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Sink (sport)




Overview


A sport involving the drinking of alcohol (beers and spirits) in stages. A player wins after securing the most points by outlasting or outpacing rivals. Style points are awarded by judges for mandatory contextual verbal combat (Attack and Engage).


Early examples of the sport date back to the fifth century BC Greece. A loose system of international rules emerged in the 1800s as Sink spread via European colonialism.


The London-based Professional Drinking Association (formed in 1897) endorses and regulates official games and represents professional players.


Play


A typical contest has no set time limit (usually lasting one to two days) and will consist of nine stages.


Servers place beer glasses (12oz) on the player’s Start Pad. After touching the glass, a player must consume its contents or face elimination. Empty glasses are placed on a Done Pad for tallying.


Players who spill alcohol on more than two occasions are disqualified. Players who fail to finish the glass, who spit or otherwise expel liquid from the mouth (known as to jesus), who fall over (off of both feet), fall asleep or aggressively touch another player are disqualified. Players who fail to seek out eye contact with all other players during the course of a game face penalties.


Traditionally, the first player to use the toilet facilities (a four-minute maximum, monitored) must apologise to all other players on return.


Typical contest (16 players):


Base/Stg1: 5-12 local beers, players converse with at least two others. All secure 10 points. Easy pace.


Ludwig II/Stg2: 6-12 shots. First 5 to finish secure points. Style points available. Fair pace.


Gisbourne/Stg3: 10 beers. Last two to finish lose points. Style points available. Swift pace.


Campaign/Stg4: 5 beers. First to finish gains points, last is eliminated. Style points available. Race pace.


Fishermen/Stg5: Shots by each player in turn until round called. Style points available. Paced as emerges.


Father Geoff/Stg6: 5-10 stout beers. Easy pace.


Larvotto/Stg7: 5-10 beers. First 3 to finish secure points, last 3 eliminated. Style points available. Race pace.


Three Turrets/Stg8: 5-10 beers. First to finish secures bonus fee/privileges (wider the margin, higher the value). Last eliminated. Style points available. Race pace.


Oshkosh/Stg9: Shot race until one player remains or time is called. Fast pace. 


Controversy


Sink has been called ‘the most disturbing so-called sport on the face of the earth and the one which most proves most concisely that mankind is mad, self-destructive and, worse, likes being that way.’ (Freud, J., 1971)


Since 1960, an average of twenty-two professional players have died each year during or after playing Sink. The PDA argues, ‘Figures are secondary to the key question, which is simply: Are we free enough to have freedom of choice or are we not?’ (PDA, 1962) It claims formal games amount to ‘enjoyable exhibitions where self-control, and nothing else, is rewarded.’ (PDA, 1988)

























Prologue





There’s a video camera staring at my face.


A handwritten, laminated note above says,


Advisory!


This CCTV feed is live and HD


It’s watching the little flicks of my eyes, the wee jerks of my jaw, the ups and downs of the brows, the tiny, mighty efforts of hidden little Judas muscles. It’s on these full open nostrils, on the wet, hot skin of my forehead as I try too hard to piss in this big, plastic, see-through toilet.


The lens is just a couple of feet away, but I can’t touch it, can’t block it, can’t stop it staring at me.


Its job is simple – to show viewers back in the hall that nothing is going in, or coming out of, my mouth.


I smile, or try to smile.


My lips are messy, fat, wet, like the skin’s been sandpapered off. I flash some kind of grin, some kind of show.


I lick the back of my teeth, my tongue all hot and chewy. I feel like biting it off and spitting it out, bursting blood all over the place.


That would get them cheering.


I go dizzy for a second. My eyes swivel, vision blurs, colours smudge, everything doubles, warps.


I come back. They’re clapping.


The guy says, ‘One minute and ten, Forley.’


I’m not even dribbling, not even trickling.


I have to focus on this now.


I start squeezing, forcing. I pile pressure onto the bladder from the inside. I pull and push the weight of my stinking, stale guts onto it.


My eyes will be popping out.


My face will be doing the jitterbug.


Am I doing this too hard or not enough?


