. I could feel it getting to me and I didn't want it to. She looked like she had been looking for a long time for somebody to fall in love with. No way, Mary Beth. You'll get laid, but don't start bringing love into it. No way.
I was already naked. She started to take off her sweater. I helped her lift it over her head. Her breasts were huge; there were about eight eyehooks on her brassiere. I unfastened each hook. She let her brassiere fall to the carpet. She turned around. Her huge breasts gleamed at me, big as car headlights.
"Beautiful!" I said.
She let her skirt fall to the floor. Then she sat down on the edge of the bed and slipped off her panties and pantyhose.
I kept watching her eyes. She paused a moment and then swiveled her butt and drew her legs up on the bed and leaned back against the headboard, her knees drawn up against her breasts. She gave me a completely happy smile.
"Don't be in such a hurry please," she said.
She had smooth wide hips, narrow waist. She stared at my prick.
"Come here," she said. "I want to see something."
My cock was skin tight, drum hard.
"Lie down," she said.
I lay back but she didn't touch my dick. She bent down over it, like a judge at a flower show.
"My God," she said.
"What's the trouble?"
"I never saw it before in daylight. My God!"
"You ought to know what you've had, in darkness or in light."
"I knew it was big, but I never knew it was this damn big," she said.
"Don't faint."
"I would have if I'd known you were sticking this elephant gun into me."
"Maybe we better turn out the lights."
"No, it's better this way."
"When the candles are low, all cats are grey."
"Maybe," she said. "But they don't all have such huge cocks."
"It ain't what you do," I sang, "it's the way that you do it."
"Not for me. I like it big and I love yours."
"What if it doesn't fit?"
"What do you mean?"
"I never had it all the way in you before."
"You're kidding!"
"Let's try it on for full size," I said.
She lowered her legs slowly and spread them wide. I eased over on top of her. She opened her legs wider. I put one hand under her fanny and lifted her up to me, putting the head of my cock right on the lips of her vagina. She moved up and I slipped it in an inch at a time. I didn't push hard. I really didn't know if she could handle the whole big business, but it kept going in and in and in. She winced a little and slowed down. She nodded her head up and down. Her eyes were closed. I felt her come up a little higher and then my dick was in all the way, right to the hilt, real fine.
"Come on. Come on," she said breathlessly.
I rammed it to her once and she damn near jumped out of bed. "Oh. My God," she said. "Take it easy. Slow and easy."
I gave her a couple of slow strokes and felt her clit come up.
"Oh, fuck me, fuck me," she moaned suddenly.
I knew that if I rammed it all the way, I was going to take the bottom out of her. I could feel it touch bottom when I went in slowly. If I went in fast, it would rip her up. I pulled it out a little and told her to bring her legs closer together. I thrust faster. Her arms came up around my neck and her head lifted, searching for my mouth.
She started to kiss my mouth and neck and shoulders. I held her upward, with one hand on her back, kissing her nipples. I could hear my lips smacking wet on those rigid nipples. This was good. Maybe this was better than love. No strings, no connections. You didn't kill loneliness with love. You just compounded the problem of loneliness with other problems. This was a great lay, and that's what I needed now. I felt all the soreness going out of my body. I heard us breathing louder and louder. Her mouth opened and my tongue went inside; our tongues kissed and then her tongue went away and she took hold of my lower lip with her teeth.
It felt great. I heard myself moaning a little. I was setting a hell of a pace. No, smoking and drinking. That's the key to windless screwing. I felt her clit rising harder and harder and her legs starting to spread. I pushed them back together or my whole penis would take her apart. Oh, the lovely pressure on the part that wasn't inside, Hmmm.
Her mouth drew away. "Oh, God!" she said.
She was hotter than hell now. Her cunt was wide open and all honey. Her flesh was getting hotter and I knew she was getting excited as hell. Her fingers were running all over me, up and down my back and thighs, over and over again.
We both started moaning into each other's mouths. Aaahh. It was really good. Getting better. She made little cries of delight when I squeezed her buttocks hard. She loved it. Her lips sloshed against each other. I had a good steady rhythm going in and out, not too fast, not too slow.
"Oh, Jesus," she said. "You're so damn wide."
"When I get through with you, you'll be able to screw a horse," I whispered.
I drew her breath straight into me and I could hear my breath coming faster and faster, rushing into her mouth. She began- to squeeze with her cunt muscles, wanting me to pour a hot load into her.
She put her hands around my ass; grabbed my lower lip with her teeth. She thrust her thighs up and down, going faster and faster. I stepped up the pace. I didn't think she could hold without blowing herself out of the room.
Our bodies were soaked with sweat. Christ, I couldn't hold it much longer. Then I felt her finger probing my anus.
"What's the matter?" I panted.
"Go ahead. Come on." I felt her finger in my anus and I pumped harder. Come on, you bitch, you're going to come.
"I can hold it," I said. I went after her harder and harder, but I could tell she was near coming. What the hell.
"Give it to me, honey. Please, please."
"Come on," I told her.
"Don't worry. Come on, honey."
She put her tongue in my ear. I felt like my cock was an easy rider now and I felt it was going to be a long one that I could control. I was going to see how long I could stay without coming, because I couldn't feel she was even near coming.
She started to shake all over and moan suddenly. I could feel by the insides of her, she wasn't going to come. Maybe she couldn't come this way. Suddenly I began to lose desire. She tried hard to fake it but I couldn't buy it.
I stopped. She started to cry.
"What's the matter?" I said.
"I just can't."
"Where do you want me to stick it?"
She drew away. Before I knew what was happening she was bending over me and giving me head. I lifted her up and shifted her around and got my tongue against her vagina. I ran my tongue over her clitoris. She started to moan and cry and she stopped giving me head. Then suddenly she put the head in her mouth again. When I came, I thought the top of my dick was going to fly off. My eyes were closed but I was shooting so damn high and hard, I almost heard it. My cock kept spasming until I was dead beat. I lay back sweating and breathing hard. I felt like I'd run a hundred yards through a herd of elephants.
