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    For the first time in his life Tony Copple could say he loved his job. He loved it for two reasons. The first was because it made him a lot of money, pure and simple. The second was because it was not like a job at all.




    As the host of ‘Whistle Blower’ the popular football magazine programme that was aired weekly on the Totally Sports TV channel, Tony’s job was to talk football, once again; pure and simple.




    Like many of the job offers Tony had received in the past this one had come out of the blue. He made a point of trying anything at least once and when this opportunity came along he saw no reason to change this attitude. Initially he had been unable to believe his luck at getting the job at all. It was only after he had accepted the offer and had actually started rehearsing for the TV show that Tony told his mates exactly what he was doing and how the offer had come about. They were as stunned as he had been and asked what it felt like to be suddenly fronting a live TV show.




    His answer was like a lot of the other aspects of this job; pure and simple.




    “It’s just like being down the pub but without the beer.”




    At the time Tony did not appreciate just how accurate his off-hand description would be.




    Whistle Blower was the brain child of Lee Chalmers, a sometimes high flying promotions executive. He came up with the idea after watching a number of sports TV programmes that he felt had little or no entertainment value, and left him no better informed and entirely uninspired by their content and presentation. They were, in a word: Dull.




    He had set about designing a current affairs programme focusing on sport. It was to include inside information, candid interviews with celebrity sportsmen and women and profiles of the many official bodies, councils and organizations together with the major movers and shakers in the sports entertainment industry.




    The format in itself was not particularly unique but what made this programme different from what he had seen was the informal and chatty way that it was to be presented. It was intended to make the viewer feel as though he were involved in a conversation rather than just watching an over enthusiastic presenter reel off a bunch of statistics from hand held prompt sheets while a girl sat on a couch flashing her legs and nodding her head like a parcel shelf dog.




    Unfortunately he could not sell the idea to any of the syndicates that specialized in producing sports programmes and was about to give up on the idea. Then he had gone out for a drink.




    While sitting in the corner of the pub with his girlfriend, Lee noticed a small group of men at the end of the bar who were obviously having a good time. He nodded in their direction.




    “That’s how I want the programme to look and sound like.”




    Lee’s girlfriend was tired of his preoccupation with this latest idea. She nodded back to him without bothering to turn and look. When he had finished his drink Lee made his way to the far end of the bar to order another and hear what the noise was all about. As he waited for the drinks he listened in to try and make out what was causing all the laughter, expecting to hear the usual round of joke telling. After eavesdropping for a minute or two he realized the subject was actually football and there was only one voice speaking.




    Lee sat back down and, to his girlfriend’s annoyance, slipped into silent deep thought. He eventually got up walked across the bar and introduced himself to the owner of the voice who happened to be a bloke named Tony Copple.




    A couple of drinks later they had gently moved away from the main group and after an enjoyable hour of conversation Lee asked Tony if he would be interested in appearing on live TV.




    Lee’s girlfriend had already gone home.




    After a number of failed attempts to make a demo episode, Lee was having second thoughts; it was just not happening. He knew it was not the script because he had insisted on not having one, favoring a loose cue-list for subjects to be covered. Tony was doing what he did best, adlibbing his way through the general topics with the same amusing jokes and one-liners that Lee had witnessed in the pub.




    After abandoning the standard studio set of a stiff suite of chairs around a table they had tried a number of alternative environments and back drops including a cozy fireside set complete with fake inglenook, a modern home lounge set, a kitchen environment and even a real football changing room. None of these seemed to capture the relaxed and easy atmosphere Lee was looking for.




    “What I want is that atmosphere you created in the pub on the night we met but it’s just not coming across on camera.” He had said.




    “Course it’s not… we’re not in the pub.” replied Tony.




    The rest was history. Whistle Blower was presented from a mock-up bar and it was a huge success. Tony Copple was a household name and the real Black Swan public house received many curious visitors because viewers did not know that the bar had been faithfully recreated in a corner of a west London TV studio.




    Tonight’s programme had been advertised as a ‘TV Special’ and Tony had promised on many of the previous editions of Whistle Blower that it would contain many revolutionary ideas and concepts and was a ‘must see’ event.




    It was to feature input from a long list of guests who had interests or were directly involved in the sports entertainment industry, as well as specialists from many other related fields. The main subject of course was sport, but viewed from a unique angle.




    The idea had come up one morning in the studios when Lee had burst out laughing while reading an article about F1 motor racing and the technological advances it had made. It claimed that one manufacturer had started trials on a driverless car which had set the F1 ruling body into a spin as they tried to find a rule that it contravened.




    Lee had read the article out to Tony who responded by telling him of the World Tennis Association proposal to dispense entirely with line judges in favor of the electronic ball monitoring system.




    Lee raised his eyes brows in surprise before an image entered his head. “Wimbledon without line judges…won’t happen” he said.




    “I reckon that’s why they introduced that Hawkeye system in the first place. It was always going to happen.” replied Tony




    Then a funny thing happened: They had simultaneously leant back on the chairs and asked: “What went wrong with sport?”




    They had their subject title.




    By the time the make-up girl had finished they had identified amongst other things that sport had become over competitive, over regulated, venal and in danger of being taken over by technology. In short, it had become no fun at all.




    Tony had thought the title a little abstract at first but his mates down at the Black Swan had assured him that once things got going anything could happen.




    “After-all…” one had said, “…if football gets a mention, you better turn What Went Wrong? into a series.




    Lee stood in the darkness watching as Tony received the cue from the producer and opened the show with a shorter introduction then usual by dispensing with his run-through of current events. He gave a description of what the viewer could expect tonight.




    “Tonight’s show is something we have never tried before.” he began, “Tonight we are going to look back. Yes, look back and ask: What went wrong with sport? And I would like to be clear about what that means. The dictionary defines sport as ‘a physical activity of a recreational or competitive nature.’ and defines recreation as ‘an activity that provides enjoyment, pleasure or fun.’ and I cannot argue with that.”




    “But I ask you ladies and gentlemen; when did you last see a professional footballer display any sign of having fun during a league match, unless you count Eric Cantona’s Kung-Fu dance routine back in the 90’s. Or when did you see one of the Amazonian female tennis stars show any pleasure on court, other than when Serena bollocked … sorry, can I say that on camera…a lines woman back in 2010.”




