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This one was always for my ownself.




You win football games with them horny old boys who want to eat the crotch out of a end zone.


—T. J. LAMBERT


Order us another drink, Billy Clyde. I’ll go ask those girls what color cars they want.


—SHAKE TILLER


There’s nothing wrong with my marriage that a faith healer can’t fix.


—BARBARA JANE BOOKMAN


    Laughter is the only thing that cuts trouble down to a size where you can talk to it.


    —BILLY CLYDE PUCKETT





Part One







SEMI-GROWNUPS









ONE



It was never true that I loved my medial collateral ligament more than I loved Barbara Jane Bookman. That was a rumor Barbara Jane started. She started it while I was still active in the National Football League, back in the days when I, me, Billy Clyde Puckett, your basic all-pro immortal, was expected to go out there every Sunday and crack open a 220-pound can of whipass. She also spread it around that I loved Kathy Montgomery more than I loved Barbara Jane Bookman, but, hell, Kathy wasn’t my wife. Barbara Jane was. God damn women, anyhow. Sometimes I think T. J. Lambert was right. He always said if women didn’t have a pussy, there’d be a bounty on ’em.


As most people know, an injury to the medial collateral cut my pro football career down to an interesting size. All of a sudden, I could sit on a cow chip and swing my legs.


What actually put me out of the game was this thing a speed freak named Dreamer Tatum did to the ligament one Sunday afternoon. What Dreamer did was, he hit me a lick that turned my right knee into a dish of Southern-cooked turnip greens, and when you get a “knee” in pro football, you might as well have a rare strain of incurable, scab-flaking Asiatic gonorrhea. Here’s how they talk about you in the front office:






	COACH:


	Wish we had Billy Clyde Sunday.







	OWNER:


	He’s got that knee, you know.







	COACH:


	He’d give us everything he’s got.







	OWNER:


	On one knee.







	
COACH:



	He’s the best we ever had.







	OWNER:


	On two knees.







	COACH:


	Maybe his knee’s okay.







	OWNER:


	You can’t fix a knee.







	COACH:


	What do you think of our foreign policy in the Middle East?







	OWNER:


	It’s fine, except for Billy Clyde’s knee.








Fate rolled over on me in the opening game of the season on that Sunday a year ago. Me and the New York Giants were playing Dreamer Tatum and the Washington Redskins. I was in the best condition of my life, ready to start my tenth year with the Giants. In nine seasons as a running back in the NFL, I’d been all-pro six times. Jim Brown’s records were safe, but I ranked in your top ten on the all-time rushing list with 9,863 yards. The Giants had been to nearly as many playoffs as the Dallas Cowboys. We had even won a Super Bowl my fifth year when we went out to Los Angeles and whipped the dogass New York Jets.


Not a bad record, some said, for a rascal out of Texas who had come up to Manhattan Island with two pairs of jeans and four dirty shirts and thought veal piccata was a fucked-up chicken-fried steak.


Sorry about the stats. I only recited them because it was my high-gloss reputation as a football hero that made my knee injury seem more important around town than world peace.


If you’d been reading the New York Daily News last autumn, you’d have thought the Commie Chink Iranian Palestinian Nicaraguan Cubans had bombed all the quiche Loraines on Madison Avenue.


GIANTS DON’T HAVE A LEG TO STAND ON!


And other headlines.


The game was on national television that day, so a lot of fans remember the play. They like to bring it up at banquets when I do Q-and-A.


Somebody will say, “Hey, Puckett, tell us about old Dreamer Tatum!” I generally respond with something hilarious, like, “Aw, he still works for the Kremlin.”


Maybe it was a Kremlin deal. That injury was the first in a series of preposterous events that not only changed my life but the lives of my friends. It was a year we were going to look back on as the dumbest in the whole history of pro football, and I mean from the flop-eared helmets of the old Canton Bulldogs to the slow-motion instant replay.


All in all, the year was semi-depraved.


My knee turned out to be the least thing anybody had to lose.


•  •  •


The game where I caught the lick wasn’t played in Yugoslavia, it just seemed like it. The New York Giants had left Yankee Stadium and moved to New Jersey.


We left New York because our owner, the debonair Burt Danby, got struck with the notion that we would play better football and make more money—mostly the latter—if he took us across the Hudson River and put us down in a landfill for toxic waste.


I hadn’t believed we would leave Gotham, even after the New Jersey stadium was under construction.


It wouldn’t go unused, I figured. They could always hold gangland rub-outs there. Picnics for turnpike employees.


I had said to the team, “We can’t go to New Jersey. What would they call us, the Bridge and Tunnels?”


Nobody was hotter than me about the Giants leaving New York. All of our glory years had been in New York, including the season when Marvin (Shake) Tiller, T. J. Lambert and myself carried us through the playoffs at Yankee Stadium and on into the Super Bowl.


Yankee Stadium was my favorite relic. It reeked with charm and atmosphere. Lacework on the tall bleachers. One end zone along the first-base line, the other out in left-center near the baseball monuments. Ghosts of the past all around you. Urban renewal up there in the sky with the punts and field goals and kickoffs.


There was no sound like the thunder of the crowd in Yankee Stadium. The place had personality. The stadium at the Meadowlands is just the reverse, stark and slick, like walking into the world’s biggest skillet.


But Burt Danby is no different from any other owner. They’re all in the grueling business of tax avoidance. They all want somebody to give them a modern facility that holds 80,000 people and a wine cellar. If it happens to look more like a Sheraton Hotel than a place for a sports event, so what?