"What's the trouble?" I asked her finally. "You didn't make it."
"I can't make it."
"Didn't you come that time in the hospital?"
"Couldn't you tell?"
"I was a little punchy."
"I didn't," she said.
"Are you frigid?"
"No, I like you, Matt."
"I mean, are you frigid?"
"What do you mean?"
"Didn't you ever come with anybody?"
She shook her head.
"I really like to give head," she said.
"You ought to see a doctor or shrink. Honest to God, you've never come with a guy?"
"I can't."
"I feel sorry for you."
I felt sorry, for both of us. Sorry I was just getting my gun off like a goddamn animal. Sorry she'd maybe never known what it was like. Sorry Mary wasn't here. I felt lousy, a wilted cock with a headmaster. That's love for you. I thought about Mary and felt rotten and cursed my cock. I wished Mary Beth would get the hell home.
"I like you, Matt."
What the hell was I supposed to say to that? I rolled over and lay face down. She didn't speak. After a couple of minutes I heard her getting dressed. I rolled and sat up and pulled her onto my lap and gave her a kiss. Her lips felt small and cold. It was like kissing a baby.
"Forget it," I said. "You're a big help. I needed you."
"Oh, Matty," she breathed against my neck. "I need you, too."
I patted her shoulder and kissed her throat and cheeks.
"I've got to get some sleep," I told her. She got up.
"Be seeing you," she said. I watched her open the door and depart. It was while I was taking a shower that I knew I'd have to move. I didn't want any part of that poor sick kid. I had enough problems. Damn it. I was in love. I didn't want this kind of lonely and incomplete lovemaking I'd had tonight. I wanted love with somebody who loved me. And I her.



Chapter 16


I started the next two games, and Vakos started the two after that. We spelled each other off in the second half. We won all four games, which didn't make me look any better than Vakos, but Reed wasn't letting either of us go the distance. I didn't know why and he ignored that question whenever I asked him.
After the sixth game I was the last one to leave the dressing room. Reed was waiting outside for me.
"I might as well tell you now," he said.
"I'm not going to make it to the Viking taxi squad?"
"Don't try to be funny."
"It's not funny. You never let either of us finish a game."
"There's a pusher on the team."
"So?"
"You don't know anything about it, I suppose?"
"The goddamn doctor probably. Who the hell do you think we get our pep pills from?"
"Nope. Hash. Heroin."
"Come on."
"I want a straight answer, Matt."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"It was found in your locker."
"You're nuts!"
"Ask Binks. We haven't turned it over to the feds."
"Thanks a lot."
"Do I play like I'm on the stuff?"
"We had to let DeHaven go. He was on the needle."
"What's that got to do with me?"
"We found some in your locker."
"Goddamn frame?" I yelled at him. "If you want to get rid of me, say so! Don't pull this crap. Would I keep it in my locker if I were using it?"
"Who knows what a dopehead will do?"
"You're full of crap. Did DeHaven say I was pushing it?"
"He wouldn't say anything."
"Somebody's trying to put a jacket on me. That goddamn Leighton. Or Vakos."
"I'm not making this up."
"Who said you were? DeHaven said there's a pusher on the squad, but he won't name him."
"I'll see if I can find out."
Frankly, I didn't give a crap. Somebody was trying to put a jacket on me.
"I need your help."
"Wanna see my needle marks?"
"Do you smoke hash, Matt?"
"Give me a kiss and find out. Half the squad gets a little hash smash now and then. I've never touched the stuff."
"Who smokes hash?"
"Don't ask me."
"I'll fire him."
"You'll lose a lot of good players."



Chapter 17


I started to worry to beat hell about the fact that we had only three more games to play. My right knee was acting up, too. Nobody knew it but the last two games I'd shot it with Novocain myself. I was finished. All the sacrifice and training and hard work,. and nothing out of it, except going back to selling stocks and bonds after the season. So if Vakos was trying to frame me, it didn't matter. Nothing but selling stocks and bonds the rest of my life. I'd tried to prove something and I hadn't proved a damn thing, except that you go over the hill in this game. I should have known it. Crazy. I shouldn't even have tried. I tried to find Mary, but it wasn't any use. A private detective wanted a fortune to find her. I tried not thinking about her. I moved, took a room with a kitchenette in an old apartment house. That took care of Mary Beth, but not Mary Cassidy. Nothing took care of Mary Cassidy. The knee got better, the stiffness went, then it came back.
I sprayed my mouth and put the plastic mouthpiece in my mouth. The band was marching up and down the field, some high-school band, girls in blue and white uniforms trying to march in a formation to form the words BIG D. Christ, that's all I needed. I thought of all the stupid football bands I'd listened to and all the hundreds of thousands. of screamy nutsy fans singing the national anthem and screaming kill. I felt stupid, wasting my whole life. No, I had to stop thinking like this. I had to get up even for this game. Thinking like that was only an easy way out. The old excuse route. But I couldn't get away from the feeling that my feelings now about football were not only real but very valid.
It was a cold night. The lights were bright. They must be new. Doug Dunsheath came over and leaned down.
"You gotta get tough. Talk tough. You're getting chippy, baby."
"Yeah, I'm chippy." ' "Think tough, baby. You gotta. You been acting like you got your head up your ass."
"That's where it is."
"We gotta win this. My mother's out there."
"Keep talking. I'm going to throw up, Doug."
"This game is my whole life."
Pretty soon the band stopped playing and marched off the field. I felt dopey. I wondered if I'd been doped. I didn't give a damn. I felt so damn slow, like I was tired, just suddenly pooped out. Hawthorne kicked off. Klobuchar came off the field, shaking his fingers. The grass looked black. The field looked like an enormous cemetery. Klobuchar came over to me. My neck felt weak, like it wanted to flop down and roll my head on the ground.
"That sonofabitch, Hawthorne," said Klobuchar, shaking his fingers in pain. "The bastard must've played soccer in high school. He goddamn near kicked off my bowling hand."