    “And finally show me a racing driver giving any indication that he is getting any enjoyment out of the G forces his body is enduring as he maneuvers his car round the track, and no, that does not include when he is acting like a silly boy spraying champagne everywhere because it’s after the race and technically doesn’t count.”




    Tony then sat down and gestured to the guests sitting around the tables and at the mock bar, “Gentlemen and lady, the floor is...”




    The only female on tonight’s show disagreed with what Tony had said and leapt in before he had finished his invitation.




    “I am a little offended by what you have said about Serena because she has a lovely smile and…”




    “That’s my point dear.” said Tony, showing that he could interrupt too. “ The only time we see it is when she has won and the game is over.”




    The woman, whose name Tony had forgotten, had a pensive moment before replying.




    “Footballers look jolly happy when they score goals, don’t they?”




    The floor camera man swung round to focus on Tony. He was laughing at the way the programme had started and was having difficulty holding the camera steady.




    Tony stared in to the camera with a silent expression that asked the audience if they were thinking the same as him.




    “Yes, you’re quite right…er”, Tony searched for Lee who was on the other side of the set silently mouthing the words ‘Susan Ashley’.




    “…er Susan” continued Tony “but generally, it is only one or two players from each eleven man team that gets to score in a match and even then it is only once or twice. So that is one or two moments of being ‘jolly happy’. Now, once again my point is; where is the jolly happy time for the other players for the remaining eighty eight or nine minutes?”




    “Well I believe…” the hand-held camera swung onto the face of Andrew Baker, a Sports Psychologist; his name and title appeared on the corner of the screen “…we should start at the point when sports in general changed and we can certainly use soccer as an example...”




    He went on to explain that in some circles the generally accepted belief was that the turning point for football came when the game started being televised in the early 60’s. This brought a general sound of mumbled comments and someone asked him to explain further. He offered the view that television represented the first outside influence on what had been up until then a quite primitively managed self run sport.




    A younger member of the group spoke up as ‘Gerry Delaney: Arsenal Supporter’ appeared on the screen.




    “Get out of it! How does television influence football?” Delaney said.




    Baker was one of those guys that thought things through before speaking and was well prepared to substantiate his claim.




    “To see one of the more obvious examples, all you have to do is look at the team strips and if that doesn’t convince you, look at the boots players now wear.”




    “That’s got nothing to do with television though.” Delaney shot back.




    Baker looked over at Delaney with a hint of mock sadness on his face.




    “Well I don’t think Nike and Adidas or anyone who is selling team strips around the world would agree with you there.”




    “I remember the first time I saw wrestling on the television.”




    The camera focused on Harry Gould, a sports columnist and probably the oldest of tonight’s guests. He looked like he was studying the ceiling as though it was an optical illusion.




    “When was that Harry?” asked Tony with a barely concealed giggle.




    Harry pursed his lips. “Same as football, around the early 60’s…”




    He spoke his thoughts out loud and described when television stations had started broadcasting wrestling matches on Saturday afternoons and how they had been received.




    He told them the screening of the bouts turned out to be enormously successful and the marketing analysts, quick to feel out their market, carried out cleverly worded surveys to discover exactly what their viewers wanted to see. As far as wrestling was concerned the answer was simple: excitement, entertainment and personalities.




    He went on to tell how the programme and event organisers put their collective heads together to come up with a format that fans of authentic wrestling vilified and abandoned immediately, but had the general public young and old rushing home from the pub or shops on a Saturday afternoon to turn their TV’s on. The fact that the participants were clearly not athletes and their technical skills resembled those usually found in Saturday night bar brawls did not matter. The new fans of Saturday afternoon wrestling got exactly what they wanted and, in Harry’s opinion, that was when the Sporting Entertainment Industry was born.




    “Shame really, I quite liked wrestling up until then.” Harry wistfully concluded.




    One of the men at the bar understood what Harry was saying and reinforced the view by suggesting that if anyone back then had any idea of how wrestling was now being portrayed they would never have allowed it to reach the screen in the first place.




    “I can’t stand how those steroid junkies in the WWF ham it up and throw themselves around like a bunch of demented ballet dancers while claiming to be real athletes. It makes me sick.” he said.




    Tony had not anticipated this line of discussion but certainly liked the way it was going. “So are we saying that we should blame it on television exclusively?” he said.




    The answer came from the middle table. ‘Sandy Marsh: Former Racing Driver’ popped up on the screen. “Certainly not” he said. “It is the sponsors and advertisers; those with the money should take the blame.”




    “You sound very clear on that Sandy. Why?” prompted Tony.




    “Look at F1 now and compare it to what is commonly referred to as the glory days of motor racing, when drivers were owners and the whole sport was run by true enthusiasts. And we used to have a bloody good laugh as well, I remember when old…”




    Marsh then went on to explain how F1 teams received massive injections of funding from manufacturers. This sent the sport into total confusion because it allowed technology to take over from pure driving skills. The newly sponsored manufacturers focused their efforts on making the cars to go faster, while a new governing body sprung up to slow them down. He pointed out the problems of dealing with ever changing rule books and specification restrictions that even to this day defy translation. He ended his diatribe with one caustic final comment.




    “It is this meddling by the faceless corporations that is entirely responsible for making F1 what it is today: Garish, safe, and mind-numbingly dull.”




    This prompted a small cheer of agreement.




    Tony lifted a sheet of paper and prepared to read from it. “That’s an interesting point Sandy because here is the view of an Olympic gold medalist:




    ‘Sport was once a platform for healthy competition that offered the chance to willing participants of experiencing the unique feeling of excelling in an activity they love. It has now become a means of accumulating vast sums of money for a very few number of people who have little or on interest in the fundamentals of sport. It has become a multimillion dollar industry driven by an entirely venal appetite.’ Now what do you think of that?”




    “Hear bloody hear!” said Harry Gould as the room filled with applause.




    “What did he win his medal for?” someone asked.




    “Strangely enough; rowing.” replied Tony




    “I thought so.”




    More laughter




    “Here’s another short one that I like from a sociologist” Tony said




    “The moment IT made its entry in the sporting world, actual sport made its exit.”




    “Nice” someone said.




    Manny Cohen a sports correspondent, who wrote for newspapers and appeared regularly on television, had a view he wanted to share.