You can dance to this: an owner’s taste and sense of history only stretch as far as his greed.


After we moved to New Jersey, nobody in our live-wire publicity office could think of a way to use a hazardous chemical for our helmet logo. The “NY” was simply changed to “giants”—a minor concession to New Jersey’s potential ticket buyers. But we continued to be known as the New York Football Giants, thanks to the undying support of our hero-worshiping sportswriters and sell-out broadcasters.


The fans started calling us other things, however.


Comedians, for one. Pricks was popular. Fuckheads caught on.


Back then, T. J. Lambert said, “We just like a little baby what’s come out of the womb, Billy Clyde. Little baby can’t hurt nobody, and neither can we.”


T. J.—nobody ever called him Theodore James—was far more frustrated about the pitiful team we had become than he was about our new area code. He was a lunatic outside linebacker, once a defensive end from Tennessee, who hated the very thought of losing a football game. He’d have an orgasm on every play. From the opening whistle, he’d be as mad as a redneck truckdriver who’d heard a fag come back on his CB.


T. J. truly played football with intensity, which is a word I never heard a coach use but never failed to hear a play-by-play announcer use. T. J. liked to stick his head in there, as they say, which is why he came out of every game with his face looking like a tampon pizza.


T.J. was unique in another way. He was one of those linebackers who didn’t need pharmaceuticals to get ready to play.


One day a sportswriter asked him how he always managed to get “up” for the games. T.J. said, “Aw, Coach just comes by and knocks on the door.”


T.J. played only one season in the New Jersey stadium. He voluntarily retired after twelve seasons in the league. His career stats were impressive. T.J. accounted for 840 sacks, 84 fumble recoveries, 48 interceptions, 18 permanent injuries, 12 quarterback trades, and 336 limpoffs.


T.J. retired to do what he’d often talked about: become a college coach.


His first coaching job was at Holt-Reams College, a little school out in Kansas that was so rural, the dust bypassed it.


The day he left New York, I went out to LaGuardia to say goodbye to T. J. and his wife, Donna. Donna Lambert was a feisty pine knot of a girl who’d never been as happy living in New York as she was in the days when she twirled a baton in Knoxville.


“We’re gonna be fine, Billy Clyde,” Donna said at the airport, giving me a hug. “I suppose we’ll be on a septic tank, but there won’t be no Jews around.”


T. J. squeezed my hand and squinted at me. He said, “It’s my lifelong ambition come true. Think about it, son. I’m gonna get to mold the minds and bodies of our young piss-ants.”


I thought about it. I hoped the black kids T.J. coached wouldn’t mind being called niggers if they fumbled. T.J. would frequently say, “In football, they’s niggers and they’s blacks. Niggers is what plays for them, blacks is what plays for us.” T.J. had drunk with blacks, been laid with blacks, and his roommate on the Giants had been a black guy, Puddin Patterson. Together T.J. and Puddin had wiped out more redneck honky-tonks than cheap whiskey. But when it came to football, a black better not fumble unless he wanted to be a nigger, just like a white kid better not fumble unless he wanted to be a Polack, a Hunky, a fag, or a Catholic cock-sucker. Football players were machinery to T.J. Lambert. Racism was the 220 and the 440.


As a head coach, T.J. amazed all of us who knew him. He quickly turned out two winning teams in Kansas, teams that were loaded with black athletes. Then he upgraded to Southwest Texas State, where his teams went 12-1 and 13-0 and even won the small-college national championship.


I was semi-astonished, if you want the truth. I could just hear him saying to his black quarterback, “One more interception, Leroy, and I’m jerkin’ ten pounds of watermelon outta your ass!”


Maybe Joe Paterno wouldn’t have been impressed with T.J.’s coaching methods, but I was.


“Fear,” T.J. said, explaining his secret to me. “They’ve took fear out of football, Billy Clyde. Face mask. Quick flags. Can’t touch the quarterback, he might get constipated. All I’ve did is put fear back in the game. Them little fuckers don’t win for me, I take away they cars, they dope, they girls, and some I even put in jail. The deputy sheriffs work with me pretty close.”


What happened next to T.J.’s career comes under the heading of ironic overload. He moved on again, this time to the head coaching job at TCU, our old school—mine, Shake Tiller’s, and Barbara Jane’s.


T.J. negotiated himself a five-year contract at Texas Christian University in the bigtime Southwest Conference. The school hired him to restore gridiron greatness to a school which had known it in the days of your Sam Baugh and your Davey O’Brien and your Bob Lilly, not to mention your Puckett and your Tiller.


T.J. went to Fort Worth full of confidence. As he said to the old grads, me included, “We gonna turn this loveboat around. Them Frogs been fartin’ upwind.”


He had one big problem. It was called recruiting. T.J. soon discovered that the blue-chip athletes coming out of Texas high schools rarely chose to become Horned Frogs. They would enroll at the University of Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, SMU, or Texas A&M.


T.J. began to moan about it. He’d call me up and say, “You know what, Billy Clyde? You buy them little shitasses a Trans Am, but if they don’t like the way you holler at ’em in practice, they just drive that sumbitch down to A&M and stay there!”


The reality of coaching at a major college sunk in on T.J. his first two years at TCU. The Horned Frogs lost 18 games and won only 4. T.J. was stunned, but he didn’t lose his determination. “Our clock ain’t stuck on this two-and-nine shit,” he promised the old grads. “We gonna out-work they ass.”


I think I can pin down the exact moment the Frogs started on their road to recovery. It was the night I got another phone call from Coach Lambert. In his half-whiskey, half-sleepy voice, he said, “Son, you and Shake Tiller got to help me get that nigger down in Boakum.”