The opposite moved the ball well, four first downs, then we intercepted. I got up from the bench. I felt half asleep. When I got out on the field, the team was already in a huddle, waiting for me. I knelt down, looked at the cold grass, tried to think of a play. I called the first play that same to mind.
A Right 95 Block Pass I suddenly wished I were in bed with Mary Cassidy, not out here on this stupid football field. We broke and set. I dropped back, looked up field for Leighton. I watched him cut on a post pattern.
He put up his hands. I let him keep running. Then I threw the ball straight into the hands of the safety man. Somebody huge rose above me. This big thing was coming at me. I didn't move. Then a hand hit me in the face. The big rusher was flying through the air above me, coming down at me, with both arms out. He looked like a giant bird. I sprang back but the big bird roared straight down at me and I felt his helmet slam into my guts. I went down. I lay still. It was dark. I was gone. Completely gone.
Then I felt somebody lifting me. I was walking off. Somebody had his shoulder under my armpit and his forearm across my back. I wanted a cold bourbon and soda the worst way.
On the bus when I woke up, Jack Dow was sitting next to me.
"You know what?" he said.
"Who won?" I asked.
"We killed them. You know what?"
"Nope."
"Klobuchar. You seen what he's doing? Right on the bus. Even here? He does it in his room all the time."
"What?"
"He talks to flowers. He bought a book, says if you talk to a flower, it'll help it grow. He talks to flowers all the time."
"He's punchy," said Dave.
"He does it at night a lot," said Dow.
"Maybe we ought to tell Reed," Dave said.
"It might keep him awake," I said. "Maybe it helps Klobuchar play better."
"He ought to leave them flowers alone at night," Dow said.
"He'll probably stunt their growth," Dave said.



Chapter 18


Binks, wearing one of his new two-hundred-dollar silk suits, sat behind his desk, licking his lips thoughtfully. The office stunk of stale cigarette butts.
"I want to know what happened," he said. "I didn't see it, but Reed told me. You looked over all your receivers. You looked right at Leighton and then you toss it right into the safety's hands. Then stood there and got knocked on your ass."
"Somebody drugged me," I lied.
"Good story. Reed told me about the stuff in your locker. Said you claimed somebody tried to frame you."
"I just couldn't seem to move. I felt dopey as hell. I never saw that guard who knocked me down."
I wondered what he would do if I told him the truth. His eyes were very serious. He leaned forward on his desk, leaned on both elbows, giving me his straight-in-the-eye look. I was supposed to look back straight into his eyes. I looked at his right ear, then his forehead, then back at his right ear. Finally his right hand went to his right ear. He rubbed it to see if perhaps something might be hanging from the lobe. So I switched my gaze and looked, puzzled, at his forehead. He rubbed his forehead.
"Why didn't you tell Reed?" he said. "Reed said you deliberately, as far as he's concerned, tossed the ball to the other team."
"I was dopey. Maybe the Mafia had money on the game."
"Matt, don't give me a lot of crap. Nobody bets on these teams. You're full of crap."
"You should have given me a saliva test."
"Don't talk to anybody about it."
"What about the press?"
"What press? We could use some good press."
"Vakos won it anyway," I said. "He's doing okay."
"Listen, Matt, I want it straight. Why did you throw the ball to the opposition?"
"I don't even remember throwing it."
"Concussion?"
"Could be."
"Doc says you're okay."
"Maybe it went away."
Hell, I thought, why don't I say it? Piss on football. Get up and walk out. Only two games left: Piss on it. Money. I needed the damn money. Nope. You're kidding yourself. You're still nuts, Scallen. You still think you might make it back to big time, even if you hate it. Of course, it was true. I hated the goddamn game now, but I wanted- one Sunday, just one Sunday back in the NFL. Just one Sunday to show all those cruddy bastards who said I was washed up. Of course, you're washed up, Scallen. Nope. Just one Sunday. That's all you want. Then tell them to piss up a rope. The knee maybe was good for one Sunday. But I had as much chance of getting one big Sunday as I had of falling in a toilet and coming up with gold ingots.
"Matt, I like the way you throw the ball. You got some charisma, too. I'm going to back you up this time. No more of that shit."
"Don't you ever get the ashtrays cleaned around here?"
"Goddamn secretaries," he said.
I rode around town. I didn't know where I was going. Des Moines looks gray in the fall. The sky was gray, even the lawns looked gray, not brown, and the longer I drove the grayer all the buildings looked. I felt I was breathing gray air. I drove back to my apartment. I didn't know what to do. I felt dead, zapped. Bored. I didn't want to do anything.
A couple of hours later it was very cold out on the practice field. We were practicing kill-the-clock drill. The idea was to practice stopping the clock. Line up on the football without using a huddle. Just a predetermined play. Ends run sideline cuts. You drill the ball high and hard over the head of one of the ends out-of-bounds. Some people had stopped their cars and were parked along the edge of the field watching us. It was cold but not windy. Reed kept shouting at us to hit hard on the play. Vakos and I were taking turns in the pocket. It should have been an easy practice except everybody started to sock. Reed was stupid to keep the drill going as long as he did and telling everybody to sock. But I felt good, calling out the play and number, feeling different suddenly, forgetting the depression, dreaming again like a fool about Big Sunday. The ball was cold. Somebody whacked me on the blind side when I threw. Then suddenly Reed said he wanted us to practice running plays. By this time we were usually finished practicing. The socking was getting loud. Schaeffer came back in the huddle after a sweep with a bloody nose. I ran a couple of counters and then Reed said he wanted to see some off-tackle traps. The lines were socking head to head. It was turning into a regular game. I got tackled after handing off. Reed didn't say a word. I thought I'd test the knee and roll out right. I had the feeling of being back in college again. I started rolling and Giese came through as cornerback and grabbed me by my left thigh. I lifted his head up with my right forearm and threw him and kept moving, going wide, hearing somebody coming up from behind. Suddenly I got hit, not right from behind, just to my left, a helmet driven straight into my back. followed by two individuals falling on me. Somebody punched me in the kidneys. I came up swinging at Giese. He knocked me down with a shot in the stomach, and picked me up. He was six feet five, two-ninety.
