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    The Drill




    “All I ever wanted to do was hit people, is that so bad? Does that make me a bad guy?”




    That would have been funny if Lloyd was trying to be funny but he wasn’t.




    “That’s not so bad, Lloyd,” I told him, “And you are not a bad guy. I think you should stop that, though.”




    We were walking home from football practice. Early days, my freshman year, Lloyd’s senior. It was that ships-­passing-­in-­the-­night moment Lloyd and me were floating through, at least as far as football was concerned. See, he had made the junior varsity as a sophomore and had every reason to expect to move up from there. But he plateaued, physically and developmentally, and even if no one else was, he was shocked to find himself on the jayvee again as a junior, and flat-­out humiliated about being a junior varsity senior student.




    He was already giving off sparks when my making that very same jayvee team pissed gasoline all over him. Me, his baby brother. Who he pounded regularly in our backyard.




    And then that day’s mess.




    Lloyd had been sticking guys pretty good all afternoon, like usual. His area, across the middle of the field in dink-­and-­dunk territory just beyond the linebackers, was becoming a place only the stupidest and bravest receivers ventured. Lloyd’s maniacal style of play was disrupting everything, causing nervous players to drop passes without him even having to hit them. And then of course he’d hit them anyway.




    He wasn’t making friends anywhere, but that’s not the kind of thing he cared about. He wouldn’t pause to consider that he was an unimportant player on a team he should have outgrown by then, and he was running around breaking the wills and bruising the bones of offensive players who were ultimately going to be on the same side once the games started.




    You could sense that something was going to be done about it, something by design.




    I had a fleeting moment when I thought I was going to try and talk to him about it. I decided not to, though. Because if he knew, he’d have laughed, and started acting even worse. And probably gone after me, too, if he could.




    It may not have mattered anyway. As the play rolled out, it looked like a lot of other plays had. Small slot receiver darted from the right side, across the middle, but the quarterback dumped him the ball almost immediately. Seeing the ballcarrier coming into his zone from so far away, you could sense Lloyd’s excitement as he gathered himself into his compact, low-­down torpedo approach. Then, just as he was about to lay the mother of all annihilations on the guy, the massive tight end beat him to it.




    Lloyd took the blindside hit with the tight end’s shoulder pad crashing right into his jaw. At the same instant, the blocking back—who had been following the tight end like they were two cars of the same train—slammed into Lloyd before he could even finish falling. He nailed Lloyd at just the right angle to snap Lloyd’s torso grotesquely backward before planting his spine in the turf.




    They might as well have pistol-­whipped him. Not the tight end. Not the blocking back. Not even the coach but an assistant coach who, I would bet, never got above the jayvee level himself. The guy was giving Lloyd the usual rigmarole of do-­you-­know-­where-­you-­are-­and-­what-­day-­it-­is questions to test his mental function, and flicking the flashlight back and forth to check for any delay in eye movement in order to gauge the severity of the impact of Lloyd’s last collision.




    Which was stupid, and the reason the assistant nobody coach would always be that and nothing more, because all you had to do to assess that hit was to watch the damn thing.




    Anyway, it wasn’t even that that finished off Lloyd once and for all.




    “A career jayvee might want to consider whether this is even worth it.” Those were the words that did it. “Career jayvee.”




    Suddenly Lloyd’s instincts and reactions were as sharp as they have ever been.




    “Career?” he yelled, snatching the flashlight out of the guy’s hand. He got up off the bench carrying his helmet in one hand and the flashlight in the other. The assistant went silent, backing up until Lloyd jammed his helmet on top of the guy’s head. The force caused the assistant to tumble backward and land on his back. Lloyd dropped to his knees, straddling the guy, and flashing the light in his eyes. “Career’s all yours, pal. Except for all the fear I’m seein’ in those eyes, I’m sure you’ll do great,” he said as a couple of players wrestled him away. “Cause I quit!”




    ***




    “Shut up and take a sip, I don’t like the way you’re looking at me,” Lloyd said as we shuffled down the sidewalk toward home, in the evening cool.




    “Thanks, no, Lloyd,” I said, trying to grab the squat flat whiskey bottle. He slapped my hand away.




    “Fine,” he said, tipping the bottle way back.




    “You heard the trainer,” I said.




    “No, I did not hear the trainer.”




    “Yes, you did. I heard him myself. You might have a concussion, and glugging a whole pint of whiskey down within minutes of getting clocked is a terrible idea.”




    He stared deadeye at me. Then he drained the bottle, let it drop from his hand while his head was still thrown back. The glass shattered on the pavement.




    “For your snot-­faced information, I only drank half a pint just there, little boy. I drank the other half before practice.”




    The thought made me gag, as if I had drunk the stuff down myself. How could anybody do that to themselves?




    “Well, I guess that’s telling me, huh? Proud of yourself? Proud, Lloyd?”




    He didn’t even look when he snapped out a big backhand right across my nose bridge and forehead, with his big tennis racket hand and his gnarly knuckles.




    He’d given me worse. The backhand barely even registered with either of us.




    “What do they want from me? Huh? What do they want? I play the damn safety position the way it is supposed to be played, the way they showed me, and then when people start paying too close attention it’s like, oh no, we cannot have that dangerous barbarian soiling our lovely field and our lovely boys with their lovely squishy brains all tucked nice in their lovely eggshell skulls.”




    “I don’t have a concussion anyway,” he went on. “That’s just stupid.”




    “How would you know?”