•  •  •


Shake Tiller, my oldest and closest friend, didn’t like to admit that he cared as much about football as T. J. and me.


Shake’s attitude about life in general could be summed up by an expression he often relied on: “It ain’t hard to fuck up, it just takes time.”


The friendship between Shake Tiller and me—and Barbara Jane, for that matter—dated back to grade school in Fort Worth. Destiny was kind enough to let Shake and me be teammates in high school, then college, and on into the pros. We were as close as you could be without buying each other jewelry.


By close, I mean we were rendered brilliant on countless occasions by the same bottles of young Scotch, we were quite often transformed into Fred Astaire and Noel Coward by the same polio weed, and from our friendly neighborhood druggist we shared the same long-standing prescriptions for preventive fatigue.


Less important to both of us was the fact that we found ourselves in bed with some of the same women, including my wife, the former Barbara Jane Bookman.


For the time being, I’ll put aside my recollection of the bulge in Shake’s jockstrap, which always brought to mind a boa constrictor. I’ll only say that nobody on this planet ever caught footballs the way he did. He had a knack for making the big plays look effortless.


Shake was a pass receiver who ran his routes like a ghost ship. He’d swoop up out of nowhere and hang in the air like a date on a calendar. Then he’d come down with the football on his fingertips, and dart for a touchdown as if the two or three defensive players surrounding him were only out there for set decoration.


One Sunday after he made four leaping catches for touchdowns against the Green Bay Packers, I said to him, “You sumbitch, you’re more commercial than water.”


He said, “It’s not what you’ve got inside, Billy C., it’s how you hand it to the people.”


Shake’s cavalier approach to life’s serious issues almost got me disfigured during a high school game in Fort Worth one night.


Our school was Paschal High. It was south of town, out near TCU, in what was considered to be a “good” area because there were no Mexicans and no trailer camps, your basic tornado targets.


The guys at our school wore clean Levi’s with creases in them, golf shirts with little animals on the pockets, and we all had our hair done like Jane Fonda.


On this particular night, we happened to be playing a team from the east side of town, from a school where the guys fancied Mohawk haircuts. They came from a neighborhood where people thought a shopping mall was a self-serve gas station with Ralph’s Fill Dirt & Drainage on one side and Wanda’s Ceramics and Mill-Outlet Panty Hose on the other.


All through the game, Shake kept getting clipped, speared, arm-hooked, tripped and piled-on by a rather celebrated East Side assassin named Aubrey Williams. My own theory was that Aubrey disliked Shake because he wasn’t just a good football player, he was “cute.” Aubrey was known to us as someone who liked to puncture tires on cars and hit people with long-handled wrenches. His entire vocabulary consisted of “shit,” “piss,” “fuck,” and “more gravy.”


Near the end of the game Shake decided to deal with Aubrey Williams’ abuse. He called a time-out and ambled over to Aubrey, removing his helmet and affecting the look of a guy on a peace mission.


But after Shake dug his toe in the ground, the thing he said was, “Uh . . .listen, Aubrey. If you don’t get off my ass, Billy Clyde’s gonna break his hand on your face, and he won’t be able to fingerfuck your sister no more.”


Aubrey swung instantly, but Shake ducked out of the way, which was more or less how Referee E. L. Burden’s jaw got broken. I only lost two teeth and had a bite taken out of my neck in the gangfight that followed.


Shake escaped without a hangnail, naturally. As a matter of fact, in the middle of the brawl, I caught a glimpse of him over on the sideline. He was talking to Lisa Kemp, the only cheerleader we had who didn’t make you wear a rubber.


One spring while we were still in Paschal High, Shake performed a series of the greatest athletic feats I’ve ever witnessed.


It started on the playground during P.E. Some of us on the varsity football squad were playing a game of touch, just jacking around. Our game and a softball game were kind of intruding on each other, and none of us were far from the high-jump pit.


Shake caught a pass in the touch football game and began sidestepping people, me and others. On his way to a touchdown, he scooped up a grounder between second and third in the softball game and threw out the runner at first base, and without breaking stride, he sprinted over to the high-jump pit and cleared the bar at 6-6.


Later that afternoon at Herb’s Cafe, he set a new high-score record on the pinball machine. And that evening when we double-dated in Barbara Jane’s family Cadillac, he not only screwed Barbara Jane in the front seat—they were sweethearts then—but he smooth-talked Mary Alice Ramsey into screwing me in the back seat as a personal favor to him.


After all this, I never had any doubt about Shake accomplishing whatever he might set out to do in life.


•  •  •


Football came so easy for Shake, he really didn’t have much respect for the game. The pros paid him well, which was why he played as long as he did. He was all-pro three years out of his six seasons. But he was always jabbering about wanting to do something more worthwhile, more important, more “meaningful,” which is a hard word for me to use without my lip curling up.


A famous book author was what he wanted to be.


There were hints of this illness in college when Shake sought out so many movies with sub-titles, watched so much Public Television, and read so many books.


TCU wasn’t Stanford-on-the-Trinity, and Fort Worth wasn’t Cambridge, but we did have bookstores and first-run theaters—and a lot more tits. You can’t beat Southwest Conference women. Take it from a man who’s been in the trenches.


Shake’s books were heavier than Godzilla, written by people with slashes and hyphens in their names.


Thick God-damn books. Books that told you why life its ownself was a suit that didn’t fit, how your soul was apt to get thrown up on a roof where you couldn’t get it down, and how nobody knew a fucking thing except some European with a beard who sat in a dark room and played with himself.