It feels now like something is going to tear, some organ, some tube or flesh, but I can’t be sure of anything just now.


I think, ‘Piss – you stupid dick.’


The guy says, ‘One minute, Forley.’


I say, ‘Aye, cheers. I know.’


It’s not the camera, not the three hundred people in the hall outside watching my big beak on a king-size screen.


It’s not the people in web world necking shots and shouting shite at their laptops and tablets.


It’s the bastard behind me.


The fans are cheering hard, jeering serious, throwing cans at my giant live head, yelling insults about my dad, my liver, my country, my red raw brandy mug.


They like me, these fuckers. They need me back out there.


I could piss for an hour if I could start.


Only the counting guy knows the truth. He’s got his eye on the pipes, a front-row view of what’s not going into this clinical, clear bog.


They tell me you get them in jails and airports, these bogs.


You can find them in drugs units, in police stations.


I feel his eyes checking now, I sense his sensing and it’s murdering me.


I’ve drank enough to kill myself. I’ve drank enough to kill a horse.


None of it’s leaving. Some self-sabotage, stage fright conundrum, some prudish psychological block, some bit of brain damming up my dick.


The guy goes, ‘Forty seconds, Forley.’


I say, ‘Aye, I know. Jesus. Do you have to fu—’


They cheer. A flash of a temper. I say no more.


I think some other way.


Pull. Then push. Suck, then squeeze.


And relax.


Wait.


Nothing.


I say, ‘Fuck.’


The crowd roar it.


The guy says, ‘Twenty seconds, Forley.’


I say, ‘I know.’


That army roars, ‘We know!’


Some fella told me once to think of waterfalls and rivers and fountains.


Some sinker said to think of the splash of the ocean and waves walloping against rocks.


Some sinker told me to think of someone’s grave, someone you’re glad is dead.


Some other sinker told me one time to imagine your whole body turning to water, just falling prettily apart in slow-mo, just splashing onto the ground, running free everywhere.


And there’s nothing.


Christ.


You get them in specialist whorehouses in Bangkok, these bogs.


You get them in labs where they study insides.


People are shouting what I said last, they’re going, ‘We know – we know – we know …’


I think of saying something else, something winning and sharp.


My face goes all wanky.


No, forget that.


I focus on the horrible fact that the guy is about to say, ‘That’s it, Forley.’


Okay.


Oh well.


Right.


Stage Seven, Larvotto.


I got to go now. I got to get back over there and show these bastards how to drink.


I’m going to go out there, roaring confidence, sit down and …


… and I drop my head … close my eyes … one last shot …


… waterfall … The Foyle … The sea … Atlantic … Pacific … The bath … Tap … Tap running … A hose … Wait … what’s it? Niagara Falls. Yes, that’s it … Niagara Falls. Down the Niagara Falls in a barrel, spilling it all out of me in every direction as I go …


Nada.


I push and squeeze more and more. I grip and shove and grope that bladder with every organ and cord and bone and muscle that moves. I ram my eyelids and push until my head shoulders go up, until my face aches, until the crowd whoops at a guy who looks like he’s shitting out a fucking Volvo.


And zero.


The guy says, ‘And you’re out, Forley.’


I say, ‘Right, cheers.’


And that’s it.


I shake my little damp blob, so angry I could rip it off.


I try to relax my mug. I try to make it look like I’ve just had some major relief. They can’t really know if I did or not, these unsharp fans, these blunted crackpots.


I look at the cam as I swing my sprout like it’s a power hose, a warhead – my timid dough knob, my soggy little mushroom.


I swing nothing.


I have failed here.


Zip. I wash. I splash.


The crowd clap like seals as I walk back into the hall all Tony Montana.


I put a fist up.


I shout, ‘Get us a drink, ya BASTARDS.’


They explode like F1s, they roar like thunder.


They like me, these sodden freaks, these wet maniacs. They like seeing me do this thing for them.


My bladder is so packed I can’t even tell you.


If it splits, I’ll drown inside out.






















Chapter One





My name is Baker Forley and I am not an alcoholic.