    “How would I not know?” he said, pointing at his own skull. “I’m the one who’s in here. I’m the one who knows what it’s like. Concussion, hell. I got my bell rung. Every defensive back knows the drill. Every single back on that field has had his bell rung plenty of times. It’s part of the job and we understand that, we like it. That’s why we’re defensive backs. Especially safeties. Safeties have their ears ringing all the time. At this point I’d get lonely without it. Just like big giant tight ends have to get used to twisted and mangled ankles because how else are we supposed to stop them once they get up a head of steam. Right, get their ankles, and work ’em all day long. Chop ’em and twist ’em till they’re flopping around like fish. Wrench the foot right off ’em if you can. Then who cares how big they are, right? Just like they taught us.”




    There were whole weeks when Lloyd didn’t say this many words to me. Maybe the bash in the head was spilling them all out.




    “Coaches never taught you that, Lloyd, c’mon.”




    He stopped, so I stopped. He grabbed his forehead with one big hand and started massaging out the rapidly rising tension. “Are you calling me a liar?”




    “Absolutely not.” I watched the hand carefully to make sure it stayed on his head.




    “What do you mean, then? What exactly, possibly could you mean?” He continued the massaging, limbering up the hand as much as soothing the head.




    “What I meant, ah, was they really haven’t taught me anything yet. Coaches not talking much to the freshmen yet at all, actually, was what I meant. So just wondering, when are they gonna start teaching me stuff.”




    He broke right back into stride. I could see he was glad he was in on a secret I didn’t know about.




    “You won’t hear that kind of thing from the coaches. Not in so many words anyway. You’ll hear it from the upperclassmen. You’ll hear it on the field, not on the sideline, not in the locker room. You’ll hear it and you’ll feel it. Then one day, you’ll just have”—he pointed at his temple—“without even totally realizing or remembering where and when you got it.




    “Like it came outta nowhere.”




    “Right,” I said, “kind of like a secret s—”




    The air blew out of me as he stopped short and landed a sharp elbow perfectly in my solar plexus.




    “Kind of like that,” he said, walking along as I hunched over, struggling for breath.




    ***




    “Good,” Ma said, with uncommon force.




    Lloyd had just stormed through the front door, with me in his slipstream, announcing his retirement from football. Ma thinking this was good was not a shock.




    “No, not good,” Lloyd answered, as if it wasn’t even his idea, as if Ma was the one who’d removed him from the team.




    “Yes, yes. This is good,” she said. She liked things to be good. And quite some time ago she had decided football wasn’t good at all. “Very good. Great, even.”




    “Ah, go to hell, Ma,” he said.




    “Lloyd!” I barked.




    “It’s okay, Arlo,” she said serenely, knowing things were going her way. “I will go to hell, Lloyd, if that is what you wish. Happily to hell, as long as you’re not going to football. Let’s shake on it.”




    “No!” he said, actually shrinking from her offered hand. He looked almost like a kid, hiding the hand behind his back. Somehow she could still make him like this. She was the only one who could.




    “What am I hearing?” Dad said, coming in from the kitchen. He had his apron on. Which meant we were having steak. It was the only thing he could cook. If you could call the curious things he did to meat cooking.




    “I don’t know what you’re hearing there, master chef, but here’s what I’m hearing: NO MORE FOOTBALL. Lloyd left the team.”




    Dad did not share Ma’s distaste for the finest of all sports.




    “You quit? You actually just quit?” he said with a combination of bafflement and disgust pinching his features. “Are you joking?”




    “Do I ever joke with you, Dad?” Lloyd snapped. “Anyway, I didn’t quit. I retired.”




    Dad turned away, muttering to himself, as if Lloyd wasn’t even worth addressing. “Fine. No football, no steak.”




    Lloyd just let his snort follow Dad back out.




    Ma had walked up close enough to get a whiff of the snort. “You’ve been drinking,” she said.




    “Yes, Mother, of course I’ve been drinking. Wouldn’t you be drinking if you were thrown off the football team?”




    “No, I wouldn’t. And neither should you—I don’t care what excuse you have. Anyway, I thought you said you quit the team?” she asked, hands now on her hips.




    If it were me caught drinking—though it never would be me—I’d be pretty humble at this point. But Lloyd just made a big show of not caring. He toggled his head around, rolled his eyes, and made a blah-­blah-­blah gesture, his hand opening and closing like a quacking duck’s beak.




    I loathed it when he did that to me. But when he did it to Ma, my blood boiled.




    “And you started drinking before you even got to practice, so that doesn’t really make sense,” I blurted, because I just had to say something to knock him off his horse.




    The room emptied of anything—people, furniture, air—that was not me and him. I had never seen him angrier than this. I had seen him precisely this angry a couple of thousand times before, however. He was seething, his face purple, his teeth grinding, and his eyes were pumping like they were desperate to launch and get first shot at me.




    I braced.




    “Lloyd!” Ma screamed, running toward us.




    Luckily, he passed out cold before he could manage to drop me.




    ***




    “Knock it off, I’m fine.”




    “You were unconscious, Lloyd,” Ma said, holding a cold facecloth to his forehead as he sat slumped against an ottoman.




    “I was never unconscious. I was aware of everything, I just couldn’t move. Must have been a stress thing.”




    “Yeah,” I said, because what could he do to me now? “The stress of a pint of whiskey and a concussion.”




    “Concussion?” Ma gasped.




    He glared up at me as best he could. “Kicking me while I’m down? Hooray for you, big man. You think I won’t remember this, Arlo?”




    Still feeling fairly secure and upper handy, I said, “Under the circumstances, I think there’s a pretty good chance of that.”




    He kept his head down, to keep his strength up.




    “Pray for it, my brother. You better pray for it.”




    Weak, pathetic, on his ass, nursed by his mommy, and still scary as all holy hell.


  




  

    The File




    And so, I inherited The File.




    “Oh, Ma,” I said, “is that what I think it is?”




    She had caught me mid-­sit-­up on the floor of my bedroom. I stopped right there, and held the very tough half-­up position as I stared at The File in her hands.