Eventually, Shake decided he knew as much about life as any living American. He said it would be a tragedy not to share his knowledge with mankind. He would become a writer, and why should it be so difficult? All you had to do was sit at a desk and let the Olivetti go down on you.


Frankly, I thought the best reason to become a writer was because of what Shake told me about scholarly women. He said that if he became a famous book author, he could go out on lecture tours and nail a lot of ladies who wore glasses.


Many of those ladies were a hidden minefield of delight, Shake said. Their arrogant expressions intrigued him. Their manner of dress—Terrorist Chic—was deceptive. Underneath the fatigues, the plump ones wouldn’t be that plump, and the skinny ones wouldn’t be that skinny, and the truth was that when you got behind their icy glares and worked your way down to the goal line with one of them, the thing you would have on your hands was a closet treasure—a squealing, back-clawing, lust-ridden, talk-dirty-to-me, won’t-spill-a-drop nympho-acrobat.


“Billy C, we’ve been severely handicapped all these years because we’re nothing but athletes,” he explained. “If you’d ever read a novel, you’d know what I mean. What’s happened is, you and me have missed out on a whole bunch of literary pussy.”


•  •  •


Shake played one more year of football after our Super Bowl season, but I’m not sure you could have called it football.


We spent most of our spare time in bars and honky-tonks, holding our Super Bowl rings up to our lips and speaking into them like they were two-way radios.


The rings were beautiful. They were huge, gold, diamond-encrusted, had a bright blue stone in them, and were fun to talk to.


“Crippled Chick to Mother Hen, come in, Mother Hen,” one of us would say to his ring, usually when ordering another young Scotch or Tequila Suicide.


We might be in Runyon’s, Clarke’s, Melon’s, Juanita’s, McMullen’s, even all the way up to Elaine’s, hitting every candy store on Second and Third Avenues in search of Christianity.


Or we might be on the road in a city like Atlanta where they have those after-hours clubs that offer you a little packet of dread with every third drink and don’t announce last-call till February.


Wherever we might be, it was inevitable that somebody would holler at his ring, “Mayday, Mayday!”


That would be a signal for everyone to look at the young lady coming into the saloon. If the young lady happened to resemble the third runnerup in the Miss Homewrecker Pageant, you’d hear another battle cry from our table.


“Face mask!”


That would be the ultimate compliment to the young lady from one of our freelance gynecologists.


There were evenings when Barbara Jane went out with us. She, too, would get around to speaking into a Super Bowl ring.


What she most often said was:


“Leaving now. Bored.”


Our world-championship team broke up pretty fast after Shake Tiller quit to pursue commas and apostrophes.


The next player to retire was Hose Manning, our laser-vision quarterback. Hose moved back home to Purcell, Oklahoma, to sell front-end-loaders.


Puddin Patterson, my roadgrader, our best offensive lineman, fell in with Dreamer Tatum of the Jets and tried to organize a players’ strike. It never got organized, but that’s why the Jets traded Dreamer to Washington and Burt Danby traded Puddin to San Francisco.


As Burt Danby put it, those cities were perfect for your “mondo, craze-o, leftist derelicts.”


Puddin was pleased about going to the Bay Area. He had always wanted to open a gourmet food store.


Bobby Styles, our reliable free safety, beat the rape charge, but his heart was never in the game after the scandal. He married the fourteen-year-old girl, settled in Baton Rouge, and became a partner in Shirley’s Tree & Stump Removal. Shake always said Bobby wore his I.Q. on his jersey. Bobby was No. 20.


Rucker McFarland turned queer. He was the first defensive tackle to make a public announcement about his genes. We were all disturbed to hear about his problem, but at least it cleared up the mystery of why he had kept so many rolls of designer fabric in his locker.


Story Time Mitchell, our all-pro cornerback, was the saddest case. They called it “possession with intent to sell.” He was sentenced to fifteen years in a Florida joint.


He handled it like a trooper. Got pardoned after three. Guys from around the league wrote to him regularly and sent him CARE packages—cakes, cookies, video cassettes, beaver magazines—because he refused to name any of his customers. Story Time was a competitor.


These guys were the guts of our team, along with me and T. J., of course, so when they left, there was hardly any reason to wonder why the Giants went downhill.


In the middle of the decline, Shoat Cooper, our coach, dug a deep one out of his ass one day, spit on the floor, and said, “You know what you jokers look like to me? You look like somebody’s done licked all the red off your lollipop.”


Our brain trust, which was Shoat Cooper and Burt Danby, tried to rebuild the dynasty. The record shows how good a job they did. Through our portals swaggered the grandest collection of scum ever perpetrated on a squad room.


When we didn’t welcome a sullen, millionaire rookie who wouldn’t learn his plays and traveled with a business manager, we inherited a malcontent who’d been with five other clubs and came to us with a nickname like Dump, Point Spread, or Bail-Out.


It seemed like the harder I played, the more games we lost. Shake had a good football mind. I asked him one evening in a tavern what he thought our biggest problems were.


He looked off from his cocktail for a minute, then turned back to me with a sigh. “Billy C, I’d rather try to tell somebody what an oyster tastes like.”


•  •  •


Shake was busy on a novel before his last football season was over. For a time, he flirted with the idea of giving up his penthouse apartment in the high-rise at 56th and First Avenue and buying a loft in SoHo, thinking the artistic environment would stir his creative juices.


SoHo had become a desirable area of lower Manhattan for reasons that could only be answered by the friends of dissident poets or rabid sculptors. It was the newest place to go watch activist groups eat croissants.