    “I absolutely agree that sport in general has been under corporate attack for years and this has resulted in the monster we now call Sporting Entertainment”.




    He described how television, entertainment and internet companies, reinforced by an army of willing sponsors, zoomed in on the new gold rush that the Sports Entertainment industry promised. New stations dedicated to broadcasting sporting events started to appear and now by way of an example he said, there were at least 6 stations entirely dedicated to golf.




    He became more colorful as he warmed to his subject explaining how the corporate sharks cut through the rich feeding ground of sports promotion. As each major sport became saturated with advertising and sponsorship the food supply started to disappear. He said the first signs of media desperation can still be seen by watching programmes that screen sports with little or no real entertainment value.




    To demonstrate his point he asked who, apart from cycling purists, would spend their time watching a programme that showed a swarm of hunched up cyclists peddling their way along a seemingly endless route while listening to desperate commentators fail in their attempts to make it sound interesting. This last image got the group laughing out loud.




    He finished with his own amusing footnote.




    “Apparently some people thought the scenery was nice though.”




    The group then enjoyed a light-hearted spell of identifying some of the other sports like swimming and canoeing that television companies had tried to push on the viewing public. They all agreed that the incredible and ridiculous lengths that promoters went to were only fully realized when activities that hardly qualified as sports were included, like Darts, Arm Wrestling and Pool.




    Tony sensed they had reached the bottom of the sporting barrel of laughs and was ready to move on to more serious topics when Charlie Faye, a popular comedian asked them what programme was the worst example of corporate media interfering with the sporting world.




    He allowed the group a moment to come up with an answer. Hearing none he answered it himself.




    “Gladiators!” he said to hoots of laughter.




    Tony wanted to move them along to more recent issues.




    “Here is an extract from a recent piece published on the web by a social studies group. ‘Many young followers of football believe the South African World Cup in 2010 was a milestone in terms of how global football was managed. The general lack of goals and disappointing team performances seriously damaged the reputation of football as a global sporting spectacle. The on and off-pitch behavior of the French national team confirmed that football generally was beginning to feel the effects of its own internal pressures.’”




    Tony cast his eyes over the remainder of the article.




    “They go on to say that this pressure has its roots in the amount of money now at stake and its total reliance on each team’s day to day performance.”




    Manny Cohen picked the last point up “I should say so! It would seem that it is about to get worse though. I take it that everyone is familiar with what is going on at Manlypool football club?”




    Tony was a thoughtful host and never forgot his audience. “Just for the viewers out there who don’t know, perhaps you could remind us Manny.”




    “Well, it appears that when you take in to account the exchange rates and something to do with Americanization of numeric terms the world is about to see it’s first billion dollar football player. Apparently Burt Reece, the manager, is finalising the deal now.”




    There were a few hhmm’s and aaaah’s from within the group.




    “They must be nuts down there. I’d be surprised if old Greasy Reecey can get to sleep at night.” someone said.




    This subject provided the biggest disagreement of the night. On one side were those who believed that the billion dollar price tag was nothing more than just another incremental increase to the existing highest transfer fee. The only difference in this case was that the media had discovered they could sensationalise the story by converting the sum into dollars and changing the definition of the term ‘billion’ to the US version: one thousand x million as opposed to the UK version: one million x million.




    Others in the group believed that this was the latest example of how the game was spinning out of control. It was common knowledge that a few clubs were currently in the hands of receivers and many were carrying debts that would cripple them if the banks called them in. It was also widely known football itself was struggling to retain its popularity as other sports raised their profile in an attempt to attract higher media coverage and a bigger slice of the sponsorship cake.




    This led them to speculate on two major changes in the way the game was managed. The first had occurred two years before at an international level when FIFA apparently disbanded overnight to make way for The Global Football Federation (GFF). The other was a domestic change when the Premier League had been replaced with the new Platinum League.




    No one in the group had believed the official statements that explained either of the changes and a number of alternative scenarios were offered up for discussion. However, they did agree that the changes had their roots in money and corruption and were both indications of a major power struggle.




    The producer gave the one minute warning and Tony intervened to draw the programme to a close. It had been a lively hour and he felt sure it would increase the audience ratings. He checked which camera was on him before winding up the programme.




    “Well as you can see, it is certainly a subject worthy of further discussion but I don’t believe players should be heading for the dole office quite yet because, after all is said and done, football is our national game and there is nothing that will change that fact.”




    “I would like to thank all our guests for being with us tonight. But most of all, thanks to you the viewer for watching and we look forward to seeing you on next week’s show. Goodnight.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Marcus Newall swung his BMW into one of the three empty parking spaces in front of the mid-sized industrial unit. As he did, he noticed that the other four cars were in exactly the same places they were in when he left last night. He smiled and checked the time display on the dashboard: 06.35. Before getting out of the car he allowed himself a few moments of reflection.




    It had been an exciting and sometimes frustrating two years since Marcus had started up Newall Industries after an off-hand suggestion from a client when he was working as a consultant for DTV, a Japanese systems corporation.




    As a trained systems programmer, his job was to liaise with customers and develop interface languages between mechanical and digital processors. His team had been working on the client’s problem for over two months and had not made the level of progress that Marcus had first anticipated. Although the client had not expressed any real concerns so far, Marcus had explained that he was a little frustrated himself because his technicians were thinking in conventional two dimensional terms and could not grasp the concept of adding a third, which Marcus believed was the answer to the problem. The client had responded by inviting him over to Japan to show him the situation first hand.




    When he saw with his own eyes what the client was trying to achieve he understood immediately and was pleased that his third dimension idea had been confirmed. He had explained in broad terms what he could do and laid out a brief study of the solution. The client was impressed and asked when he could see some out-put from DTV, the company Marcus was working for. Marcus could not answer this question as he had described what was necessary and not what his company could achieve. He knew that what he had suggested would require a massive internal change of approach by his employers and that it would have to be made at executive level before the practical measures could be implemented.




    “What exactly would you need?” the client had asked.




    Marcus did his best and reeled off a list of changes required.




    The client listened attentively before answering “This is clearly going to take time and time is the one thing I do not have.”




    Knowing how difficult it was to make the smallest of changes in a company the size of DTV, Marcus thought that he had said too much already and did not want to fill the client with false hope.




    “You must understand that I am speaking for myself here. I would have to check when I get back.”