    “If what you think it is is valuable information and good common sense, then yes, you are correct.”




    “Ah,” I said, falling back flat on the floor. “That’s what I was afraid of.”




    The File was something my loving mother had been compiling for quite some time. From about the time the brain injury center at Boston University started popping up in the news almost as often as the weather forecast. It was like a little bomb went off in her own head, blowing out most of the regular motherly stuff like buying me shirts I would never wear and deciding whether raisins really belong in meatballs. Those things were replaced by an obsession with the subject of head injuries. In that File was one graphic horror story after another, clipped from newspapers and magazines, downloaded from seriously unhelpful do-­gooder websites, possibly even whipped up with her own desktop publishing skills for all I knew, all on the subject of brain trauma. Most of them about sports-­related brain trauma.




    “I don’t want to interrupt your sit-­ups,” she said, taking a seat at my desk. “So why don’t I just read to you while you work out. Wouldn’t that be nice? It’s been so long since I read to you, and you used to love that, remember? Shall I just start at the beginning?”




    I was, of course, already well familiar with the contents of The File, which was generally in Lloyd’s room collecting dust unless he and I were ridiculing it. I should have realized that with Lloyd now out of the game, she was free to turn her powers on me. The weak stray, isolated from the herd.




    “That’s okay, Ma. I’ll have a look at it later. You can just leave it there on the desk.”




    “Here’s a fascinating thing,” she said, emphatically not leaving it there on the desk. “It’s from that wonderful woman who runs the Center.” The Center. Officially, it’s the Center for the Study of Traumatic Encephalopathy, but they’re on a first-­name basis. “She says, ‘The biggest problem isn’t concussions, actually. It’s the subconcussive hits that mount up every single time these guys line up.’ Huh. That’s something, isn’t it?”




    My extra grunty sit-­ups weren’t fooling her and weren’t deterring her.




    “I say, that’s something, Arlo, isn’t it?”




    With one last operatic grunt I sat straight up and addressed her more like the polite son I actually was most of the time.




    “Well, Ma, I’m not sure it is something, actually. It sounds like it’s exactly not something because what is a subconcussive hit? Sounds like it’s everything that isn’t a concussion, which is practically everything. I mean, there, I just got another subconcussive. There’s another one. Oops, you just got one, too.”




    She nodded graciously, smiled generously. It was good for us that it was never a struggle locating each other’s humor zone.




    “Clever boy,” she said.




    “Thanks,” I said.




    Then she busily shuffled through The File. “Here, let me show you a picture of a brain slice from another clever boy. Well, former clever boy, obviously . . .”




    Arrgghh.




    “Tell you what, Ma, if I lop off a slice of my brain for you to examine, will you go look at it in another room?”




    “If I did have a slice of your beautiful brain, I’d show it to every­one I met. Like people do with grandchildren photos. Which I also want to show off someday, by the way, so if you can’t take care of yourself for yourself or for myself, could you at least do it for them?”




    “I’ll look at The File, Ma. If you just let me finish what I’m doing here in peace, I promise I’ll have a look.”




    “Well then,” she said all huffy mock-­offended. In reality, she was kind of elated with this small progression. “I can tell when I’m not wanted. Should I just leave it here on the desk, then?”




    I was already back in mid-­sit-­up when she laid that on me, and I fell back flat again with the laughing. “Yeah, Ma, that sounds like an excellent idea.”




    I was hard at work again as she floated out of the room, dropping last words on me like a post TD spike. “You promised, Arlo.”




    Ah, hell. I did not lie to my mother. And when she snapped my name on the end there in just that way she had, it was like signing a pact in blood.




    I was sweaty and winded sometime later when I finally could not outwork, outrun, outsmart my promise.




    The File was patiently, smugly lying there when I dropped into the chair at my desk.




    I opened it.




    I said I would, and I did. There.




    I closed it again with a thwap.




    What the hell was that? What happened there? Okay, it was brain slices, as promised, so what?




    What was I, a coward all of a sudden? This was moronic.




    I opened The File again, held my stare on the slices for a full eight-­count. One sample had what looked like diarrhea seeping out from between brain folds, while another had large crusty black patches like from frostbite. Still another one was covered all over with scars, growths, as if the lucky owner of that brain got to walk around with mushrooms and maggots filling up his head. Then the next page showing brains, some like shriveled apples, some like old milky pumpkins, some of them like they’d had a whole party of cigarettes stubbed out in them. Others looking like—




    I slapped it shut again. I had not lied to my mother; I had not folded to the fear.




    And I was not one of those guys in the pictures. Never would be. No disrespect, but you had to be a certain type of athlete to wind up in that state, a certain type of person. Fine, maybe Lloyd’s brain did look like that, a little. In spots. Because he played like a maniac, like he wanted to be hurt. But I was not that type of person. I played hard, but I played controlled, and I played smart. Football is a hard game that rewards smart. A guy does not get a brain like that if he uses it correctly in the first place.




    “Hey!” was the shout right in my ear, with the slap across the back of my head. “There it is. What are you doing with my file, ass?”




    Lloyd grabbed The File off my desk like the big winnings off a poker table and glared at me as he walked out of the room.




    Lloyd wanting The File? Well. That certainly was an occurrence on the WTF side of unexpected.




    I had wondered if he might get a little freaky without football. But already he was showing enough unrecognizable weird to be worrisome.


  




  

    The Good Life




    I had been aware of Sandy for some time before we got to high school. We didn’t go to the same junior high, but hers wasn’t far from mine and our circles were not far off from each other’s and she was deadly cute and I was big. So we knew each other, like “Hey” when we passed on the street. Just like that, “Hey” with the smiles, and at some point she added a little sort of military salute wave and that did it, gaffed me with a giant fishhook.




    So when we got to high school, there was more of that, and more often and in the same hallways, so we were getting there.