Shake dismissed the idea of moving after Barbara Jane pointed out to him SoHo had an abundance of vegetarian restaurants with no-smoking areas.


I wasn’t sure what to expect from Shake Tiller the Writer. Maybe I thought he would take to wearing a Lenin cap or something, but his lifestyle didn’t change. He did begin to jot things down on napkins, and he grew a short beard, which looked surprisingly good on him.


The title of his novel was The Grade-B Plot. I have a confession. Like the vast majority of Americans, I didn’t read much past the first paragraph either.


Originally, his first paragraph consisted of three words.


This said Riley:


That was it. New paragraph.


When Shake handed me the manuscript to glance at one night, I said, “You got a semi-colon in there real quick.”


“Colon,” he corrected.


“Well, colon, semi-colon, what the fuck,” I said.


It was the kind of response Shake might have expected from a guy who’d once made an effort to write a book of his own, your typical professional athlete’s memoir—why I’m great because I know how to talk to a tape recorder and get a sportswriter to clean up the grammar.


I had failed in my literary attempt, not because it wasn’t art like The Grade-B Plot, but because I took the trouble to read it and thought it sounded like a joke book that had been put into a blender with The Sporting News.


Unlike I would have done it, Shake re-wrote the first paragraph of The Grade-B Plot sixty times, but when the novel made its way into the bookstores, the only improvement I saw was in the length. The book began:


The moon was a half-scoop of vanilla that night and Riley had the slab of raw liver strapped to his bare chest when he entered the campus library. He knew Laura would be in there somewhere, screaming at Proust as usual, or mutilating pages of Dostoyevsky. He figured they might as well go over the edge together. Funny how much she had changed since the Okefenokee Swamp.


    Like most first novels, The Grade-B Plot sold extremely well in northeastern Kentucky. The publisher, Wanderjahr Books, a subsidiary of Haver & Giles, ordered a first printing of 2,000 copies. Shake’s agent, Silvia Mercer, said this was very good, as did his editor, Maureen Pemberton, a good friend of Silvia Mercer’s.


Shake said literary pussy was overrated, after all. Maybe the better-known authors in Silvia Mercer’s stable could appreciate her 187 pounds of energy, her pigtails, and her smock, but Shake had known pulling guards with straighter teeth and more reverence for the written word.


He was happy to be published, of course, but he wondered how often Thomas Hardy had stooped to “duty fucking.”


The reviews of Shake’s novel ranged from vicious to—his word—disorienting.


A reviewer in The New York Times called it a book for anyone who had “lost faith in the human race.”


The reviewer, a professor of English at the University of Arkansas, went on to condemn the publisher for even sending the novel to the printer and binder. “How long,” the man asked, “must serious artists go unrewarded while crude athletes, solely on the strength of their names, are allowed to achieve the permanence of hardcover and sit smugly on bookshelves?”


Shake said, “That’s interesting. I can’t find the fucking book anywhere.”


Silvia Mercer got excited because Time magazine reviewed the book.


“A bad review in Time is very important,” she said to Shake. “It’s better than being ignored.”


Shake would rather have been ignored.


The Time critic wrote:


    In The Grade-B Plot, First Novelist Marvin (Shake) Tiller, a former professional football player, devotes 279 pages to the question of inaccessibility. Exactly how far should the writer remove himself from his characters and story? Tiller would have us believe there is no limit.


“What’d I do wrong?” Shake asked his agent.


“You didn’t take any risks,” Sylvia Mercer said. “You didn’t stretch yourself.”


“I was too busy typing.”


The commercial failure of Shake’s novel drove him straight into non-fiction. He started to work on The Art of Taking Heat, a how-to book designed to help the average person cope with life its ownself, and he took up exposé journalism. He started doing pieces for Esquire, Playboy, Rolling Stone, New York, Texas Monthly.


This in itself wasn’t so bad. Who among us doesn’t like to know that certain leading men in Hollywood are only five feet tall and stuff washrags into their elastic briefs? Or learn that certain United States Congressmen have fathered dozens of illegitimate children in Latin America who will now blow you up with homemade bombs?


I think it’s fair to say that Shake’s journalistic exploits in no small way added to the confusion in our lives after Dreamer Tatum busted my knee.


•  •  •


About that play.


We were down on Washington’s 6-yard line in the third quarter, behind by 14 points. A touchdown could turn the momentum around. Fourth down came up and I expected us to throw the ball, so you can imagine my surprise when our quarterback called Student Body Left.


Student Body Left was a power sweep for me, Old 23. The play had been a moneymaker for us when I had Puddin Patterson to block for me. It was the play I’d scored on in the last four seconds to beat the dogass Jets 31-28 in the only Super Bowl that was ever worth a shit.


The situation wasn’t the same, though.


For one thing, Puddin Patterson was no longer around. He was busily selling rabbit pates in San Francisco. He had been replaced on the left side of our offensive line by Alvin (Point Spread) Powell. Point Spread Powell’s idea of a block was to assume the fetus position about one second after the ball was snapped.


And there was this other thing. Obert (Dreamer) Tatum, The Black Death, was across the line of scrimmage, which was where he had not been in that Super Bowl when we made our game-winning drive.


Any loyal fan of the Jets would be quick to remind you that Dreamer Tatum had sprained his ankle in the fourth quarter of that Super Bowl. Dreamer had been watching from the sideline when we punched it in.


Loyal Jets fans were easy to recognize in my day. You just looked for the little old lady being mugged, and there they were.