In the next huddle I said we'd run a go-go-go offense, and gave them several plays so we wouldn't huddle after each play. I could see Reed using the stopwatch on us. We got the defense rattled. Somebody stepped on my hand. It was painful. My helmet got knocked off or torn off. I stooped to pick it up. I thought I saw my head inside it. It looked very real. I wondered if I'd been kicked in the head. But there it was. My head inside the helmet, looking right up at me, a little worm of blood crawling out from the corner of my lip. I shook my head. Vakos came over and tapped my shoulder.
"Reed wants to see you," he said.
I went over to the sidelines. I couldn't figure out why he hadn't talked to me about the game after my talk with Binks. Cutie. Reed was a cutie. As I came toward him, he turned his back and waved with his clipboard for me to follow. him. I shook my head. I still kept seeing my head inside a football helmet, my eyes staring up at me. like a dumdum pumpkin head in the garbage can after Halloween. He kept swinging his whistle, on the cord round and round as I followed him. For the first time I noticed he didn't have any neck. His shoulders just haired into his head or vice versa, however it might look to you. He was wearing a bloody red deer hunting coat, with the parka section slung down on his back. He slapped the clipboard against his thigh, turned around suddenly and knelt down on one knee. He didn't look at me. We were about thirty yards now from the sidelines. I guess I was supposed to kneel down on one knee. Coaches face to face for a sports page picture.
"You're doing okay out there, Matt. I want you to know that."
"I'm enjoying it."
"I can see it."
"Everybody's up. I can feel it."
"We're going to win a championship, Matt."
"I'm hoping so."
"We gotta do better than we did at Decatur."
"We won it."
"That's not enough, Matt."
"What more do you want?"
"A two hundred percent max."
"Over what?"
"Over Decatur."
"Look at today. The guys are putting out. We been putting out all season," I said.
"Not two hundred percent."
"You can't measure it."
"I can. I've been coaching twenty years. I coached my own boys. My own sons. They learned what two hundred percent means. Absolute max. I won't buy any in and out. Two hundred percent max. That's the answer all the way. No other way. I won't accept a hundred percent. We gotta have super perfection. Absolute super. Unless some of these kids learn it all their dreams are blown. And you ought to know this. You can blow their dreams."
"I don't dream anymore."
"Maybe that's your problem."
"I got a lot of problems."
"You're not going to ruin this team. You're going to make this team."
"Okay," I said.
"You know what this game is all about. It's war. You gotta die out there. You gotta wanna die, Matt."
"I don't wanna die."
"What I want to talk about."
"What?"
"You don't wanna die enough. Those kids want a leader who wants to die out there."
"Ah, Reed, knock off the crap. What're you really trying to get at?"
"I'm going to square with you. Give you a chance."
"Spare me."
"You got dreams, Matt. You won't listen to them. Your dreams are scaring hell out of you. You won't face the reality of your dreams. You've chickened on your dreams. Maybe you've busted your will."
"Maybe."
"See. There. There it is. You sound really shitty. And I was going to give you a break."
"Okay. Give me a break."
"You'll blow it."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"You're not starting the next game. You just blew it with me."
I stood up.
"Wait a minute," he said. I looked over his head, across the street at the gray houses, the gray sky.
"I wanna see if you've got it," he said. "I'm going to give you a chance. Do you go to church?"
"What's that got to do with it?"
"If I give you a chance, you gotta pray. You need prayer, Matt. I mean it. Maybe that's your problem."
"Which church?"
"There are many stairways to heaven, Matt. You pick your own. Which I don't care. Pick it and start climbing. You can get to the top of those stairs in life, Matt. I'm gonna give you a chance."
"I hope they're not too steep."
"Don't be a shitty smart-ass with me. A little humility, Matt. Pray. I'm gonna help you."
I didn't say anything. The houses, the sky, the grass, even Reed looked like he was turning gray, all of the objects dissolving into a big gray blob.
"Matt," he said. "Can you keep a secret?"
"Seal my ruby lips."
"Why do you have to be so smart ass?"
"It makes me pray for more humility."
"I oughta kick your ass, Matt. But I'm gonna level with you and then you're gonna have to level with yourself. You're gonna have to sacrifice."
"What?"
"All that smart-ass shit."
"For what?"
"You got dreams, Matt. I know you got dreams. Well, here's your dream. Fran Tarkenton got mugged in a parking lot in Minneapolis. Nothing in the paper yet."
"Jesus," I heard my voice say and my heart started hammering. "What's the matter with Fran?"
"Busted sternum."
"They can shoot him up with Novocain."
"Not this one. He's busted."
"Nothing on the radio."
"It's not out yet. I just got a call."
"They got Lee and Graff on the taxi squad." "They still need a back-up man."
"Where'd Fran get mugged?"
"In the Lutheran Brotherhood parking lot. He just came out of WCCO from Sid Hartman's Sports Hero show."
"Lee hasn't played since September," I said.
My heart started jumping around again. All kinds of ideas started racing through my head. Lee had a helluva arm but he hadn't played in a game since training camp. Tarkenton was the whole cheese. Their season was finished. God! This was the Superbowl! Miami was probably no more than a three-point favorite over the Vikings. But now at least thirteen points. But what kind of chance would I have of getting in the game? Reed dampened my spirits immediately.
"It's between you and Vakos."
"How do you figure?"
"They only want one quarterback."
"He's never been under that kind of pressure."
"He's good, Matt."
"We've got one more game. Who starts?"
"Vakos starts first half. You start second."
"He doesn't know how to cope with NFL pressure."
"Neither one of you'll get in the game. I'm sending only one. Whichever does best in the last game. You're about dead even in performance."
I didn't say anything. I turned around and trotted back to the practice field sidelines. I watched Vakos run a damn nice quarterback draw. I was suddenly envious as hell. He looked as good as Unitas on that draw.