    “Maybe that should be your first change” the client replied




    Marcus was not sure he understood “I’m sorry?”




    The client raised his eyebrows suggestively “Maybe you should continue to speak only for yourself…I would listen”.




    The statement played on Marcus’ mind denying him any chance of sleep during the long flight back to Heathrow. By the time the plane landed he had resolved to take the client on his word and approach him independently as a freelance consultant. A few weeks later the client had responded with the promise of financial backing and Marcus set about organizing the start up of Newall Industries.




    Everything went to plan; the client had made good with his promise and Marcus was now proud to call him his longest standing customer as well as a valued friend. This good fortune had also allowed him to devote more time to further develop his 3D interfacing ideas which, up until this point, he had treated as a pet side project ever since he witnessed trial tests on an aeronautic control system a few years back.




    Although it was the most advanced unit of its kind at the time and able to process huge amounts of data in incredibly short amounts of time, Marcus noticed there were periods when some of the components inside the unit were not being utilized and were effectively sleeping. These periods of down time could be counted in nanoseconds and would not be considered significant in terms of the overall performance of the unit but none the less they existed.




    Following a number of subsequent discussions with members of the unit’s design and engineering team, the best explanation he had received for this anomaly was that the components were waiting for other components further up the system’s line to format information in order that they could process it.




    Marcus was amazed that no-one seemed interested in what he saw as an obvious opportunity to improve the unit’s performance. The simple addition of a parallel decoder that could effectively descramble the syntax as it streamed would eliminate the need for the whole command to be formatted before it was sent down the line. Information would be processed simultaneously on a third level or, as he now preferred to refer to it, ‘dimension’.




    He had built a test rig to simulate the same conditions as the test he had witnessed and made a series of runs that yielded the same results in terms of processing speed. He then made the changes he thought would make it faster and ran it again. The initial results were unbelievable. Marcus had estimated a fifteen to twenty percent improvement but they indicated an almost complete elimination of downtime for all components; near on one hundred percent.




    He then went on to see how far he could push the system but found that he was reaching the limits of how many commands he could physically input at once with no signs of putting the system under pressure.




    What he needed now was a way of entering information in to the system with his hands that was quicker than typing on a conventional touch screen or key board. He gave up piggy backing screens and multi-board entry after realizing that the limitation was the physical speed in which he could type.




    It was only when he was staring at his hand during a moment of despair that he had the idea of using the dexterity of his fingers to their full extent. He asked himself a question: Why only use them in an up and down motion to type when they are capable of almost 360 degree movement?




    Now, three years later the answer he hoped for was sitting inside the building he was about to enter. He braced himself against the cold wind and walked across the car-park.




    During the last year Marcus had made a number of visits to Wellford Technology but this was the first time he had stayed in the local area over night. It had been difficult to find a company small enough to remain flexible to the numerous design changes he knew he was going to make during the development stages of his latest idea, but large enough to possess the resources needed to handle the demands of front end technology.




    Initially Vincent Purcell, the apparent chief of Wellford, had been skeptical to Marcus’ approach. Marcus had learned later that it had been the combination of his own overbearing level of secrecy and the high level of national security regarding threats of terrorism that had first set alarm bells ringing in Vincent’s head.




    Understanding Marcus’s concept was the first hurdle. One hundred and forty thousand simultaneous mechanical to software real-time interface commands was difficult enough, but when Marcus introduced what he called ‘Combinational Intelligence’, a term Vincent had never heard before, the equation went way beyond his experience. He had thought hard and asked many questions, which it seemed only led to more questions, before reluctantly turning Marcus down, explaining that Wellford did not want to damage either company’s reputations by starting something they were unsure of finishing.




    Marcus understood and respected Vincent’s position. He had responded by suggesting they approach the deal as a research project without any guarantees of producing anything tangible other than statistical information. This way, if nothing came of it, anyone in the industry would understand that true research was all about taking risks and therefore no-one could point the finger at either company. He further added that it would add to Wellford’s portfolio and potentially open up a new market if they achieved the level of success he anticipated.




    Vincent thought this all sounded a little like corporate-speak but also realized that in the fast moving world of applied technology it did have some merit. So far he had concentrated on building pre-designed customized systems mainly for robotics and automated production lines but was aware that to keep up with the industry considerable re-investment was necessary. This was one aspect of running a business that Vincent was uncomfortable with. He was a technician at heart and wanted to spend his time on a work bench using his hands, not in an office discussing investment deals and juggling accounts.




    One more meeting had sealed the deal. Wellford was to take directives from Newall Industries and cost the development of these directives on a stage-by-stage basis. This allowed both companies to focus on immediate practical issues and flag up problems as they occurred, without having to go through the time consuming business of referring to the conditions of a contract




    Marcus was also happy to go forwards on this basis as he would not need to communicate the details of the whole project and risk premature exposure. Also, at that stage, he had not been sure himself what the end application was going to be although he was confident of finding one.




    As he walked to the entrance of Wellford he felt a stab of anxiety as he admitted to himself that now, almost a year later, nothing had come into view.




    He was surprised to see the door unlocked with nobody at the reception desk. He made a mental note to mention it to Vincent. He grabbed a coffee from the vending machine and passed through the thick rubber doors to the work area. A voice greeted him.




    “Good morning. How was the hotel?”




    Marcus turned to see Vincent emerging from a door to his left. Slightly surprised, he spilled coffee on the floor...




    Vincent laughed “It’s okay Marcus, we saw you on the CCTV when you came through the gates. That’s when we opened the front doors”.




    Marcus recovered “Oh, right. Actually the hotel was okay but I didn’t see much of it, pretty much went straight to bed”.




    “Yeah, there’s not much to see around here anyway unless you’re into motorway service stations”.




    Marcus saw how tired Vincent looked “How about you. Look’s like you’ve been here all night.”




    “Well, we wanted to get things finished as much as you and...”




    Marcus felt a stab of guilt for pushing the team the night before “Vince I’m sorry if I have been a bit of a pain but…”




    It was Vincent’s turn to interrupt “No, no, it’s nothing like that. We want to see things coupled up as much as you do, maybe even more. After all, you know what the gauntlets are supposed to do which is more than we do”.