Well, Dreamer was not only out there wearing the braid of his five years as an all-pro cornerback, he had something else going for him. I had noticed earlier in the game that Dreamer had fortified himself with a handful of amphetamines.


Dreamer and I had known and respected each other a long time. We had traded enough licks to be married. And nobody knew better than me that you didn’t spend a lot of time running the football at him when his eyes had a maniacal gaze and he chewed his gum so fast, the slobber ran down his chin.


Dreamer’s condition prompted a minor rebellion in our huddle when the quarterback, Floyd (Dump) McKinney, called the running play.


“Are you crazy?” I said to Dump. “Dreamer’s over there!”


“We’ll hit at their strength. Cross ’em up,” he said.


“Who will?”


“Let’s go, Billy Clyde. We’ll take his ass to the parking


lot.”


“Have you looked at him lately?” I said. “Put the ball in the air!”


“My hand hurts.”


“Your hand hurts?” I blurted out. “Did you bet Washington?”


“Fuck, no,” Dump said. “They went to ten and a half.”


Now, then. I don’t happen to be a person who goes through life looking for signs of impending doom. Even so, I hadn’t come in contact with a cross-eyed Mexican that morning. I hadn’t seen a red-headed spade, or a gray dog shit on the sidewalk, or a lone goose fly across the marsh.


All of which was why I shut up in the huddle and took the handoff from Dump McKinney and ran the ball in my normal way—not fast, not slow, not fancy, but sort of in a threading, weaving, determined fashion.


The blow came while I was in the air.


I was jumping over Point Spread Powell when Dreamer’s shoulder flew into my knee. It wasn’t the lick itself that did me in. I landed awkwardly and 2,000 pounds of Redskin stink came down on top of me.


I didn’t hear the tear of the medial collateral ligament and everything else that got cross-threaded. Maybe it did sound like somebody opening an envelope, as a newspaper guy wrote. All I knew was, the inside of my knee was on fire. You couldn’t have moved my leg with a tractor-pull.


Everybody was untangling when I said, “You can turn me over, Dreamer. I’m done on this side.”


“Aw, shit, Clyde, are you hurt bad?” He scrambled to his feet.


“Yeah,” I groaned. “I think your pharmacist finally got me.”


Dreamer made frantic gestures toward our bench. He was genuinely concerned. He helped the trainers lift me onto a stretcher and he walked all the way to our sideline with me.


The last thing I saw in the stadium was a fat woman wearing an Indian headdress and a buckskin pant suit. She screamed at me like a psychopath as the trainers carried the stretcher into a tunnel.


“We got you, Puckett!” she yelled, waving a tomahawk in the air. She glared down at me over a railing. “We got you good! Does it hurt? Oh, I hope it hurts you good! I hope you limp the rest of your life, you slimy bastard!”


Given a choice, I suppose I’d rather have heard the woman sing a chorus of “Hail to the Redskins.”


We moved through the tunnel beneath the stands, and one of the trainers looked down at me.


“How’d you like to be married to that, Billy Clyde?”


“You’d have one problem,” I said. “With all those dirty dishes in the sink, there wouldn’t be nowhere to piss.”


In the dresing room, the team physician, Dr. Fritz Ma-honey, pushed around on my knee.


“Won’t know til I see the X-rays, old chum, but I’m afraid you’ve been Dick Butkused,” he said with a hum.


It would have been more accurate if Dr. Fritz Mahoney had said I’d been Gale Sayersed. Sayers had been a running back, Butkus a linebacker. But I got the drift.


Damage to the medial collateral, a vital ligament in the middle of the knee, had prematurely ended the careers of Dick Butkus and Gale Sayers, two of your legendary Chicago Bears. Overnight, they had become famous medial collateralists.


I knew enough about the injury to realize that if I ever did go on a football field again, I’d have to wear a knee brace the size of a Toyota Cressida and play with considerable pain, but even though I understood all this, the competitor in me came out. To the doctor, I said, “This ain’t the end of my ass!”


Dr. Fritz Mahoney said, “Spunk helps, Billy Clyde. Never underestimte the value of spunk. We in the medical profession place a great deal of trust in spunk.”


“I’ll play again—you want to bet on it?”


“Spunk can do wonders,” the doctor said. “But I’ll be honest. Spunk can’t help you this season.”


“Next year!” I said. “Football’s not through with me till I say it is!”


Dr. Fritz Mahoney clasped my upper arm and looked at me proudly.


“I like your style, Billy Clyde.”


“Good,” I said. “Me and spunk want a corner room at Lenox Hill with a cable-ready color TV.”


•  •  •


The most esteemed guests to visit the hospital that evening were Burt Danby; his wife, Veronica; and Shoat Cooper, the old coacher.


“Kiss on the lips, big guy!” Burt said, as he exploded into the room, doing a little dance step. “Hey, I know you’re down, right? But are we talking down-down? No way! We’re not talking Mondo Endo here. We’re talking Johns Hopkins, baby. We’re talking Houston Medical. We’re talking Zurich!”


I raised myself in the bed slightly. Veronica took a seat, browsed through a magazine. Shoat Cooper dabbed at a tear, his eyes fixed on my right leg. His whole offense lay in my bed.


“Them niggers is gonna pay for this,” Shoat said.


Burt Danby kept moving around. “Get this,” he said. “Know what I told the media about Twenty-three? I said, Whoa, assholes, my man’ll be back next season with a Gucci knee, and it’s look out, Super Bowl! Whammo-spermo! Right up the old anal! Listen, you got everything you need here? How’s the food? Right in the shitter, huh? Let me order you some Chinese. How ’bout some minced pork with lettuce? Fuck it, I’ll call Pearl, she’ll bring it over herself!”