Chapter 19


In college I took a course in creative writing and our instructor Dr. Louis Haselmayer had us practice writing what he called dramatic transitions over and over again, stressing a four point structure. Reaction. Dilemma. Decision. Action. I was in my dilemma and reacting strongly.
After practice I sat in my apartment. The more I thought about what I might do, the more hot and cold flashes I got. I started shivering and sweating. I wanted a drink badly. I walked down to the local bar. I knew I wasn't going to get stiff. There was too damn much at stake. I just wanted to relax.
What if something happened to Lee or Graff and I did get in? But it was going to be tough to beat out Vakos. I'd have to look good in the second half.
I drank the scotch and water slowly and looked at the wall of the booth. No, I'd never get in the game, not even if I got picked over Vakos. He'd probably pick Vakos because he was young, had a future. But that didn't mean anything to Bud Grant. He would go for an old pro, but not if I looked lousy in the last game.
I felt rotten about what I was thinking. How to get rid of Vakos? How to keep him from playing well in the game? To hell with it. It was a chance in a thousand. I'd never get another chance. Not if they knew about the knee. This was my last shot.
I put my glass down and shook my head when the waitress hustled me for another drink. Only one way to get Vakos out there. Get him sick before or during the game. It would have to be something he ate and I'd have to get it to him before the game. They dope horses, don't they?
Where in hell would I find any dope in Des Moines? Straight town. I thought and thought and thought and then it hit me. Hang around a high school. There was bound to be a pusher. Scallen, you prick. But I was never going to get a chance again.
I looked up the high schools and the nearest to me was East High. The next day at noon I drove over to East High, a big stack of bricks, and sat on the steps. The trouble was I didn't look quite old enough to be the father. of a high-school student, so what was I doing on the steps. Maybe waiting for my nephew. There were kids smoking sticks under the trees and I strolled around a nice grassy lawn in front of the building, thinking I could make a buy. But all I did was get the kids to stop smoking. They probably thought I was a cop. They faded away. I was leaning against a tree, looking out at the street. It was all starting to look gray again, even the brick building.
The biggest red-faced cop I've ever seen came up and tapped me on the shoulder. "Buddy, waitin' for somebody?"
"My nephew."
He had hair coming out of his nostrils and ears.
"Lunch is over. What time you meeting him?" He squinted at me, watching me closely. He looked Very suspicious.
"He should have been here twenty minutes ago.
"What's his name?"
"Dick Evans."
"Ask in the office?"
"He'll be along," I said.
"I got you pegged, mister. You look like a molester. Same size. About the same clothes. We got a report on you. Offering the chicks chewing gum, trying to get them in your car."
"I'm a real barracuda."
"Maybe you'd like to go downtown and talk to the captain."
"What's wrong, officer? I'm standing under a tree. Doing nothing. What's wrong?"
"Public property."
"What do the taxpayers do?"
"Let's see your driver's license."
I took out my wallet. He looked at the license. He smelled of stale beer and cigars.
"Ain't I seen you someplace before?" He squinted one eye at me.
"Circus," I said. "I came through here last year with Ringling Brothers."
"Wuddiya do?"
"Animal act. Cats."
His eyes bugged.
"Lions?"
"Pussy," I said. I looked straight a. him. He turned his head a little to one side.
"You ain't kidding?" He watched my eyes.
"No. Just Pussy. Little cats," I told him.
"Where do you keep 'em?"
"They got ate up."
"Huh?"
"Dog act ate 'em all up two weeks ago. I'm out of work. I come back here to buy some new pussy. Best show pussy in the world is right here in Des Moines. Smart cats."
"What kind of cats?"
"Plain old alley cats. My nephew's going to take me out to an old woman who has a bunch of cats. She's sick and wants to sell 'em."
The cop handed me my driver's license.
"Lots of luck, fella."
He walked away. I thought he was going to scratch the back of his head like a television cop but he kept right on walking.
After practice that afternoon, Binks came into the locker room and told the whole squad they were expected to attend a Baptist church supper that evening in honor of the team. First time I'd heard about it.
"I want everybody there: I mean everybody. If you want to play tomorrow night, you be at that dinner."
It turned out a guy named Carter Peterson was sponsoring the dinner for his church supper to help raise funds for the church's Girl Scout camp. And it also turned out Peterson had a big piece of the team stock.
It was strictly chicken and peas and the place was full of mothers and fathers and all the high school athletes in the city. Binks gave them his number one chicken and peas speech.
I got my elbow up on the table and my chin propped in my hand and by the time Binks started to talk, I was fast asleep though I could hear his voice droning on and on across a dream I was having. I was coaching the Vikings. Grant had retired. I had led the Vikings to victory in the Superbowl. I had a ten-year contract.
I don't know how long the dream lasted, but suddenly Dow was poking his elbow in my guts,, muttering, "Wake up. Wake up. He's finished talking."
I knocked over my water glass and stood up in the applause for Binks breaking over the room. I was halfway to the door when all the chairs were being pushed back from the table and Mom and Dad were ready to go home for the ten o'clock news.
"I just loved your last game," somebody said to me in the hall.
It was a girl. A very tall, beautiful chick, about twenty, brown hair, gorgeous tits. She was wearing a Girl Scout uniform.
"I'm Sybil Jensen," she said.
She held out her hand. I shook it. What the hell was this luscious dish doing in a Scout uniform?
"How're you, Sybil?" What the hell did she want? I looked her over. Big-big blue eyes. Creamy skin.
"Are you busy right now?"
"I'm going home," I said.
"I wonder if you could do me a favor?"
"I'II try."
"Well, the church has asked me to organize a girl touch football team. I don't know any plays. Uh, I wonder if I could talk to you now."
"The season's almost over. Kids will freeze outdoors in this weather soon."
"Maybe just a few plays. It's for next fall. Your team changes a lot and I thought, uh -"
"You're absolutely right. I won't be back next year. Why don't we go over to your place and I'll diagram a few plays for you?"