    He gestured for both of them to walk to the sanitized area visible through the plastic screens. While they walked Marcus considered the caution that he had adopted when he had first approached Vincent and his team. Now that he had worked closely with the guys for over six months he realized that it had probably not been necessary.




    “Here he comes.” announced one of the four technicians that were all dressed in white laboratory style coats. Marcus felt another pang of guilt when he noticed how crumpled they looked.




    He greeted the four, appreciating their cheerfulness “Hi guys, sorry to keep you up all night”.




    They all laughed wearily “No problem, we think we’ve found the problem though, take a look.” one of them replied.




    Vincent looked to the end of the bench. Both gauntlets were suspended vertically on their test rigs. Their black latex based ‘skin’ reflected the light from the room, giving them an almost liquid appearance. The numerous wires that had been fused down the length of each finger resembled veins of a human hand which contrasted with the array of sensors mounted on each joint. He could see where they had made the adjustments on the left hand one.




    They had identified a problem with the positioning of the lower thumb sensor the night before; it had only been able to achieve an 80% contact rate. Vincent had insisted he needed at least 96%.




    Vincent picked up a printout. “We’ve just finished a two hour full operation test and...” He flipped the paper “...98.2%.”




    He waved the print out around in celebration and a small cheer went up from the team. Marcus smiled appreciatively.




    When they settled down Vincent asked Marcus a question that had been on his mind for a while. “So, where do you want to go from here?”




    “Well, obviously we need to run longevity tests, maybe 1000 hours of continuous hi-level performance, and if that works-out I guess we are done”.




    He sensed an air of disappointment amongst the team and thought for a moment before remembering something he had said the night before.




    “Ah, the promise…” he laughed. “Okay, I have a test program in the car. It’s not much but if you give me a hand I’ll put a little show on, but I warn you, it’s no big deal.”




    Two of the team followed him as he headed for the door.




    Twenty minutes later Marcus hooked up the final connector. He had previously stood two wafer thin monitors on the desk and arranged the numerous cables that hung from each gauntlet before plugging them into a small black box that the team had not seen before. He checked a series of lights on the box and started the system up with a flurry of key strokes that were fast even to the eyes of the seasoned users around him. Both screens sprang to life.




    As he continued to work his fingers he explained what he was doing.




    “Now, this is the portable version so it’s not as impressive as the mother system but it gives you an idea”.




    One screen displayed an indistinct simple green line grid against a black background. Marcus ran his hands over the keyboard and the lines suddenly multiplied. He selected a program and pressed the enter button. The lines quickly started building a 3D image of a table set for dinner complete with knives, forks, plates and glasses. The view was through the eyes of someone sitting at a small dinner table and red lines formed a crude image of a long haired human shape opposite. The team members looked at each other with reserved appreciation.




    Marcus stood up “Okay who wants to be mum?’




    They all looked at Vincent who sat in the chair while Marcus prepared the gauntlets, slipping them over Vincent’s out-stretched hands. He explained the sensation that Vincent was about to experience.




    “It is difficult to describe but you will feel everything that you normally would, except for what we call DTS, which stands for Deep Tissue Sensation. Try it.”




    Vincent sat still for a moment wondering what was expected of him “What should I do?”




    Marcus laughed “Well, you have just sat at a dinner table with a gorgeous blond, do what you would normally do.”




    “Probably fart and spill his drink” one of the guys said, causing everyone to burst out laughing.




    Vincent composed himself “Ok, I think I will have a drink.”




    “Good idea.” Marcus said encouragingly




    Vincent put out his right hand as though reaching for the wine glass, an image of a hand appeared on the screen mimicking each movement made by Vincent’s gauntlet. He missed the virtual glass causing the image to wobble on the screen.




    “Told you” said one of the team amidst further chuckles. He tried again and got it right. Lifting the glass up, he brought it nearer to his face.




    “This is weird.” he said, trying not to break concentration.




    “Just relax Vince.” said Marcus




    He went through the whole sequence of picking up the knife and fork and cutting the meat before raising the fork to his mouth. At one point he tried to chew the virtual food which caused the others to laugh. After a few minutes Vincent had run out of options and asked for advice about what to do next.




    “You can come out now.” Marcus replied




    With help from Marcus, Vincent removed the gauntlets and turned to the team who seemed a little subdued after the initial impact of what they had seen.




    Marcus was a little surprised at the lack of enthusiasm, He was almost afraid to ask “What do you think guys?”




    They responded by looking at the floor, shuffling their feet uncomfortably and making unintelligible murmuring sounds.




    “Yeah, good, I like it” one of them said without much enthusiasm.




    Puzzled, Marcus turned to Vincent “How was it for you Vince?”




    “Well kind of weird as I said but I can’t see what you are going to do with it”




    “How do you mean?”




    Vincent felt slightly uncomfortable “Well…”




    Marcus could see Vincent was reluctant to say exactly what was on his mind. He relaxed and took a step back to relieve the pressure of the moment “Its okay Vince, please tell me the truth; you can speak openly.”




    “Well, it’s just that it doesn’t do anything does it? It’s a great toy and the sensation is fantastic but it wasn’t really very realistic and frankly I have seen better graphics on…”




    “Oh Shit!!” Marcus exclaimed “I forgot the environmental program…” He went back to the keyboard. “Ok, sorry guys, I’m so used to working at the maintenance level I forgot to converge the whole package. Here try again on this screen.” He slid the gauntlets over Vincent’s hands again and hooked him up.




    A few more key strokes and the scene re-appeared on the second screen but this time with full color and texture. As the screen filled with the detail of a contemporary restaurant they all stared before drawing a breath as a classically beautiful blond haired woman emerged at the opposite side of the table. The scene was completed with subtle ambient sounds of a restaurant in full swing.




    “Wow, now that is what I was talking about!” said Vincent. The others gawped in silence wondering what was going to happen next.




    They all but fell over when the woman looked straight at the screen and announced that she would like a drink. Vincent leaped back knocking his virtual fork off the table and became visibly embarrassed at the sound of metal on floor tiles that came out of the speakers. “Jesus!” he exclaimed




    “I’m sorry, what did you say?” The woman replied.




    Vincent was dumb struck and physically shaking “Marcus, Marcus what do I do now?” He exclaimed




    “It’s okay Vince; she is just a model we used for the program. She doesn’t do very much other than the basics and doesn’t say much either.”