    But there wasn’t there until football took us all the way there.




    I was on the team already, the jayvee as a freshman, which brings some cachet with it, and we were on the field for preseason practice.




    And she was there for cheerleader tryouts.




    Not as an applicant. As a protester.




    Like everybody else on the field, I was paying at least as much attention to cheerleader tryouts as I was to the business of football. Guys were missing tackles, missing blocks, dropping passes or throwing them to places miles away from where they could be caught. If it weren’t so dangerous, it would have been funny. It was funny anyway.




    After a while I saw her, there in the stands close to where the head cheerleader was screaming at the new recruits, holding up a sign that said: YOU MUST BE JOKING, GIRLS.




    I was torn big time now. Concentrate on the football. Pay attention to the jumping, cartwheeling, lovely go-­teamers flying around in my peripheral vision. Or laugh at the adorable little radical trying to mess up the wholesome sideline tradition that had been in place for generations and was quite possibly the key to America’s uniquely successful breeding program for producing better and better athletes.




    I managed to do all three, because I was always a gifted multitasker.




    But when the cheerleaders started yelling things at Sandy, and Sandy started yelling things back, my laughter won out over both football and legs.




    It was the kind of thing that made Sandy stand out. She could have easily been mistaken for another good-­looking girl going out for the squad, while she was just determined to tell the squad where to jump.




    “Why would somebody do that kind of thing?” I said as I trailed her home that afternoon.




    “I don’t know,” she said, walking on without looking at me. “Why would a girl with even a scattering of brain fragments allow herself to be thrown high in the air by other girls and let the whole football team gawp at her little panties under her little skirt?”




    I was closing the distance between us on the sidewalk.




    “Nobody gawped,” I said.




    “Everybody gawped. That’s what the spectacle is all about. You gawped.”




    “I never gawped.”




    “You gawped.”




    “How would you know if I gawped? Unless you were gawping at me.”




    “I never gawped at you.”




    “Maybe you should. Would you like to?”




    Like a receiver with great footwork losing a defensive back, she took a quick cut down a side street I was almost certain was not hers. I stood there on the corner watching her walk away.




    “Go home and gawp yourself,” she said without turning her head.




    “Oh-­ho,” I said, laughing, admiring her work, then quickly looking around to see if anybody had witnessed it.




    ***




    “So what have you got against football?” I said to her the next time I saw her, by which time I had had a lot of practice pretending she was already my girlfriend.




    “I love football,” she said, staring at the large café mocha I had placed on the spot right next to her, on the low wall that ran along the front of the school grounds. She looked at the coffee for a fairly long time, contemplating it, and I was anxious about it because I had seen this on TV when the male penguin brings a stone to the female penguin, to try and formalize their relationship. If she takes it to the nest, they’re good. If she stares at it and then just walks away in front of the whole colony, then he might as well just go throw himself in front of a speeding orca. There were hundreds of other students around.




    “What’s this?” she said finally, waving at the cup with one of her flippers.




    “It’s, I don’t know, a gesture.” The penguin surely didn’t have to deal with a discussion about the gesture.




    “What are you, a penguin?”




    She’d even watched the same program. Please, Lord, let her take the coffee.




    After letting the clock tick down to almost zero, she lifted the cup. I practically threw myself onto the wall next to her.




    “How do you know I even drink coffee?” she said, peeling the lid off and drinking the coffee.




    “You didn’t seem like somebody who did not drink coffee,” I said.




    That must have accomplished something, right there, because she turned my way, looked right into my close, gawping face. She smiled just short of softly and breathed me all mocha right down to my toes.


  




  

    Muscle Memory




    I didn’t take it seriously enough.




    All before high school, sports, and especially contact sports, were a cinch. I was big and I was dedicated, and by the time I made the jayvee as a freshman, I thought everything would just be waiting for me along the road to success, all I had to do was scoop it up as I went along like a video game character gathering up coins or zombies while hopping on to each next level.




    But there was a difference. There was an important difference.




    I watched from the sidelines for the first two and a half games, but because I was a freshman with respect and patience and knew my place, that was all fine. Except that we lost the first two and were well on our way to losing the third, so maybe patience would have its limit. The game looked a little faster, a little tougher than what I had known in Pop Warner, but no more than I had expected. I had grown up getting belted around by Lloyd, and so I was conditioned to expect the other guy to be stronger, faster, meaner than me. But one thing I learned from watching this team was that all that training had done the job. I was as good as the other linebackers we had. That wasn’t bragging, it was just a fact. I knew my time was coming and so did they.




    Coach finally got fed up and put me in late in the third quarter of that third game when the cause was already lost. I knew my stuff, knew the positioning and the schemes, and so I did not embarrass myself when I got my chance. I was nearly in on the play, first play, second play, both short-­gain end runs where I made no tackles, little contact but no mistakes.




    After the opposition got the first down, they went back to the running game. This time, though, I saw the patterns emerging, saw the play unfolding, got into my spot. And it was the right spot. Their offensive line made our defensive line look like an open gate, spreading a lane for their big running back to burst through. However, he was bursting right my way, and this was going to be the end of this nonsense.




    I lined up, planted, and drove like a bull, timing it perfectly.




    But the tight end came across from my right side and nailed me an instant before the ballcarrier arrived, and I heard the great embarrassing oooff come out of me as my rib cage collapsed around my internal organs like a crunchy cartilage shrink-­wrap.




    For take-­that and remember-­this good measure, the running back veered slightly off his course to stomp over me, stepping right on the side of my helmet on his way to a big, big gain while I lay on my side watching and covering up. I had, immediately, a kind of headache I had never had before, never knew existed before. It was all on the right side, started near where the spine meets the skull, and shot forward like a net of piercing electric shocks beneath the scalp. It pulsated, jolt-­jolt-­jolt, and caused just the right eye to twitch in rhythm with it.