She smiled quickly.
"I'll just get my coat."
In the car she said, "I just love football."
"It's a fascinating game."
She had a nice little apartment, very feminine decor. She asked if I cared for a drink.
"Where'd you get that outfit?" I said, looking at her Scout uniform.
She didn't say anything.
I said: "Scotch on the rocks and a Scout dress. I don't get it."
"Piss off," she grinned. "I've had my eye on you since you got into town. She unbuttoned the Scout dress down the front, left it on the floor and went into the kitchen. She came back carrying two drinks and wearing a bathrobe.
"I still don't get it," I said, clinking her glass with mine.
"I'm a school teacher," she said. "The salaries are lousy." She sat down beside me. "I get paid for being a good Scout mistress." We clinked glasses again.
"You've got an unlisted phone number," she said.
"To keep away the good scouts."
"Want to turn on?"
"Why not?"
She went away and came back with a couple of joints. We turned on. When I got her to bed, we were both turned on. She was something. She really knew how to take it out of you. A real scout. Fire by friction. I damn near went up in a puff of smoke. We were lying on the bed. She asked if I wanted to drop some acid. For about a million years I didn't say anything because I knew I had it made. I was going to get to suit up with the Vikings.
"I can't," I said. "I got a game tomorrow night. But if you can spare some, I'd like to take a little with me."
"Take a little of me with you. Now."
"I gotta have legs for that game."
"I only want one of them now," she said.



Chapter 20


I went home happy and I woke up happy. I thought maybe after I figured what I was going to do to suit up for sure with the Vikings, my fat-ass altar-boy conscience would start pinching my ass again. Like my being in love with Mary Cassidy. Shit. I was in love with Matt Scallen, and it was time I decided that was the whole hog business. Bullshit on romance. The thing I'd always wanted to do was play in a Superbowl. The odds were against my getting in the game. About a sixty-to-one shot, but it was a cinch right now I was going to suit up.
Tough shit, Vakos, you've had it. Maybe Graff on the Viking taxi squad might break a leg, Bob Lee might get VD just before the game and his balls would drop out, and there would be good old Matt Scallen dropping back in the slot for the Vikings.
When I started dreaming like that I figured it was time to cut it out or I'd be going on a trip with what was in my pocket from that sweet little Girl Scout troop mistress. What a lay! They ought to have her give the sex-education course to the Eagle Scouts.
One nice little sugar cube of LSD and Mr. Vakos was going to take a trip to the moon.
I figured to give it to Vakos in the locker room after we suited up. Everybody usually went back to the locker room after warm-up to crap and pee and get a little instant coffee. I was going to mix Vakos a nice cup of instant and in ten minutes he would be on an IBM to the moon.
We got taped and suited up. Kick-off was set for eight o'clock. It was colder than a nun's tit on the field. So everybody went for the coffee when we got back in the locker room. I had the cube in my hand when I picked up the cup. Vakos was over in the corner talking to the coach and Binks.
I crushed the LSD cube with one hand, put it right over the cup full of coffee and held it like that for a couple of minutes, watching Vakos out of the corner of my eye. He was jabbering away to Reed. They were both making X's and O's in the air with their fingers. Suddenly Reed walks over to the chalkboard and starts drawing X's and O's on the board. I walked over with two cups of coffee. Vakos is looking over Reed's shoulder.
I tapped Vakos on the shoulder and nodded my head at the cup of coffee in my right hand and smiled. He took the cup without looking at what his hand was doing.
I started to sip my coffee. So what does Vakos do, but stand there, letting his coffee cool.
I stepped up next to him and put my left hand on his shoulder, old buddy-buddy fashion, and said, "May the best man win?"
He turned his head, kind of keeping one eye on the chalkboard, and he was grinning. He raised the cup of coffee like he was offering a toast, "Youth before beauty."
I touched the rim of my cup against his, but gently. I wanted him to get the full load. "Shoot your best shot," I said. "I'm probably going to have to win this ballgame for you the second half."
"Up your ass, Scallen," he grinned, putting the cup to his lips. He raised his chin and drank the whole damn cup.
I slapped him on the back. "Give 'em hell." He knew I meant I hope you fall on your ass, Vakos. He just handed me the empty cup like I was the locker-room attendant.
I took the cup and walked away.
Like I said, it vas colder than hell on the field. The opposition kicked off. Vakos tried a couple of running plays, good for three yards. Then on a short flare pass, the opposition intercepted at our thirty-five.
The opposition quarterback was an Indian, left-handed. He could roll either way and throw back to the opposite. He could probably hit you right in the eye with a hand grenade from thirty yards. Just one of those small college aces somebody had dug up from a scout's report. The kid ought to be on somebody's taxi squad.
He started killing us with short passes, over the middle, sidelines, and the next thing I knew they were at the three. I was watching Vakos. No change. He was standing beside Reed, talking to him, looking relaxed. Was it just a damn sugar lump Miss Scout had given me or was it the real thing? It ought to hit Vakos in a couple of minutes. I was still watching Vakos when the opposition scored and kicked the conversion.
Schaeffer ran the kick-off back to the thirty-two and Vakos trotted slowly out onto the field. He came out of the huddle slowly. He wasn't doing anything different when he started calling signals. Just looking up and down the line, checking the defense.
Then all of a sudden you could hear his voice all over the field. He was really bellowing those signals. The fans weren't shouting, so you could hear him like he was trying to wake hogs in the next county.
He took the snap and instead of dropping straight back in the slot, he whirled around and ran straight back about fifteen yards and set up to throw. His protection was shot to heft and a big guard came straight for him.
What Vakos did, I've never seen any quarterback do. He ran straight at the big guard. Then just before they were about to smash head-on, Vakos sidestepped faster than a water bug, just a sudden jerky little sidestep and rammed a stiff arm into the guard's guts. Only it wasn't a stiff arm. It was dark out there but I could see what it was. It was one hell of a left hook and the guard went clunk on his face.