    “I want to marry her then.” replied one of the guys to howls of laughter.




    Marcus took them through the routine of what Vincent’s options were until he sensed that he was getting a little stressed out. He flipped a switch and the images disappeared.




    “Sorry about the mix up earlier guys. What do you think now?”




    “I want one” someone said




    “That is mustard” another one shouted




    “That was scary.” said Vincent, who now had a peculiar look of relief and disappointment at the sudden departure of his dinner partner.




    It took a long time for Marcus to pack up, he was besieged with questions and suggestions as imaginations ran wild with ideas from all the team members of what else could be done with the system. He alone knew the dinner guest software program only used a small amount of the gauntlets potential capacity and he had already started working on more complex programs.




    During the drive back to his office Marcus reflected on the team’s reaction to his demonstration. They are the specialists, he thought. If I can impress those guys then there must be a market for the gauntlets. It’s just a matter of finding it.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    “Yes!” cried out Jack, clearly elated. “That’s 2-1 and both down to Star.”




    At the dining table Gary almost gagged on his mouthful of sweet and sour chicken.




    “Sounds like Jack just scored again Sam” he said to his wife.




    Samantha looked over her shoulder from the kitchen and rolled her eyes before returning to stacking the dishwasher. Gary watched his two sons on the floor who were focusing on the new Ti180 curved screen that seemed to envelop them. Craig, although 2 years senior to his 9 year old brother, always seemed to be playing catch-up when the two played against each other.




    He called over “Hey kids, we said twenty minutes remember, five to go.”




    “That’s still enough time for Goran to make it a hat-trick.” replied Jack.




    Gary chuckled at the use of an Eastern European name that he had not heard before from either of his sons.




    “That’s a new player isn’t it? Where did he come from?” he asked




    Jack crinkled up his nose in thought before answering “Man-u-nistan.”




    This made Gary laugh out loud “And where is that?”




    “Dunno dad, just made it up, look he’s got the ball again!”




    Gary smiled appreciatively at the speed of his son’s imagination. He got up from the dining table and took his empty plate to the kitchen. Kissing Samantha on the back of her neck he handed her the plate. She responded by pointing to the still open dishwasher. Gary gave her an apologetic look and bent down to add his plate to the load.




    “Sounds like Jack’s got an imaginary friend named Goran and he is quite a footballer.” he said.




    “Oh yes…” she replied “…Goran Star and he is the biggest goal scorer for Jack’s team.”




    Gary was surprised at her inside knowledge “Oh, you know all about him then?”




    Sam continued “Yes, he has made quite impression since signing on.”




    Now Gary’s intrigue took over “And how do you know all of this?”




    Samantha spun round, drying her hands “Ever since you brought that TI screen home those boys have invented an entire footballing world of their own and Goran is ‘The Big Manno’, as Jack puts it.” She accompanied the name with a peculiar gesture; pointing at her feet and then at an imaginary distant object.




    Startled, Gary took a step back “What was that?”




    “It’s what you are supposed to do when you say ‘Goran Star, the Big Manno…’” she replied while repeating the gesture. “…I thought the whole world knew” she added, gently mocking her husband for being so out of touch with family affairs.




    Gary looked back at the two kids “Oh yeah, right.”




    Just as he returned to the living room he heard the sound of the computer generated final whistle blow. The two boys fell backwards on to their pillows seemingly exhausted.




    “Well, what was the final score?” he asked slipping onto the couch.




    Jack replied proudly. “Two one dad” he rolled over pointing at his foot while mimicking a powerful strike “Pow!! Goran didn’t get the hat trick but he will tomorrow.”




    “Not if Dan Stone is playing” his brother protested.




    “Dan Stone couldn’t stop a cornflake. He needs to learn to dive like the Eagle.” Jack laughed




    Gary could not keep up with all the names “What are you two talking about?”




    Craig answered first “Dan Stone is my keeper...”




    “And mine is The Eagle…” interrupted Jack. “…best keeper the Lightning Eleven ever had.”




    Gary was speechless so raised his eyebrows and held out his hands.




    Jack understood the gesture “That’s the name of my team Dad” he said, as though he was speaking to a five year old.




    The next thirty minutes were taken up with the two sons explaining the world they had created since the Ti180 package had arrived.




    Gary Marshall was an executive of Halytron, a computer game development company and, knowing that he had two young sons, the semi-production prototype of the Ti180 had been given to Gary as an informal test by one of his suppliers. It was one of the latest pieces of CG or Computer Gaming hardware available and was scheduled for full production in the coming year. ‘Ti’ stood for total immersion and ‘180’ stood for the 180 degree visual experience the curved screen afforded. Judging by the reaction of both his sons, it was clear to Gary the system was going to be a block buster.




    That night was a long one for Gary and Samantha. They went to bed as usual at around midnight but by 2.30am Samantha realized that Gary was having one of his brain-storming sessions that they had both experienced a number of times before. An idea would slip into his mind and feed on Gary’s imagination and his knowledge of what was and what was not possible. Eventually the idea would turn into a concept that demanded an action plan. This only led to more thinking which further reduced the chance of getting some sleep.




    “Tea or coffee?” she said in the dark after Gary had rolled over for umpteenth time.




    “Sorry Sam.” he replied




    “Tea or coffee?” she repeated as she got out of bed.




    “Its ok honey, you don’t have to…”




    The light went on “Tea then.”




    As Samantha softly padded her way down stairs Gary reflected on how lucky he was to be married to her. Although they both knew that tonight would leave them exhausted in the morning with the prospect of battling through the next day short on much needed sleep, she simply resigned herself to the fact that what ever was causing Gary’s current bout of insomnia it would be somehow worth it. He decided to join her in the kitchen.




    “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked




    He thought about it “Well, yes and no.”




    “That sounds positive.” she replied in a good natured tone.




    “Well I do, but you probably wouldn’t understand.”




    Samantha turned with the mugs of tea in her outstretched hands and paused a moment. He could tell she did not like the inference.




    “Try me.” she said.




    He spent the next hour explaining his jumbled thoughts and the concept they had promoted. He talked of the technical aspect and noted on a piece of paper the obstacles to be overcome. He also had an idea of the commercial side, realizing that it was a high risk due to the external resistance it would inevitably come up against.