    That was the instant. That was when I learned the difference. I had never in my sports life experienced being blown away, being stomped, being punished, being nullified like that before. I had received many beatings, courtesy of Lloyd, but nobody else ever beat me until then.




    No more kid stuff. Raise your game, Arlo Brodie, or get out of the way.




    No way was I getting out of the way.




    ***




    Conditioning.




    “You’re out of shape, dude” was the first sentence of this particular lesson.




    “Shut up, duuude” was my response.




    It wasn’t the greatest of starts, but it wasn’t the best of circumstances, either.




    The other guy, a sophomore called Dinos, whom I only recognized because he had a weirdly big head, was beside me, panting and sweating as we drove as hard as we could into a tandem tackling sled. Standing on the back of that sled and pouring disgust all over our effort was the junior varsity coach, Mr. Kasperian. After the end of that depressing third straight loss to begin the season, Mr. K kept the most underachieving units of the team on the field for some punishing remedial drill work.




    “Brodie!” Mr. K screamed in my ear. “Look at you, Brodie! The quarterback is running in circles and doing backflips while some stupid fat left guard twirls you around like you’re in your little tutu on top of a damn music box.”




    “No kidding, dude,” Dinos said, close enough that I could hear him over all the guys laughing at me. “You’ve got a lot of work to do.”




    Both Dinos and the coach had every right to be doing this to me. Despite my best effort, the sled kept doing doughnuts, carving one bog circle in the turf as Dinos outmuscled, outdug, and outplayed me worse as every second passed and my stamina faded well ahead of his.




    I was ready to request the firing squad when I finally made the tiniest progress. The sled started going less circular, more like a sweeping sickle pattern, as I started gaining on Dinos’s effort. Then it got even straighter, and the coach made a vaguely positive screamy noise, and then we were even, and we stayed exactly even as we drove exactly evenly for ten, then fifteen yards upfield.




    He was easing up to make me look better. “Cut it out or I’ll kill you,” I growled at him.




    “Don’t you ever want to go home?” he growled back.




    So I gathered what I had, and I hit that sled with fury and desperation.




    Caught Dinos off guard, which was satisfying as the sled started circling in his direction for a change.




    “Good, Brodie, good!” the coach screamed. “That’s more like it—dig deep, find the will!”




    I did, and so did Dinos, and it probably served as inspiration that the two of us were looking right at each other and bellowing as we drove that sled and that coach right off the edge of the field and onto the old cinder running track that circled it.




    The two of us were panting so heavily it was almost like some ancient religious chanting thing. We were both bent at the waist, hands on hips, when the coach came up to us.




    “Better,” he said, sounding so controlled and different from the sled-­riding guy I had to look up and be sure it was him. “More like it, guys.”




    “Thanks,” Dinos said, and I noticed that his wind was coming back to him much quicker than mine was.




    “Now,” Mr. K said, “over there with the footwork group.”




    “Ah, Coach . . . ,” I moaned.




    Mr. K nodded slowly. “Fair enough,” he said. “Wind sprints it is, gentlemen.”




    When the coach had gone, Dinos turned to me. “The only reason I’m not going to kick your ass is that I know this is gonna hurt you a lot more than it does me.”




    He was right, too.


  




  

    Dinos




    Stamina.




    Before jayvee I never thought endurance was a big deal for athletes who weren’t marathoners. And I frankly never thought of marathoners as athletes so much as skinny masochists with lots of time and no real skills.




    It would not have dawned on me that a defensive lineman or a fullback, whose job involved a lot of individual, intense moments, separated by huddles, would have any use for distance training. As long as you had good balance, explosiveness, and muscle, you had all the ingredients for excellence.




    Higher-­level football straightened me out on that. If you are competing with everything you have, colliding with packs of guys who are as fast and strong and ferocious as you are, you find something out after about the third down from scrimmage. Huddles are not rests, and if you don’t train for endurance you’re not going to last.




    I wondered if Lloyd ever got that. If maybe he flatlined as a player when he failed to recognize that just being a ferocious hitter wasn’t going to be good enough.




    After the embarrassment of another loss, Mr. K stepped up the punishment of postgame drills on Monday. He forced us to be committed to every block, every tackle, every sprint. The energy level was nuts. The bellowing and barking made the field sound like a zoo. Things were going to be different for this team. They were going to be different for me. Even if I was close to puking.




    Finally Mr. K seemed almost satisfied and called it a day. I was following him off the field when a runner on the track jabbed my back with his elbow as he passed.




    It was Dinos, and in a few seconds he was thirty yards on down the track.




    I turned my head and saw that the coach was watching from the locker room door. I looked back at Dinos.




    I started running. Broke out fast, to make up ground, while he continued around the quarter-­mile oval at a medium jog. The crunch of the track made it impossible to sneak up on anybody, so by the time I had come up to him he was ready for me.




    “Are you lonely or something?” he said as our strides fell in sync.




    “No,” I said. “But you looked like you were.” Night was starting to come down. The sound of us just emphasized the absence of anyone else around.




    “I appreciate that. But I’m sure you must be exhausted. I’ll be fine, so feel free to peel off when we circle around by the locker room.”




    I responded by running along with him as we chugged past the locker room again. And again.




    “Okay, I’m impressed,” Dinos said when we passed the mile mark of our run together.




    “Well, that’s all I need,” I panted through shorter breaths, “’cause that’s what I’m here for, to impress you.”




    “Ha, very good,” he said smoothly. “At least what you lack in stamina you make up for with good sense.”




    He shifted down a gear, then another, and we started walking the last half lap.




    “I’m not out of shape,” I said.




