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For 8, the best quarterback I ever played with…
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Often there are players who have only football as a way of expressing themselves and … when they no longer play football, they no longer do anything; they no longer exist, or rather they have the sensation of no longer existing.
--Eric Cantona
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              Kris Hopkins was fifty-four minutes old the first time he ever touched a football. It was a story his father told him many times over the years, more than any other.
              The day was September 2nd, 1977, just one more in what had been a string of hellishly hot days in West Tennessee. At exactly five o’clock Bruce Hopkins punched his time card at the Peterbilt auto plant outside of Nashville and climbed into his ancient AMC Hornet. There was no air conditioning in the car, the late summer sun beating down on the faded black paint as Bruce wound his way towards home. Every few seconds he would wipe away a handful of sweat and fling the droplets out the window, the breeze catching them and pulling them away the moment they left his hand.
              The Eagles’ Desperado blared through the one working speaker as Bruce drove towards home, the sound distorted by the static threatening to overtake the sound at any moment. 
              Why that point was important Kris had never known, but it was one his father was always sure to include, as if the song was foreboding of what was to come.
              Bruce made it home at half past five, his clothes plastered to his shoulders and the backs of his thighs with sweat. Giving a heavy groan he climbed out of his car, leaving the windows down, knowing there was no chance of rain on the horizon. 
              On his mind were two things. A cold shower and an even colder beer.
              Neither one came to pass.
              Bruce made it halfway to the door before his young wife Tilly burst out to meet him, a hand on her hip as she leaned back and tried to balance the fully realized fetus aching to exit protruding before her. Thick blonde hair was plastered to the sides of her face with perspiration, her cherubic-like features contorted in pain.
              “Is it time?” Bruce asked, already knowing the answer, a look of shock splayed across his face. His body froze where he stood, trying to determine if he should help his wife or run to start the car.
              “You see that dripping down on the sidewalk?” Tilly asked, her voice little more than a wheeze. “I ain’t peeing.”
              Bruce’s bottom jaw dropped as he leaned back and peered around her, noticing the uneven trail of water spots trailing behind his wife like a snake along the sun baked concrete. 
              “You’re not peeing,” Bruce muttered, his mind wrapping around the words and their meaning. “That’s not pee. She’s not peeing!”
              “You don’t have to announce it to the neighborhood, just get me to the hospital,” Tilly moaned, walking forward and grabbing Bruce by the hand.
              The physical contact was what he needed to snap into action.
              Bruce helped his wife into the Hornet and headed for the hospital, covering the three miles between them in just five minutes. Behind him he left a litany of angry drivers and blown stop signs, his entire focus on the passenger seat.
              A simple sign, yellow letters on a green background, welcomed all visitors to the hospital. An arrow pointed guests to the left and deliveries to the right, half-full parking lots stretched out in either direction. 
              Bruce ignored both directives, aiming for the front door and sliding to a stop just four feet from it. A thick line of fresh rubber smudged the sidewalk behind them, its stench engulfing the car.
              “Honey, I don’t think we can park here,” Tilly said, her breath coming in ragged pants. One hand she kept under her stomach, almost willing the child to stay in a little longer. The other she used to paw at the passenger side door, trying to extricate herself from the car.
              Her fingers never found their target. Instead it was Bruce, ignoring her comment, already out and around the front hood, that wrenched the door open and helped his wife to her feet.
              “I’m sorry, sir, you cannot park here,” a deep baritone snapped.
              “Try and stop me,” Bruce replied, one hand holding Tilly’s, the other on the small of her back. Together they turned towards the front door, seeing the owner of the voice standing before them.
              The man was an inch or two above six feet tall, his short brown hair styled into a flat top. A too-small security uniform strained across his shoulders and midsection. His hands rested on his hips as he peered down at them, their reflection visible in his mirrored sunglasses.
              “Sir, I’m sorry, but you have to move your vehicle. Now.”
              “Listen here, Captain America,” Bruce replied. “My wife is going into labor. I will move the car once I know she’s taken care of and not one minute before.”
              The guard opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off by a diminutive woman in blue scrubs pushing a wheelchair. 
              “Jesus Christ, Donnie, can’t you see the woman’s in labor?” she asked, glaring at him as she circled his backside and brought the chair to a stop alongside Tilly. “Please, Miss, sit.”
              “Thank you,” Tilly pushed out, the words just audible amidst a heavy gasp. 
Bruce kept her hand in his, walking beside his wife, bent at the waist by her side. “We made it, Dear. We’re at the hospital. You’re both going to be alright.”
A polished black boot sidestepped into his path as he went, cutting of his route to the door.
“I’m sorry, sir, but you have to move-“
“I got it!” Bruce said, rising to glare at the rent-a-cop. “Moving the damn car.” 
Once more he bent at the waist, leaning low and clutching his wife’s hands in his. “I’ll be right behind you. I’m going to be right outside the room the entire time.”