The next thing I knew Vakos had switched the ball to his left hand and decked the next rusher with his right hand, a hell of a blow right under the helmet in the side of the neck. Then Vakos took off running, leaving another guy on his face.
I've seen some crazy runs, cutting and stiff arming, standing still and jigging around, running over players. Vakow ran through the whole bag. He looked like a combination of Red Grange and Hugh McHelhenny. He ran through the whole team, through them or over them and around them.
At the end of the field, there was a brick wall. So help me, he ran three steps up the brick wall, tossed the ball over his head, did a back flip, and caught the ball as it bounced off the ground into the air.
I've seen guys on acid having good trips, but this had to be the finest trip of the century. My asshole felt as if it had fallen straight out of my pants.
But that wasn't enough. After the conversion, Vakos was over by Reed trying to hustle Reed to let him play defense.
"I know what they're going to do!" Vakos said in a high, excited, thin voice. "I know! I know! Come on! Let me play cornerback and I'll get that ball back!"
He had both hands on Reed's shoulders and he was shaking him, urging Reed to let him play defense. Reed got out of that one. Our defense stopped them on their second series and Schaeffer ran the punt back to our forty-two. Vakos ran out on the field like he was a bird, sprinting all the way to the huddle.
On the first play he calls his own number. I know the play. It's a roll-out pass. You run with the ball one time out of ten if you want to stay alive as a quarterback.
Not Vakos. He ran right around the defense. If they'd have been antelopes, he would have trampled them. He turned the corner all alone.
He went down the sideline like an Olympic sixty-yard gold medal holder. Whoosh! And he was standing in the end zone, holding the ball up high in one hand.
"What the hell's got into that guy?" Klobuchar said as he sat down beside me on the bench and we watched the defense trot onto the stripes.
"He's hot tonight," I said.
"He must be loaded with super pep pills."
"He's loaded," I said.
The next thing Vakos is jumping up and down beside Reed, begging to go in on defense. He looked like he was on a pogo stick.
"Shut up!" Reed yelled at him. He put one restraining hand on Vakos' shoulder, but it only made Vakos bounce up and down more.'
Those two touchdowns took all the guts out of the opposition. They dragged ass through a series, punted and we took over.
On the first play, a belly series, Vakos handed off to Hoke, the fullback, then took the ball back. It wasn't a fake. It was a straight hand-off. He jerked the ball back right out of Hoke's hands, ducked his head and went straight into the line like he was the fullback.
He carried the middle linebacker on his back for seven yards before three men brought him down. But that wasn't enough. On the next play, he dropped back, pumped twice, and started running up the middle, shedding tacklers right and left.
Finally the free safety and a cornerback dropped him after a thirty-yard gain. Vakos came up swinging.
"Tackle me!" he roared. "Me! Me!" He knocked the free safety down. A big lineman tried to pin his arms from behind. Vakos flipped the elephant over his shoulders, knocked down two more big linemen trying to reach him. Both benches emptied. I sat there.
"He's crazy," Klobuchar said. "He musta got kicked in the head."
"That's probably it."
By the time the police were on the field, Vakos had decked about five of the opposition and was starting on his own team. He was moving around like a heavy-weight version of Willie Pep. He'd thrown away his helmet and when he wasn't swinging at somebody, he was stripping off his clothes. When the police maced him, he was standing there in his cleats, sweat socks and jockstrap. They took him away on a stretcher.
I played the rest of the game. I didn't run out of the slot once. I didn't have to. The opposition seemed to be in a daze the entire remainder of the game.
It was after midnight when I got home. I went out alone to eat after the game. Reed didn't have to say anything tome in the locker room. Vakos was in the hospital. They didn't know what was wrong with him. Maybe brain damage, somebody said. Probably kicked in the head. I was almost asleep, wondering when the newspapers were going to announce the news about Tarkenton or maybe some bright surgeon had installed an aluminum sternum in him. But I wasn't worried. The telephone started ringing. Who in hell could be calling at this time of night?
"Hello, Matt. I know this is a helluva time to call. Nice game. I saw you. Very smooth. I wanna talk to you in the morning."
"Who is this?"
A kind of yuk-yuk chuckle and a man's voice said, "Yeah. Yeah. Sorry about that. It's Eddy Schwartz."
"Eddy Schwartz?"
"Yeah. Yeah. Member?"
I figured it was some local drunk. But how the hell did he get my number? No matter, he had it, and my name. So I decided to hang up until he said, "Matt, I got a nice business deal for you. You wanna make some money?"
"Endorsing jockstraps?"
"Yuk-yuk," he chuckled. "Not a joke, Matt. Some very big green. Gonna be home in the morning?"
"What have you got, a used car lot or something?"
"Don't be funny. This is big."
"How big?"
"See you in the morning. Your place. Ten o'clock."
"Who the hell are you?"
"Friend of a friend. See you, Matt. Get lots of sleep."
Some goof, I thought, and turned over and closed my eyes. Friend of a friend? Looking for somebody to pimp some product?
Eddy Schwartz was right on time the next morning.
"Friend of a friend?" he said when I opened the door. He stuck out his hand. "Member me?"
"I never saw you before in my life."
"Right." He grinned. Nice bridge work. Gray hair. Six feet. Dark blue fly-front coat. Thick steel-rimmed glasses. Real thick glass. Like he was a mad scientist or about to go blind. Maybe sixty years old.
I didn't invite him in at first.
"Who's our mutual friend?" I asked.
"Augie Ratner."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. Get out of my way, Matt." He pushed his hand against my chest, blew a little cigar smoke in my face and I let him step past me into the apartment. "I got a nice deal for you if you got any brains."
I shut the door. He started walking back and forth across the room, puffing cigar smoke, jabbering. "I think you're a smart boy, Matt. I like smart boys. I like boys who know what they're doing. We think you know what you're doing. We want to help you."
"Cut the crap."
He turned around. "How'd you like to make twenty-five thousand dollars?"
"Print it?"
He tapped cigar ash on my floor and sat down on the davenport. I leaned against the wall.