    “Well, you’re out of a certain kind of shape, and you know it. But because you now know it, you’ll be fine soon enough. Better than most of the guys around you, that’s for sure.” We had turned off the track and were walking into the locker room, where every last guy had cleared out.




    “I don’t know. Did you see the way that practice went today? Guys are getting it now, don’t you think?”




    He shook his head. “You could tell that some of them meant it. But I bet the fire goes out of most of those slugs before the week is over.”




    “Not me,” I said, quick and defensive.




    “No, probably not,” he said, grinning at my enthusiasm. “And anyway, I figure it’s to my advantage the way it’s going. I wasn’t going to get a whole lot of playing time based on natural ability. Now, I’m confident I can train my way right up the depth chart.” Instead of heading to his locker, he went to the door that led to the weight room.




    I found it impossible not to admire the guy’s approach.




    “Do you need a workout partner?” I blurted just before the weight room door could shut behind him. Lloyd and I had planned to work out together after I made jayvee, but I figured that wasn’t going to happen now.




    He poked his substantial head back around the door.




    “I was right the first time,” he said, “you are lonely.”




    “I am not lonely,” I said, losing that exchange just by answering.




    “Ha,” he said. “Okay, sure. As long as you can keep up. Go home, eat well, and get some extra sleep, and maybe your stamina will improve overnight. We’ll talk about a program tomorrow.”




    He yanked the door closed behind him this time, assuring himself the last word.




    I glared at the door thinking he might make me a better football player just by antagonizing me to greatness.




    ***




    We started extra weight room sessions before school started on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings, and extra laps on the track after practice on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. I was already at it when he walked in that first Wednesday, standing in front of the mirrored wall watching myself do shoulder presses.




    “Your technique sucks,” he said for “good morning.”




    He timed it well, catching me midpress. I laughed, struggled, and failed to get the weight up. I dropped the bar to the floor.




    “Good morning to you, too, jackass,” I said.




    “Hey, Arlo,” he said. “In all seriousness, though, your balance is kind of iffy. You look like you’re trying to put a boulder up on a high shelf. Didn’t anybody ever show you proper technique?”




    “Well, yeah,” I said, “my brother did. But I guess that was mostly with lighter weights we had at home. And half of that time was spent with me dodging weights that he threw at me. Heavier stuff I’ve mainly worked on the machines at the Y.”




    “Machines are fine, man, but you have to mix in the free weights because the machines are already balanced for you and you’re always going to have to keep your balance work a priority. Take it from a guy with kitten mittens where his feet are supposed to be—”




    “And a planet where his head is supposed to be . . .”




    “Yeah, thanks for that, I almost forgot. But it’s more to do with the fact that I have the upper body of a hog farmer and the lower body of a rock guitarist.”




    “Sounds like a career to me.”




    “What? I’m a science guy. Now be quiet and pay attention.”




    Dinos reached down and picked up the bar I had been using. Moving deliberately, he set his little hooves just slightly wider than shoulder width apart. He breathed in deeply, hoisted the bar to his chin, then up over his head. He began a series of shoulder presses so precise and fluid, it was like there was no stress on his joints at all.




    I watched and watched and watched as he effortlessly pumped the weights up and down behind his head until he appeared to stop because of nothing but boredom. It was easily twice as many reps as I could have done.




    I retreated to the safety of the wonderfully self-­balancing weight machines and flattened myself out on the bench press. I knew I could press as much as him, on the machine. I started right in pumping as he walked over toward me.




    “That’s not bad,” he said. I drew big breath in as I lowered the weight and blew hard out as I pushed it up again.




    “Yeah,” I blew.




    “Still, though,” he said, looking toward the ceiling and leaning with one hand on the weight I was trying to press.




    “Dinos!”




    “Oh, sorry, man,” he said. “I was just thinking about your balance problems again.”




    I lowered the weight, slid out, and sat up. He immediately sat next to me on the bench but facing the other way.




    “Oh yeah?” I said. “Well, I’m starting to think you might have your own special kind of balance problem.” I started banging the great sidewall of his head with my middle finger like a woodpecker at the side of a barn.




    “Ha!” he said, then reached back around, hooked me around the waist, and flipped me backward onto the floor with himself landing on top of me.




    A couple of our running backs, Tyrone and McCallum, came in as we were wrestling.




    “See,” McCallum said, “I told you, it’s always the linebackers.”




    “Jealous!” Dinos yelled at them as I pinned him with a lot of effort that should have been saved for the weights.




    But a guy has to assert himself sometimes.




    ***




    “What you going to school so early for?” Lloyd asked as he opened the refrigerator door and I headed for the back door. It was Friday, the last day of the first week of the new exercise schedule, and my crying muscles were letting me know about it.




    “I think the more obvious question is what on earth are you doing starting the day this early?”




    He straightened up, to give me a look. “Don’t be stupid, stupid. I didn’t just get up. This might be the start of your sad little today, but my awesome yesterday hasn’t ended yet. So there’s my answer, now what’s yours?”




    He turned his interest again to the contents of the refrigerator. As if he had no interest in the answer to his own question.




    “I’m hitting the weight room before classes,” I said. “Some of the guys on the team are putting in extra workout sessions. We’ve got to get better.”




    He grabbed the orange juice out of the refrigerator, snapped the door shut sharply. He took a big swig from the carton, knowing I would not be able to touch the juice after that.




    “Some of the guys on the team, huh? Whatever happened to working out with me? Am I beneath you now that I’m not one of the guys on the team?”




    “Not at all, Lloyd. You know it’s not like that.” Or maybe it was. I couldn’t even visualize a workout with him now, and it pained me that I had to spare his feelings.




    “So how come you don’t ask me to come work out with you?”




    Because you haven’t done a lick of exercise since the day you finished with organized football, for a start.




    I almost sighed.