I am not sitting in a circle with a bunch of wasters crying my lamps out and telling you about waking up with blood on my face and not knowing how it got there.


I am not going to tell you some sticky shite about spitting on a cop and getting hitched to some painted, unwrapped doll after a blowjob in a chip shop.


I’m not going to tell you I like a hardcore juice at 7.15am and that I would swap any and every meal for a half bottle of vodka, that I ring-fence drinking money and can’t care about the kids.


Not even that I don’t mind who my friends are as long as they come with gusto to that shouty, serious place we go.


I am not that guy. I know that guy, and he’s not me. I’m not the addict, not the guy who seeks only to repeat the feeling. I’m the pro, the sinker, the guy who seeks only to improve the performance.


 


I got the call for this invitation-only event in Mallorca, Spain. I was the last guy to be asked, the new guy, the outsider. One guy dropped out with some heart issue, and they called me to fill the seat. Only six months on the amateur circuit in Ireland, only two months as a pro in London, and they called me.


Serious.


It was an invite to a competition called the Bullfight. It’s a pretty messy one. It always gets people complaining. Last time round, one player took a ruptured aneurysm. Another guy got sunburned to shite but wouldn’t leave his seat. The paramedics gave him saline and bandaged him up as he did whiskey shots in beer-branded boxers. The aneurysm fella died.


All the competitions have names: the Bank Robbery, Horizontal Thursday, the Throne Kicker, Retox, Organ Blender, Yeast Beastie, the Farce, Throat Fire. And the players have names too: Iron Bladder, Black Breath, Honky Eyes, Whisper Bleed, Sinker Soldier … whatever.


The Bullfight is one of the big ones, one of the ones the fans travel to from anywhere. It’s every two years in Palma, the biggest city on the island. Nine stages, sixteen seats.


It was good to get asked. It showed I was starting to go places, that I was getting noticed as a pro, that the training was paying off.


I’d known for a while my technique was improving, but my likeability profile was also on the rise. The fans had been taking to me, to my persona, even though I appeared pretty cold most of the time.


My American coach-manager Ratface reckons I’ve got appeal because I never drink outside a competition. He says when I go to parties it’s like a biker turning up on a bicycle – it’s unexpected, interesting. No one expects a pro drinker not to drink. Ratface makes sure I get to a lot of social events to keep myself visible, to show myself off with no glug in my hand.


I get asked about social drinking all the time and I just say I don’t do it. I smile when I say it, but just for a second. I only ever smile just for a second. That’s about as long as I can smile for. My face doesn’t fold too easily. I say I don’t drink for fun, I drink for sport. Then I flash a smile.


 


Me and little Ratface took a flight to Palma for the Bullfight. He worked on pepping me up for the whole trip, coaching me, jamming hard, fizzy words into my head from all sorts of angles to make them stick.


He leaned into my dainty chicken dinner, said ‘Relentless.’


He came back from the bog and that snappy face sprung over my shoulder, whispered ‘Tenacious.’


His cunty countenance shot into view as I read the back of the sick bag, said ‘Not dead can’t quit.’


I said, ‘Aye, fuck’s sake, I know.’


And that’s all I said. I just let him slabber on, let the wisdom fall on anyone’s ears who wanted it. I did appreciate it and all, but my brain was away on one. It kept saying mad blundering, jump-the-gun stuff like, ‘Here we go, Baker – here comes the big time,’ and I had to tell it wise up.


I wriggled my toes and thought about the slow stink of cabin food coming my way. I looked out and thought about surfing on the clouds, about the plane slamming into another plane at some almighty combined speed.


I sat there thinking about how some recorded message and wide-faced steward had told me to whistle if in the ocean. I thought how I’d heard, ‘Fit your own mask first’. I thought about how I was going to brace my body for this Bullfight.


I thought about what it must be like to work on that hurtling metal tube, about how the toilets operate, about where the stuff goes, about signing autographs for drunk women, about coming back in first class, about ‘Here we go, Baker – here comes the big time.’


And Ratface just kept on jabbering stuff about tactics, about the strategy he’d used at his first Bullfight, and I just heard mush and watched that overbite chop up words.