    Samantha patiently listened to his explanation without interrupting except for small cues to continue when he had explained a particularly complex part of the idea. When he had finally exhausted what was on his mind, she leaned back on her chair.




    “Well, what do you think?” he asked




    Samantha frowned “You do know what you are taking on don’t you?”




    “A big business, I guess” he replied.




    “No, more than that” she said.




    Gary was intrigued at what he had missed “What then?”




    Samantha widened her eyes “Roughly speaking?”




    “Yes.”




    “Well I reckon just about the whole world.” she said.




    Gary gazed into his empty mug before looking up “Jesus, you’re right.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    The referee blew his whistle, a long blow signaling the end of the game and it could not have come sooner for Burt Reece. His team looked tired and mistakes were being made. Clearly the opposition sensed that a last minute goal was possible and had been pushing forwards for the last ten minutes. With a sigh of relief Burt leaned back and reflected on the state of Manlypool FC.




    It had been a bad season. With his club currently sitting in the lower bracket of the league the pressure was palpable and barely managing to squeeze a draw out of this week’s home game was not going to help. As manager of Manlypool FC, Burt also knew that from the crowd’s point of view, regardless of their loyalties, the fact that both teams had been unable to find the back of the net in ninety minutes of play only made things worse.




    He recalled hearing an off-handed comment at a supporters club meeting last season. The fans were disappointed at the lack of attacking football and said that they would prefer to see their team lose in a high scoring match than watch a game with no goals at all. The logic being that they would at least have something to cheer about.




    On top of this, a goalless draw was not going to get much TV coverage. He was sure to get another call from his sponsorship agent and probably the producers of Universal Sport, the latest football magazine programme to hit the TV screen. They would both be demanding an improvement in the team’s performance. He recalled with a wince the expression ‘viewer moments’, a term the media people used to describe what they needed most.




    “You mean goals.” he had replied.




    “Not necessarily” they had said “We need incidents.., moments. Think of the human aspect. Our audience needs spectacle, something that will impress them. Give them something to talk about. It is all about exposure, on the screen or in the pub, whatever, but you have got to give them something.” they had insisted.




    It was as though the game itself was besieged by media and corporate finance. The fundamentals of why football had always been a popular game to play and watch were now subject to outside influences that, in Burt’s opinion, had nothing to do with the game itself. He now wondered where the line between sport and entertainment had been drawn.




    A couple of years ago he had considered the renewal of his contract as manager of Manlypool and thought long and hard about whether he wanted to commit himself to the newly developing face of football. It seemed now that the game was not controlled by people who loved it any more. Sponsorship, advertising, audience ratings and of course, ‘viewer moments’ was what it was all about now. He had finally decided to sign a three year extension to his contract after his wife simply asked him one day what else he would do.




    Since that day Burt had applied himself to the job with a new philosophy. He had set himself a target of getting into the top three or even winning the new Platinum League, which had taken over from the old and now tired sounding Premier League. Burt recalled the much vaunted shake up of the national league format that amounted in real terms to not much more than a rearranged league table that allowed more room for advertising and a new name. He saw it as just another expensive example of media interference.




    The Manlypool team had been unable so far to realize any of Burt’s ambitions. Instead they had gradually slipped down the ratings sitting currently fourth from the bottom. He had introduced a new incentive scheme for goal scoring which included all team members, and a merit award system attached to financial bonuses for what Burt and his trainers saw as exceptional performances during the games. He had called it ‘Diligence on the Pitch’, or DOP. Unfortunately it was met with a cynical response from the team members who considered it as just another away of justifying more payments to the celebrity players on the front line.




    Burt had heard rumors that the defenders and goal keeper wanted a system of their own which related to the number of the oppositions potential goal scoring threats they had managed to eliminate. Unfortunately the ‘DOP’ system had also been leaked to the press earning Burt the dubious title of ‘Soccer’s First Legal Doper.’




    He was now entrenched in negotiations to buy what he saw as a star in the making and means of redeeming the good name of Manlypool. It came in the form of a nineteen year old Brazilian protégé who had set the world media alight with a string of recent performances that had helped rocket his team to the top of the Campeonato Brasilieiro national league. The price tag had drawn considerable media attention mainly because when converted to dollars and using the American numeric definition the deal would be the equivalent of the world’s first billion dollar football transfer.




    Burt acknowledged it was at best a risky initiative. He had read the newspaper comments describing it as ‘a desperate attempt to breath life into a tired horse’, but had countered this view with the knowledge that he had survived for over twenty years in the game and not without taking similar chances. Even so, Burt could not shake off the memory of the initial reaction of Terry his head trainer when he told him about the deal: ’A billion dollars!! Are you fucking insane?!’ he had said.




    With this last thought Burt raised his cold and tired body from the bench and headed off to shake his opposite numbers hand.




    “Not much to say is there?” Gordon Barker said offering his hand. Gordon was the new manager of Burnley and although he had expected to win against Manlypool, he at least had the comfort of knowing that this result would make little difference to his team’s current position in the league. Lying third from the top his club was looking good, unlike Manlypool.




    Burt actually had nothing to say “Aye, the score line says it all.” he mumbled.




    Football managers were connected by their profession but distanced by the inherent competition. They rarely enjoyed any sense of real camaraderie and learnt more about each other through the TV and newspapers. They rarely spoke in depth during the twice yearly fixtures but sometimes communicated with each other to share mutual concerns and observations regarding the world of football. The many rumours and investigations into match fixing and bribery always caused the phone lines to buzz with speculation.




    Burt and Gordon shared the same appearance of long time warriors weighed down by the almost daily reminder of the old adage that you were only as good as your team’s last result. After the hand shake, like managers all over the country on this wet and windy Saturday afternoon, they turned, wrapped their almost standard issue grey raincoats around themselves and trudged back to the dressing room deep in thought.




    It was a tradition at Manlypool for the manager and coach to make a brief appearance in the dressing room immediately after the game to either give a few words of encouragement when the team lost or show their appreciation of the score line when they won. As he walked, Burt thought about the last ninety minutes and what he should say to his team about what he considered to be rather anti-climatic and, to put it bluntly, boring 0-0 draw. When he got to the entrance of the tunnel he had not come up with anything constructive so waved to Terry Barnes, his head coach, to go on without him before turning to the stairs leading up to the executive suite. Terry shrugged his shoulders and nodded to indicate his understanding and agreement. After all, the new Burnley manager had summed it up: There was not much to say.