    “Sure, Lloyd. You want to come? Come on, but you need to be quick.”




    “What, now? I don’t want to come now. But I just might one of these times.”




    “Sure,” I said, backing out the door. “Excellent. Anytime. See you later. Use a glass.”




    “Use my—” he snapped back, but I slammed the door and cut off the undoubtedly clever ending.




    ***




    As Dinos predicted, you could tell after the first few days that the novelty of consistent effort had already worn off for some guys. But our extra-­credit workouts had the surprise benefit of leaving me feeling like I had more energy when Saturday game time rolled around.




    “You know,” I said to Dinos as we did our stretching along the sidelines before kickoff, “I was afraid I was leaving too much in the gym and not saving enough for the game. But I feel like I could play two games today.”




    “Easy there, big fella,” he said, laughing, as we went through the ritual of slamming each other’s shoulder pads. Bam. “Sometimes you can waste your energy just by being too excited.” Bam-­bam.




    “I know that,” I said even though it was something I’d never really considered before. Bam-­bam. “You don’t have to tell me every damn thing, Dinos. You are only one year ahead of me.” Bam-­bam-­bam. “And, if I might point out, you are still on the same junior varsity team that I am.”




    BAM! Dinos the Elder came down on my pads with a two-­handed hammer that was powerful enough to buckle my knees. Which made us even.




    “First, kid,” he said as the whistle blew for teams to hit the field, “you will notice that only one of us is starting.”




    “Okay, gramps, you win,” I said. “Get on out there.”




    “And second,” he said over his shoulder as he started his way onto the field, “if I had fifty percent of your natural talent, I’d be on varsity this year. And starting.”




    Varsity, sophomore, starter. Yeah, right.




    What if, though. Didn’t hurt to have goals, did it?




    We lost the toss, and kicked off. Big D was on special teams for the kickoff. He did little more than trot downfield after the kick, but he didn’t do anything to hurt our cause, either.




    And then he was there to line up with our first-­string defense.




    The opposition, the vocational-­technical high school, was a well-­known and reliable operation. Much like the focus of the school’s educational specialty, the football team followed a practical, sound, feet-­on-­the-­ground approach. They ran on almost every play. This was excellent news for my friend Dinos, who was a run specialist. You could say run defense was Dinos’s vocational-­technical specialty. So the V-­T and the Big D were made for each other on this fine fall football afternoon.




    Dinos meant what he said when he talked about seizing the opportunity to outwork everybody else. The first three plays V-­T ran from scrimmage were all runs to his side of the field, as if they didn’t respect him even against the run. He read the first one as if he had a copy of their playbook. The quarterback rolled right, faked a pass that nobody believed, then pitched wide to his halfback, who took the ball right up the sideline. The kid was fast, and ate up ground quicker than the first defenders figured. He left them lunging at his shadow until Dinos came rumbling over and caught him after a five-­yard gain, right in front of where I stood.




    Ca-­raaack!




    Dinos had driven the guy two feet up off the ground and then six feet hard right down into it.




    I was close enough to smell the sparks off that collision, and feel the thud in the ground beneath my feet. Best—Bam!—start to the game you could ask for.




    Second play the quarterback faked the pitch and bootlegged it himself. I definitely heard the roar come from Dinos as he sniffed the play out way early and had such a clear run at the overmatched QB that they were both screaming at the time of impact and a two-­yard loss.




    Third down and three to go for a first down. Nobody could have been figuring they would come at our left side again, which must have been their clever ploy because come they did, without a fake this time. The halfback slipped through a neat seam between their guard and tackle and was bulleting for the sideline and the first down marker when Dino launched himself at that sideline marker, lifting right off his little feet like a big meaty torpedo.




    It looked like the back was having that first down as he reached ahead with the ball, and just about made it. Until the crunch, the almighty crack-­bang-­crunch of all of Dinos’s and his equipment, landed with all its force on that boy’s shoulder and arm and back and pounded him into just one more layer of the turf itself, and the ball popped out of his possession and wobbled away as if it had no intention of coming back.




    The modest smattering of spectators made a stadium full of noise, and as I looked down at a smiling Dinos right there at my feet it felt like a great day was unavoidable.




    “That was all for your benefit, rook,” he said, remaining coolly on his back. “Learn from the master.”




    I helped the master to his feet. “Pace yourself there, Master. Could be a long afternoon.”




    Dino snorted. “I made three consecutive tackles. First three plays of the game. Did you see that? Did you see? At this rate I could make every single tackle the entire game.” He had so much adrenaline pumping now, it was coming off him like a mist, and I was breathing it.




    He slapped the side of my helmet. “Stamina,” he said, “is the key to all things.”




    ***




    Dinos did not, actually, make every play single-­handedly. Not that he didn’t try to, but each tackle seemed harder to get as the game wore on. We got a touchdown, then missed the extra point, and a lot of points after.




    “What’s going on?” I said to a panting, slouching Dinos as the first quarter ended 6 – 0.




    “He’s testing us,” Dinos said, bent way over with his hands on his knees. He was hard to hear, so I bent down alongside him.




    “Who’s testing us?” I said.




    “Mr. K. He’s throwing the starters into the fire. To see. Who took last week’s message seriously.”




    I looked around me and noticed there were more players hunched over like Dinos than there were straight-­up ones.




    I couldn’t believe Coach would be willing to lose the game to prove his point, but there was no time to debate it because we punted and Dinos was humping his way back onto the field.




    It was painful to watch, but Dinos was running down noticeably in the second quarter. He did not have unlimited stamina after all. He was gritty and smart and well conditioned, but he was flailing at plays now, arriving a little too late, or a lot, or getting faked entirely and winding up on the wrong side of the field. The defensive unit looked like a panting herd of buffalo.