Excited people really need to see themselves, to hear themselves.


I nodded a few times, turned away, slid some shades onto my dead-man face and fell asleep over France or somewhere.



















Chapter Two





Palma is total tourist town, all cruise ship couples, easy-clean bars and non-stick clubs. It’s all conveyor-belt restaurants and blow-in shift workers, all face and no teeth. Tourists rule the roost. They know what they want, what they love, and they love the Bullfight.


The sinkers bring in the crowds. They bring in people who jam pissed hands into cluttered pockets to buy more and more booze all over the town.


And when money gets spent on booze, it gets spent on burgers and taxis and magnets and roses and beds and T-shirts and rubbers and vajazzles and poker and ice cream and acres of bling and towels and tips and timeshares and doctors and a hundred thousand thrills and happy endings.


Big red posters are bursting about the Bullfight all over the airport, calling everyone to the city square in silent shouts. The image is a muscle-bound black bull, its nose tapered down like a hot shot glass, steam weaving from the top and slaloming between its bullet eyes and shining, razor-edged horns.


It’s so OTT I’m embarrassed for myself.


The dregs of media are waiting for the last sinkers to arrive. Luckily I don’t get too easily recognised. I don’t have a trademark, no jeans made out of beer caps like some German guy I saw. I don’t have, for example, a girl on my arm who has ‘Jack Daniels’ tattooed on her face. And I don’t even know any girl with hard, horizontal, bolted-on tits and none who strut them around, hip flask jammed between, a G-string and mile-long boots below.


I pull my yellow ‘I Heart Derry Very Much’ cap down low and fast walk on through, faster than Ratface. Balls to him and his shite about attracting attention.


One little reporter catches my eye and walks behind me. It’s a wee bit weird. He comes to the side, points at my face. He chews his pen, points again, still walking.


I’m thinking, ‘Go away, you wee shite.’


He’s sure he’s seen me somewhere before, but not very sure of it.


Someone takes my picture and I smile for one second.


The reporter says, ‘Do you believe you have the experience to win the Bullfight.’


His face says he’s hoping my name will come to him, or at least that I’ll be all nice if it doesn’t.


I say, ‘Yep. That’s what I’m here to do, my friend.’


‘You’re … Baker Forley right? From Ireland? The Reactor?’


‘Aye, the same.’


‘Okay, Baker. Great. So do you have any words for Bad Buck? You know he called you a, what was it, “A flash in the piss pan”? You heard that? You read the blogs, Baker?’


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘I don’t bother with that stuff, to be honest. I’ve got no words for anyone. We’ll just see what happens.’


And I smile at him, that off-white burst. He smiles back and stops walking.


Ratface catches up, pushes me into a cab by the arse, always trying to make me look all urgent in front of the press. We speed off to the hotel.


He says, ‘I’m pissed off, Baker. You say you’re talking to no press then you talk to some guy from some dumb little English ex-pat paper? The TV cameras are looking for you and you go and do that?’


I say, ‘I’ll be around tomorrow. I’ll be around mañana. And you never need to touch my arse, right? I’ve said it before. Don’t touch my arse.’


He says, ‘The sponsors don’t like this shit, man. You need to get your act together. We can’t screw around any longer. It’s taken a lot of work to get here so don’t mess this up. This is opportunity, man. Why can’t you see that? And when did I ever touch your drunk ginger ass?’


Aye. Ginger hair.


Right enough.


I’m going to get burned shitless on this island.


 


There’s always two crowds at sinkers’ hotels – fans and protesters, lovers and haters, the yin and yang.


Protesters wave placards calling for a ban and shout statistics about the sport and the lifespan of livers and the empty, endless void of death, and stuff like that.


They’re mostly with that pressure group, that one that’s mad about drink, that wants everyone in the Pro Drinking Association to go to jail. They’re everything from Christians to keep-fit freaks, weeping chat-show mothers, recovering alcoholics, disgruntled brewers, people with scars and biological function issues, people with incontinence pads, muddled memories, bad dreams, hard money problems.