Burt Danby was a wiry little man who had never stopped talking like an advertising executive. His old agency, DDDF, had purchased the Giants from the Mara family in the early Seventies. Burt had been named the club’s chief operating officer. He had presided over our Super Bowl victory. He had suffered so much throughout the turbulent contest that he had sworn to God he would give up drinking and cheating on his wife if only we could win that one game. I later heard that after I scored the winning touchdown, Burt had jumped to his feet, shook his fist at God, and hoarsely screamed, “Fuck you, Skipper, if you can’t make it in Big Town, go to Des Moines!”


A year after the Giants won the Super Bowl, Burt had somehow gained majority control of the franchise in a mysterious stock transaction and left the agency. It was said Burt had a silent partner in the deal. It was also said he might wind up living in Costa Rica if the Justice Department ever took a close look at the stock transaction.


“TV!” Burt said, brightly, feeling the need to cheer me up. “You’ll go straight into television when you bust out of here! You got a season to jerk off; why not?”


Burt said the networks were sure to offer me a job as a color announcer. CBS and NBC would get in a bidding war. Billy Clyde Puckett would be the only winner.


“You serious?”


“Does the Pope shit in the woods?”


I laughed at that and Burt pressed on. “You think you make good dough from me? TV is God’s way of telling you to rape, steal, and plunder. It’s a fucking soufflé! You know what those guys make? Gifford . . . Summerall . . . Madden? Cosell? Meredith? They can buy the Vatican and redecorate!”


Burt went into a crouch. He stared at an imaginary object in front of him. “Here’s the network, you’re the Canadian sheepdog, okay?”


He humped the thin air.


“Uh . . . uh . . . uh!” he moaned, then straightened up. “Now you scoop the coin; see you later!”


“I wouldn’t be any good on television,”


I said. Burt looked astounded.


“Good? You want to talk good? Good is who wears a blazer and has a microphone. Know how you make it big in TV, Billy Clyde? First, you’re an athlete, then you go to makeup. All you gotta be after that is deaf, dumb, and blind!”


Shoat Cooper’s eyes were still misty. He said he guessed he’d better shove off.


“Africa,” Shoat said, taking another look at my leg. “You can trace the whole blame back to Africa.”


Burt’s wife, Veronica, comforted me by commenting on how unattractive hospitals were.


Veronica Danby was an ex–“fashion person,” a cadaver whose dark brown hair had been styled into a shower cap. She was two-thirds cheekbones and one-third pout. She seemed disappointed that my room wasn’t a boutique in which she might pick up a little something from Ungaro for $1,500.


Veronica did ask if Barbara Jane had done anything to her eyes yet.


Not that I was aware of, I said, but what did I know? Barb was out in L.A., working on a pilot for ABC. Anything could have happened.


“She’s thirty-four, isn’t she?”


“Will be,” I said. “Is that the age when your eyes go?”


“One never knows. Wrinkles are so treacherous.”


I accepted that piece of information with a nod.


Veronica said, “I’m sure she doesn’t use strong cleansers anymore. I’ve learned to stay strictly with non-alcoholic lotions.”


“Oh?” I said.


“They refreshen the pores,” said Veronica. “Occasionally, I put on a light cream to soothe the skin and increase circulation, but when I have a facial massage, I make sure I tell the masseuse Do not pull the skin! It’s the worst thing you can do!”


“Really?”


“Oh, yes,” Veronica said. “The idea is to keep the skin taut and firm.”


Burt beamed at me as they were leaving.


“Got one for you, big guy,” he said. “Pal of mine at Doyle Dane goes with this actress on The Guiding Light. He thought they’d done all the sperm capers but he made a hell of a discovery the other night. Eyelashes on the clit. Says he can blink her off in no time.”


I had a while to think about that before the phone started ringing.


Dreamer Tatum called. T.J. from Fort Worth. Ex-teammates like Hose Manning and Puddin Patterson. Jim Tom Pinch, an old newspaper buddy. Others. Hang in there, they all said.


Shake Tiller phoned from Houston. He was swinging through the South on a promotional tour for the paperback release of The Art of Taking Heat. His book had been a non-fiction best-seller the previous year.


The book had been published in hardcover by Viva Press, a subsidiary of Quillam, Dupe & Strike. Silvia Mercer, Shake’s agent, had peddled the idea to an editor friend named Rosemary Compton, arguing that The Art of Taking Heat would appeal to that mass of readers in the Advice, How-to, and Miscellaneous category who might be fed up with diets, exercise, and money-managing.


Shake’s book sold over 200,000 copies in hardcover, though it never dislodged Get Rich in 30 Seconds as the No. 1 best-seller on all of the heavy lists. Still, the book’s success had turned Shake Tiller into a semi-known author. This not only meant he’d had to appear on drive-time radio shows and early-morning TV shows around the country, he’d been obligated to fuck Silvia Mercer again, and then Rosemary Compton.


He had once said that Xeroxing was the toughest part of writing, but he had changed his mind.


Paperback tours differed from hardcover tours, Shake had discovered. You didn’t sell books or autograph many of them on either tour, but there was drastically less literary pussy on the paperback tour—unless a man had a weakness for the pudgy girls who ran the checkout counters at supermarkets.


On hardcover tours, Shake had spent most of his time apologizing to the cultivated owners of bookstores because his book had been published and theirs hadn’t. Occasionally, he would sit and smoke at a table in the store and point out to a browsing customer where the bird books could be found. On the paperback tours, he would mill around the grocery stores, occasionally be recognized as an ex-football star, and be asked to autograph twelve slices of Virginia ham wrapped in butcher’s paper.