    When the whistle blew for halftime, the team gathered around Coach, who spoke loudly but with none of the wildness he showed at last week’s loss. None of the frustration that a 20 – 6 deficit would seem to warrant.




    “You, and you, and you, and you, you’re off,” he said, in one stroke removing two of our starting linebackers and two down linemen. “You, you’re moving to left defensive end.” That was Dinos. “You and you and you,” he said, “you’re in.“ I was the last “you.”




    I was determined to take advantage of this, but I would not burn myself out by being overeager. I would be aggressive, but I would be smart.




    Do your job.




    Be where you are supposed to be.




    Follow the play, follow through, and finish.




    “Finish your tackles, Brodie!” Coach screamed at me two minutes later when I had the ballcarrier all lined up and then grazed him with a weak attempt at an arm tackle. He bounced off me, scooted away, and gave me a long look at his backside as he glided into the end zone.




    “That was awful!” Coach screamed at me on the sidelines as the opposing kicker nailed the point after. “Brodie, Brodie, that should never happen to you. Look at you,” he said, knocking on my chest like it was a door. “Look at you,” he said again, jamming his hands up under my arms and squeezing my lats. “What in the hell does somebody like you want to go arm tackling for? Never again, Brodie!”




    “Never again, Coach!”




    “Never!”




    “Never!”




    Never, goddammit. Never.




    As our offense made some progress in trying to regain points I had given away, I stood next to Dinos, still reverberating from the coach’s one real outburst of the day.




    “I think he likes you, Arlo,” he said.




    “You might be joking,” I said, “but I think he does.”




    “The little muscle-­squeeze thing? Was that what did it?”




    “No. The fact that he said my name more times just there than all the other times put together.”




    “You could be right,” Dinos said. “There may be times to come when you wish he hadn’t learned your name, however . . .”




    That thought would not trouble me. All I wanted was to be on the field. I didn’t care that the more I was on the field, the more that meant the game was out of hand. I didn’t care about our offense. The game was already out of hand, and that didn’t matter.




    All I wanted to do was finish the tackles.




    When I was younger and Lloyd couldn’t get a neighborhood game going, he would come home and ask if I wanted to play tackle.




    “Yeah!” I would say every time, too pumped with excitement at the invitation to remember, or care, that I got slaughtered every time.




    Not here. Finish the tackles. Show Coach what I could do.




    This was now a simplified thing, a game of tackle, not football.




    Coach signaled for me to blitz on a second-­down play in the third quarter, and I thought I might squirt myself with joy. I almost gave the plan away as I hopped in place before the snap. But as soon as we were in motion, there was only one way this was ever going to end. There were maybe two players on the field as far as I could tell, and I don’t know if anybody even tried to block me, but it didn’t matter because I was in their backfield so quick I might as well have lined up there in the first place. My heartbeat erupted like popping corn when I saw that quarterback go into full panic mode, looking over his shoulder and scrambling away from me as if his life depended on it. I had seen enough tiger-­zebra encounters on TV to think that maybe it did.




    It was something close to mercy when I did finish the guy off. Except that I was merciless. I hit him so hard, the clash of helmets and pads sounded like gunshot across the field. I crushed him with the hit, held on to him, and crushed him again when I slammed him into the ground.




    I got up from that tackle howling at the sky, and I assumed everybody else was, too, because the noise in my head was deafening.




    And it was so good, Coach called the same play again. And again, I torpedoed straight through and slaughtered the quarterback.




    I had arrived. This was what I had been looking forward to, forever, and there would be no stopping me now. I sprinted back to every huddle, every formation, because I couldn’t wait for more. I was a monster.




    I heard Dinos laugh at the beginning of the fourth quarter when, on one play, I knocked him down, ran right over him, after I’d sniffed out a double reverse and slammed the poor stunned receiver so brutally backward I’m sure he saw his life pass before his eyes in reverse. He fumbled the ball, too, and though I was the closest guy to it I made no real effort to get possession because I didn’t want to hand the field back to our pathetic offense.




    “That was not team football,” Dinos said as he pulled me by the arm back to the huddle.




    “Sorry,” I said.




    “No, you’re not.” He laughed.




    “No, I’m not.” I laughed.




    We gave up no points in the fourth quarter and we scored seven, which left us, as the whistle sounded to end the game, comfortably on the losing end. But you could say it was a quality loss. We were the better team on that field at the end. We were a superior team to the one we had been an hour earlier. And I realized I actually could play another game, immediately. And better.




    “Get over here, you!” Coach Fisk barked at me before we reached the locker room entrance. He was the coach of the varsity, so it seemed like a good idea to answer when he called.




    “Yes, sir, Coach,” I said.




    “What was all that about?” he yelled, but I knew it was a good thing because he was shaking my hand as he yelled it.




    “It was all about football, Coach,” I said.




    “It sure was. What did you make, like ten tackles in the second half?”




    It was fourteen.




    “Don’t know, Coach. I wasn’t counting.”




    “And the majority of them unassisted, kid. That’s some nose for the ball you’ve developed.”




    The ones that were assisted, I didn’t really need any assistance.




    “It’s a team game, Coach. Everybody’s a contributor. Just happy to be on the field doing my part.” Fingers crossed that he didn’t see me decline to collect that fumble.




    He ignored the BS. “Listen, you put some muscle on that frame of yours during the off-­season, you could be looking at big things around here next year.”




    I heard what he was saying. I was too small.




    “And one more thing. I noticed a few times there, you bringing guys down on some plays.”




    “Yes, sir, that’s my job. Bring ’em down.”




    “Yeah,” he said, nodding, nodding. Then he made a fist, and thumped me in the middle of the chest just loud enough to make a noticeable noise. Varsity coaches knock harder than jayvee ones. “But from here on, don’t bring anybody down, on any plays.”
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