They’re all about the numbers, about getting leaflets into hands, about saying if you knew what they had to say then you would join them. They talk about the suicides – knives, guns, pills, trains, ropes, roofs, rivers – the dead ends for the young people getting involved in the sport, as if there’s something I can do about that.


The fans – they’re usually all blocked – wave bottles of whiskey and beer and whoop and laugh and shout your name and yell shite about free trade and show their tits and dicks and ask you to sign them or they stick a tongue out and pour something on it and shake. They always end up naked, dancing, laughing or fighting point-blank with the people who despise them, who fear for them.


Local news broadcasts always fire up the old debate and let everyone have their say about the rights and wrongs of pro drinking, about the sport being borderline everything, about how it was once stupidly seen as manly, once courageous, once glamorous, about how it was once fearsome, about it being pathetic now, about it being fun.


Today the protesters are all about the new internet channel, ProDrink TV. There’s a banner saying more fans are dying because they’re trying to match the pros, trying to neck glass for glass with them as they watch competitions online. They’re saying the sport is disgraced and dying and has turned to webcasting to find fresh meat. They’re shouting now that the PDA is ‘marketing madness’ into every home, that it’s ‘violating viewers, doling out damage, advertising addiction and selling suicide worldwide’.


I keep my head down as our cab pulls up. I don’t want to debate this stuff. I was asked about it – this copycat drinking – in an interview I gave in London. I said it’s all voluntary – suicide, drinking, whatever. I said it’s freedom – freedom of expression, freedom of speech, freedom to suck, spit, swallow, say or shout anything you want, freedom of whatever it is you want to do with your mouth.


Some fans emailed to say I spoke well and sent me poems and pictures of them drinking or asleep or of their arses, of whiskey or flags.


And some protesters wrote to tell me I’ve got a mop for a heart and a drenched brain and that drink isn’t freedom but prison. They sent me poems and pictures of weird babies and flags and dead faces and homeless people on their hole looking up at the camera.


I didn’t write back to any of them because that would be making room in my life for all of that, and I can’t give room in my life away so easily. That debate isn’t my debate. Side effects are not my debate, alcoholism is not my debate.


I just tell them I am no alcoholic because I do not do doublethink, I do not want to drink more and less at exactly the same time.


I have no mixed emotions.


I don’t want to drink at all.


 


Me and Ratface get out and shoulder through this hot, loud crowd, shades on, heads down, not being part of any of the stuff.


He winks at the receptionist in the hotel, a yellowed eye, a diluted twinkle.


She’s pretty and lean and her arms shine. She’s seen a thousand stupid bastards in baseball caps and sunglasses like us before.


Ratface says, ‘This is Baker Forley, pro drinker.’ He slides ten euro over the counter like he’s a secret agent.


He doesn’t hear me sigh.


I drink some water.


‘Baker will be checking in under the name of Mr Bullfight,’ he says. ‘If the press come sniffing around or any of those freaks outside come sniffing around looking for Baker Forley, you say there’s no Baker Forley here. Right?’


He winked again.


She says, ‘We already have two Mr Bullfights. You got another name?’



















Chapter Three





You get an official nickname when you turn pro, and they called me the Reactor. I don’t know why. One day your name appears different on the PDA website than it did the day before. One day there’s something slammed between the words your parents made yours as a pure newborn.


You look at it thinking how alien it is.


Instead of Baker Forley, one day you find out you’re Baker ‘the Reactor’ Forley. I didn’t get too excited, to be honest.


Then you get a call from your coach-manager to talk it over as a brand, to talk about your second christening, about another one you’d fuck all say in.


Ratface said he thought it was great, said I was on my way. But then he admitted it was shite. He rang me at 4am from his beach house in Florida – which I know for a fact is a caravan in Pennsylvania – and tried to tell me to think big. He said to think of a giant concrete nuclear reactor quaking with lethal power and dominating everything around it with the reputation of Hell itself. Chernobyl, he meant.


Ratface said Chernobyl had a positive point to it, if you think of it strictly in terms of power, if you ignore the disaster.


We paused for a while and he said he’d see if he could talk to someone about getting some work done on the Reactor thing, but he wasn’t hopeful.