Now on the phone from Houston, he said, “Hi, gimp. Luckiest thing ever happened to you, B.C. You can go into TV. Rob everybody’s ass.”


“You’re the second person who’s told me that tonight.”


“You went out perfect, man. A wounded warrior whose career was struck down by tragic fate. Fuck ’em. Football’s not the same anymore, anyhow.”


“There’s still eleven men on a side.”


“Not on the Giants,” he said. “Go for the slick, B.C. Sit up there in the booth with Summerall. Tell everybody how the quarterback wants to isolate on the linebacker. Hell, you might wind up in a beer commercial.”


“I drink Scotch.”


“We’ll do some of that when I get back.”


“How’s the book going?”


“Selling like salami.”


The conversation with Shake didn’t necessarily boost my spirits.


For the next hour, I squirmed in the bed. I was half-rooting for the painkillers to get with it, half-wondering if I would ever play football again.


Was it really possible I’d never climb into another uniform, never trot into another stadium, never blow another one in there for six, never hear the crowds again?


Football was the only thing I’d ever done.


I was in a fairly miserable state of mind, feeling a terrible sense of loss, when the phone rang for the last time that night.


I fumbled for the receiver and greeted the caller with a weak hello.


“Quasimodo, how you doin’? A little trouble up on the bell tower, huh?”


It was the witty voice of my sympathetic wife.





TWO



Somebody once described marriage to me as one year in Heaven and twenty years in the Light Heavyweight Division.


It couldn’t have been my Uncle Kenneth who said that. He stored up a backlog of ex-wives for sure, but he never stayed married long enough to know their bathroom habits.


Not that my uncle was ever torn up when the ladies walked out on him, usually in a foaming rage over some domestic misunderstanding.


Uncle Kenneth would just shake his head, light a Winston, and say, “There goes old Connie. God help the world if she’d been born twins.”


Having been raised by my uncle in Fort Worth, I was privileged to watch a steady stream of bimbos go in and out of our duplex apartment.


Some of their names were easier to remember than others.


Dorothy was the one who had hair the color of V-8 juice. Ina Fay ran up the department-store bills. Patsy had an epileptic brother we used to imitate. Teresa played the radio loud and jitterbugged around the living room in her shortie nightgown. Bobbi Lynn had trouble with fever blisters.


All of Uncle Kenneth’s wives knew how to cook butter beans. They had jobs. They either answered the phone for optical companies or licked envelopes stuffed with freight invoices.


They looked like funeral wreaths when they dressed up to go somewhere. None of them drove air-conditioned cars. Connie was the one who could outcuss Uncle Kenneth. She was kind of attractive for a woman whose hair was always in a blonde beehive and whose skirts were too tight, but she wasn’t too pretty when she was displeased with my uncle.


If Uncle Kenneth would come home late from a hard day of betting football games at the pool hall, and if he happened to have a can of Budweiser in his hand, and if there was the normal amount of vomit on his tasseled loafers, Connie’s lecture would have a little something extra in it.


She would say:


“Fuck you, Kenneth, and everything your lightweight ass stands for! You smell like four kinds of turds in a God-damn fillin’-station toilet! What whore’s ass did you crawl up and die in tonight? You think you’re a slick cocksucker, but you ain’t no slicker than two snakes fuckin’ in a barrel of snot! Don’t come near me, you limp-prick motherfucker, unless you want to wear that beer to the emergency room!”


Uncle Kenneth learned not to step up the backtalk with Connie. He would just stroll quietly across the room and stretch out on the pink chenille spread that covered the day bed from Montgomery Ward and turn on TV to watch what he called the “ambulance news.”


Once he had responded to one of her tirades with “Connie, are you sayin’ my poem don’t rhyme?”


That was the night she whapped him on the ear with the metal bar from a Eureka vacuum cleaner.


I used to wonder why Uncle Kenneth kept getting married. It always turned out the same. One day I put the question to him at the Texas Recreation Parlor.


“Aw, I don’t know, Billy,” he said, studying a tout sheet, trying to figure out why Purdue came 3Vz over Duke. “I think you have to blame it on Wilbur. You can’t talk no sense to him.”


Wilbur was the name of my uncle’s dick.


•  •  •


My momma and daddy split up when I was six years old. As Uncle Kenneth liked to tell it, my dad, Steve, unfolded a Texaco road map one evening and laid it out on the kitchen table. He drew a vertical line down the middle of the United States. He then turned to Dalene—that was my momma’s name—and said:


“You take this side and I’ll take this side right here.”


“Fine,” Dalene said. “Are you sure half the country’s enough room for you to chase after your little girls with the yellow curls and the merry eyes?”


Steve said, “That’s what I’ll be looking for, fond as I am of your hair-curlers.”


“Butt Hole!” my momma shouted. “If you don’t get what you deserve in this life, you can thank God for His kindness!”


Steve said, “What I’ll thank him for is that you ain’t gonna haunt my heart like a damned old movie star! You won’t even be a memory!”


“Is that a fact?” said Dalene. “Well, all I’ll remember is your zipper goin’ up and down like a window shade!”


Life is a series of choices. I was told I could either go to California and watch Steve sell floor covering, or I could go to Mobile and watch Dalene take care of her sick mother and look for a new husband.


Evidently, what I said to both of them was “I want to go to Uncle Kenneth’s house. He likes sports and he don’t holler.”
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