    Attendance at the post match reception was not compulsory, but like the manager’s visit to the changing room it was traditional that all team members attend, but like a lot of the traditions that had once formed part of the game, it was being observed less and less by the players. Only a half of the Manlypool team were in the conference room where a buffet had been laid out, with none of the visiting team present. Answering Burt’s question Terry informed him that the Burnley team had decided at the last minute to get on the team bus immediately after the game and make their way home.




    “It’s a crime Terry...” Burt replied as he surveyed the table “…all that food going to waste.”




    Terry was surprised to hear his manager comment on the catering aspect of club management. After all, he thought, with the team facing possible relegation to a lower league and the imminent prospect of sealing a high risk, record breaking billion dollar transfer, he surely had more important things to occupy his mind.




    “The kids down at the orphanage will appreciate it though.” he said, trying to lighten the mood.




    Burt gave a wry chuckle. “Yes, there is that I suppose.”




    As he spoke three expensive suits entered the room worn by three expensive consultants. They were involved in the administration of the transfer deal of what was now generally referred to as ‘The Billion Dollar Man’.




    As senior representative of the team, Burt rose to greet them. Their sudden appearance reminded him that his club had invited them up from London on an all expenses paid weekend in the hope that it would help smooth out a few obstacles the negotiations were encountering.




    “Welcome to Manlypool gentlemen.” Bert said offering his hand to the one he was most familiar with. “How was your drive up Drew?”




    Drew Meredith represented Marchant & Costello, the private commercial loan company that was responsible for the making the funds available to Manlypool. Burt looked up at the smooth faced executive and thought Drew was too young, too slick and too tall to be holding the position he did and resented the fact that he was his main link to financing the deal.




    “Hello Burt, change of plans; flew up this morning. We got quite lucky actually, out of City airport at eleven.”




    Burt wondered who had paid for that change of plan. “Oh good, glad you could make it.”




    “Would have been nice to have had Jesus out there today huh?” Drew replied, referring to Jesus Aguilo the Brazilian protégé that Manlypool was trying to buy.




    Although Burt had been involved in the negotiations for the last two months he was still uncomfortable with the idea that any human being could be called Jesus and despite his current mood he attempted a little humor “Yes, and his father.” he replied




    Drew seemed a little confused “Oh, he used to play as well did he. I didn’t know you knew him?”




    Burt realized his mistake “God… I’m talking about God, Drew.”




    It took a moment for Drew to see the joke. “Ah, yes I see.., funny Burt.”




    Burt would have preferred the three visitors to have seen a game that had shown the team in a better light and felt the need to address Drew’s remark regarding the outcome of the game.




    “Well, Burnley are having a run and…”




    Drew actually had no interest in football but out of politeness felt he had to make at least one comment about the game. The question was largely rhetorical and he now feared they were about to become bogged down in one of those inane monologues he had witnessed on television about the performance of each team.




    He interrupted “Let me introduce Anthony Orwell and Justin Peevey of Carrington Jarvis. You will remember they are to be responsible for guaranteeing the facility.”




    Burt inwardly flinched at the term ‘facility’. He remembered his initial confusion when the term had been first used. It’s a loan for heavens sake, why not just call it a loan, he thought. “Nice to meet you gentlemen.” he said shaking their hands.




    The one named Justin hung onto Burt’s hand and tugged him gently to one side while the others turned to the food table. Burt felt that he had become involved in a choreographed set piece that had been carefully rehearsed in his absence. He allowed himself to be led to the window over looking the pitch.




    “Fine looking stadium Burt” Justin observed




    “Yes, we are proud of it.” Burt replied cautiously.




    “How many seats does it have?”




    “There’s just over sixty eight thousand.”




    Justin raised his eyebrows, “Wow, quite a number!” He put his hand on his chin as though he was thinking hard. “And how many did you have in today do you think?”




    Burt had not prepared himself to talk statistics. “I get the exact figures from the turnstiles on Monday. You see we have a…”




    Justin interrupted “Just your gut feel will do Burt. We’re talking, it’s just a question. How many do you think?”




    Burt now felt he was in a difficult spot. On one hand he would not be much of a manager if he could not estimate a crowd capacity in his own stadium just by a single glance, let alone having ninety minutes to think about it. On the other hand he knew who he was talking to and was aware that he needed to display a confidence that the club’s revenue was able to ensure repayments of the loan that Justin’s company was guaranteeing. He also knew that the crowd numbers had been dropping over the last few weeks and this week the empty spaces in the terraces indicated about a seventy percent attendance.




    “Oh, I don’t know..,” he deliberated, “…maybe around …roughly…”




    Justin rescued him with a prompt. “Fifty five, sixtyish Burt, what do you reckon?”




    Burt felt the pressure of having to stab at numbers lift from his shoulders. He had never been comfortable with discussing statistics without being first prepared. He knew from experience how easy it was to make a casual remark, only to find later that whatever you said had been set in stone and used in a way that you had not intended.




    “Well, yes that would be close enough.” he replied




    “Oh great, so we reckon around…” Justin did a quick mental calculation. “Say sixty two thousand, give or take, and we are talking ninety percent capacity for a regular league match.”




    Burt was trying hard to keep up with this city boy’s train of thought but so far was happy with the way it was going “Yes, that would be reasonable I suppose.”




    “And...” Justin added “…this was a game you were not likely to win.”




    Not liking the inference Burt felt he needed to defend his club “I wouldn’t say...”




    Justin cut across him, smiling sympathetically “On paper Burt, just on paper, that’s all I‘m talking about.”




    “Well, the forecast wasn’t in our favor shall we say.” Burt finally agreed.




    Justin placed his hand on Burt’s shoulder steering him back to the table with smile that was almost dripping off his face. “Couldn’t have put it better myself Burt.”




    After a few steps he stopped and turned to Burt, gripping his hand.




    “You know Burt,” he said with over emphasized sincerity. “I really do appreciate this little chat. I think things are going to work out okay.” He took a plate and looked over the table “Now, that pate looks good.”




    Burt wondered what their ‘little chat’ was all about but then thought he should warn Justin.




    “It’s liver sausage actually.”
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