He says, ‘I’m not happy if you don’t feel it clicking with your DNA, Baker.’


I say, ‘Ah sure, it’s no big deal.’


‘Well,’ he says, ‘I’m going to talk to those dildos at the PDA. That damn pretty committee, man.’


He always called the PDA the ‘pretty committee’ because it just sits there trying to look good. It doesn’t really do anything that doesn’t make it money or win it more fans or carve it out some scarce PR.


Ratface rang back later saying said I’d forevermore be known as the Reactor because it was already on the internet.


He goes, ‘This is the single worst moment of my life as a manager.’


I told him it was grand, it was just a matter of starting to own it.


Some pro from Canada called Charlie ‘Honky Eyes’ Hutchinson called me that day too, introduced himself, said he’d always been baffled by nicknames.


He says, ‘Maybe yours is something to do with the way they think of your style. Like, maybe they’re thinking you might not be a natural pacesetter, but more of a follower. You sit in a guy’s slipstream and then, suddenly – react! You attack! You’re like a lion in the grass. Like Lance Armstrong, all fresh-blooded.’


I say, ‘Aye, I suppose.’


We agreed my nickname was balls, but I said it wouldn’t be troubling me. I said I felt everyone was worrying about it more than me.


Honky Eyes said he felt he’d been through a similar thing with people worrying a lot about him the day he got his nickname, but the difference was his really did trouble him. He wondered what the PDA had been trying to say when they came up with it, about what was between the lines.


He says, ‘You ever hear of Honky Eyes before you heard of me?’


‘No.’


‘Same. I mean, what the fuck man?’


I say, ‘It’s how black guys used to insult white guys in the seventies in New York and all, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, it is. That’s what it is.’


I didn’t know if Charlie ‘Honky Eyes’ was black or white at that stage.


He goes, ‘And FYI, I’m a black man with black man’s dark eyes. What the hell are they thinking, for Christ’s sake? How can I have Honky Eyes? What are they saying? It freaks me out.’


I said he should forget it.


There’s a Finnish guy called the Puncher, an English guy called Fireking, an Aussie called BarBell, a Swiss called Rhubarb Bag. There are better names out there, great names.


But, as I say, whatever.


Reactor is dead on.


If I’m dead honest, I kind of thought Reactor was as if I was being underestimated, as if I was being labelled as the man who’s always behind. And that’s a kind of a challenge in itself.


The name could only become what, in the end, I made it become.


I told Honky Eyes my plan was to make the Reactor the name the fans shouted louder than any other. He said that was a good plan. I said I couldn’t let it influence me in a bad way. If I did that then I’d be worrying all the time about what the other sinkers thought about me or said about me, and my whole game would turn to shite.


I said a guy’s got to stay focused, face them all down. They can call me whatever they want. Whatever it is, I’ve been called worse.


Honky Eyes says, ‘Yeah,’ but he was still thinking about his own name at the time.



















Chapter Four





Ratface and me, at the St Regis Mallorca, go to our rooms. There’s a welcome pack on the bed, an invite to travel about the place on a bus stacked with chilled sangria and flying a big flag.


There’s an invite from the mayor asking us to eat with him tonight. He’s signed it with a happy face and written ‘Best paella in Palma!!!’ He’s a three exclamation mark man, a man who would grin a lot.


Ratface had told me hooking up with the mayor would be one of the showpiece events, that all the media would be there to see the pros eat paella and sink sangria because that’s what people wanted.


He calls me on the room phone.


I drink water and he talks.


‘You got to go and do the Spanish thing Baker,’ he says. ‘Go there and just totally refuse to drink any sangria. Tell them you don’t drink alcohol socially and smile falsely like you do. Smile beside the mayor. He’s a smiley bastard. It’ll look great, get you talked about. It’s gold dust. You have to show your face, man. I know how this shit works.’


I’m not mad about the idea. I can’t remember what paella is exactly, but I think it’s meaty, carby. Mayor-quality paella could only be good. But I’ve already been packing myself heavy with carbs for twenty-four hours.
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