"Matt, you're going to the Superbowl. Tarkenton's definitely out."
"How do you know?"
"Don't you worry about that. Just listen to what I got to tell you."
"How do you know?"
"Ten to one, it's in this afternoon's paper."
"Ten to one?" I said.
"Fifty to one."
"What are you, a bookie?"
"No, but I got a lot of friends who know a lot of bookies."
"Who are you talking for and what do you want?"
"Miami is a three-point favorite – now. When the news hits the streets, Miami will be a twelve-point favorite."
"Lee's got a helluva strong arm."
"And practically no playing time."
"You want the odds controlled. Point shaving?"
"We don't want nobody throwing touchdowns that are going to bust the spread. There's gonna be millions riding."
I felt lousy listening to him because I knew what he was getting at, and I was afraid I was going to go for it. I didn't want to, but I was afraid of myself, and the more I was afraid of myself, the more lousy I felt. I'd never wanted to lose a ballgame in my life. I hated losing. I hated any kind of losing. I couldn't stand to lose. It always made me feel lousy. No, I wasn't going to go for it. No way. I wanted to get in the ballgame, and if I got a chance to win it, hot damn, I'd win it.
"I know what you're thinking," he said. "You don't stand a chance to get in the game."
"Get out," I said. "Beat it."
I walked over to him. He stood up and held up one hand to protect his face, as if he thought I was going to hit him. The trouble was I was sore at myself, sore because I was tempted to listen to his offer. Hell, I wanted to hear his offer. Look at it coldly, Scallen, you haven't got any time left in the grass. You haven't got enough time to get a pension. You need three more years for your pension. You'll never play after this. Not with this knee. But you haven't got any nest egg. Twenty-five thousand!
"You'll probably get in the game," he said.
"Bullshit. Are you going to shoot Lee?"
"That ain't the point. The point is Graff hurt his leg yesterday."
"How do you know?"
"I got friends."
"Miami can't lose."
"That ain't it. They gotta win by twelve points. We don't want it messed up."
"Eighteen points when the newspapers hear about Graff."
"They aren't going to hear.. Graff'll suit up, but if anything happens to Lee, you'll be the back-up quarterback."
"For Crissake!" I stared at him. "Are you sure?"
"My friends aren't peanut vendors," he said.
Twenty-five thousand dollars! All I had to do is make sure I keep that twelve-point spread if Lee gets hurt and I replace him. That wouldn't be hard. Just keep overthrowing a little, and it would be charged to nervousness, or throw an interception with time running out. Or let yourself get hit and fumble. That was the safest trick. But Jesus, I hated to lose. I hated the thought of losing. It always killed me to lose.
"What about Lee?" I asked.
"We got the odds figured on him."
"Is he fixed?"
"No. We know what he can do."
"Then what's worrying you?"
"We know what you can do. You could kill us."
"How do I collect twenty-five big ones?"
"Fifteen right now." He tapped his breast pocket. "The other ten after the game."
"What if I don't get in the game?"
"Keep five."
"What if I don't return the other ten?"
He chuckled, tapped my chest with his forefinger. "Your mother didn't raise any dumb kids, did she?"
God, I thought, fifteen grand. Five for just sitting on the bench. What were the odds of getting in the game? Who could tell? Lee had never been hurt. Five big ones for just sitting on the bench. Candy from a baby. Five biggies.
"What if some Viking back gets away for a touchdown? You know. A long break-away run?"
Schwartz guffawed.
"You got to be kidding. Since when did any Viking back ever do better than second down and eight? I just don't want you hitting any of those bombs you can throw."
"All right," I said. "Ten down and fifteen after the game."
He shook his head.
"You take fifteen now," he said. "You don't dare double-o anybody with fifteen big ones in your mitt."
So he knew what I was thinking. If I had it my way, I'd only take the five and return it if – no, there was no returning anything, if you crossed up these guys. He must represent some very big bookies. Probably millions of bucks on the line. I didn't want to but I held out my hand. I didn't want to because I'd never played to lose. But what the hell was twenty years of football going to leave me? A busted knee and a fractured bankroll. The owners had the biggest racket franchise in the business. They jacked all the players around. Now it was my turn to make some money out of them. Sure, but I didn't really believe that, I mean, I really didn't feel like wanting to lose, not even for that kind of money. But it was time to be sensible. This wasn't high school or college. Hell, even they were big football business now. Get into the business now, the real business. Dough. I listened to Schwartz counting the dough. It was all in hundred-dollar bills. When I felt the money in my hand, I found myself thinking about Mary Cassidy.
Come on, you slob, I thought, no room for sentiment. Get the cash, baby. Get the cash. Get the cash. Get the cash.
The news about Tarkenton was all over the paper the next morning, but no mention of Graff's leg. He was the backup quarterback from the Viking taxi squad. Binks called me in for an interview with the press about my going up to the Vikings to back up Bob Lee and Graff.
"I'm really thrilled," I told the reporters. "It's a real big chance again."
"Do you still drink?" one female reporter asked.
"Never touch a drop," I said. "I learned my lesson."
At noon I drove out in the country, about fifteen miles, until I found a woods. There was a sandy road off the main highway and I drove along the edge of the woods for about a mile. The road was empty. It didn't take long to bury the money. I had bought a metal box in Des Moines. I dug down about three feet, a hole about one foot square and dropped the box with all the money in it. I pressed the sod down carefully and sprinkled dirt around the sod edges. I looked carefully at a big. elm' about twenty feet to my right and I walked the fifty yards, pacing it off, back to the country road. Nobody in sight. The road vas vacant. Muddy cornfields stretching away to the bottom of the sky. Football was just a business. Not a game. And now I was in business. I couldn't win the game anyway. What difference did it make? Twenty-five thousand would make a lot of difference after this racket was finished with me. The thing to do was to get a bet down on the Vikings. I had about a grand in the bank. There would be a bookie in New Orleans where I could bet that grand on the Vikings. Just to be on the safe side. Lose it and look clean.
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