“You’re sure?” Tilly asked, fear flooding into her features. “Bruce, I can’t do this without you.”
“You’re not going to, Honey,” Bruce replied. “I’m no more than a minute behind you. I’ll be the first person you see when you wake up.”
“Sir, we really need to get her inside,” the nurse said, already rolling Tilly forward. 
Bruce leaned in and kissed his wife on the forehead, squeezing her shoulder in assurance as she passed through the double doors into the hospital. “I love you!”
The doors swung closed before Tilly had a chance to respond. 
It was the last time Bruce would ever see his wife alive. 
The nurse that came out into the hallway after the delivery was supposed to be smiling. She was supposed to see him pacing the hallway, an orange stuffed football in his hand, and shake her head at the nervous young father. She was supposed to pull her mask down and tell him he was the new parent of a healthy baby boy. That the child and mother were both doing well.
She was not supposed to be crying, her surgical mask stuck to her cheeks by fresh tears. She was not supposed to shake her head and explain that Tilly was hemorrhaging internally when she arrived, that the blood loss was too great.
 She was supposed to congratulate him, not offer condolences.
He was not supposed to become a father and a widow in the same moment.
It took almost an hour for Bruce to pull himself together enough to see his son. By the time he got there his face was puffy, his hair a disheveled heap atop his head.
The same nurse that wheeled Tilly into the hospital was there waiting for him when he finally emerged from an empty exam room, ready to meet the only connection he still had to his wife. She nodded her sympathies to him and led him to the nursery, taking him to the crib set alone to the side.
The sight of him laying there, his pink flesh scrubbed clean, tufts of hair already starting to peak out from his scalp, brought fresh tears to Bruce’s eyes.
“Would you like to hold your son?” the nurse asked, her voice low and even.
Bruce’s head rotated from side to side, his gaze never leaving his son. “Not yet,” he whispered. “I don’t trust myself to have the strength right now.”
The nurse nodded as Bruce looked down at the football still clutched in his hand and took a step forward. Using his index finger, he lifted his son’s arm and slid the ball beneath it. The young boy curled his body around the soft cotton, never once rousing from his slumber.
“He’s going to be a football player, huh?” the nurse asked as Bruce retreated back a step and looked down at his son, the ball almost as large as he was.
“Definitely,” Bruce replied, his voice relaying a confidence he didn’t really have.
“What are you going to call him?”
“Kris, with a K,” Bruce replied. “His mother picked it. She always liked the way it looked written out.”
The nurse pressed her lips tight together, her face downcast with the sorrow of the moment. “Kris with a K is a good name for a football player.”
“A quarterback,” Bruce replied. 
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Bruce said, nodding for emphasis. “Every time Tilly would feel him thrashing around inside her, she would shake her head and smile. She’d always tell me any baby could kick, but ours was special. He was in there throwing.”
Some people might find the tale depressing, maybe even a bit macabre, the kind of thing a father shouldn’t tell his son. Kris never felt that way though, knew his father didn’t either.
The point of telling the story was never actually about the passing of his mother. The point was so that everybody else knew exactly what they both had from hour one.
Kris Hopkins was a quarterback. He was born that way, and he would probably die that way.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
“Green 11!”
Kris Hopkins stood two yards back off the line of scrimmage, surveying the defense. In front of him the offensive line was already set, five behemoths coiled into their stances, ready to explode forward at his command.
Opposite them the Salt Lake City Cougars shifted into a 4-3 defensive set, waiting until he finished his audible call to show their true formation. 
It was all Kris could do to keep from smirking. Exactly the same move they’d been making for the past fifteen years, always thinking they could disguise their fronts enough to confuse him.
Not once could he remember it ever working.
Dressed in all white uniforms with blue letters, the overhead lights of Portland Warriors Stadium reflected off of the Cougars. Kris watched as they finished their pre-snap adjustments, a trio of linebackers peering into the backfield. He paused an extra moment to make sure they were set before stepping up behind the center, slapping him on the hip to let him know he was there.
“Green 11!”
Twisting his head to the right, Kris waited as the split end Marvin Adler went into motion. He watched the red and black number eighty-four get closer to him for several steps and slow to a jog before shifting his focus back to the front.
“Hut! Hut!”
The ball found its way into Kris’s hands, the smooth leather slapping against his palm. A cacophony of pads smacking into each other filled his ears, punctuated by the grunts of the two sides surging forward.
Starting with his right foot he retreated backwards from the line, his left foot crossing over in front, carrying him five yards away from the fray. Around him the line bowed into a protective pocket, clear sight lines opening up to either side.
Ignoring the oncoming rush, Kris started on the right, checking his tight end running a drag. Next in his progression was the tailback on a flare, a linebacker doing all he could to keep up beside him.
Either one Kris could have hit in stride for a first down, but that didn’t interest him. It was Sunday night, the national Game of the Week, the start of a playoff run.
It was time to make a statement.
Without even checking downfield Kris knew where he was going with the ball, looking at every other option as long as possible to draw the safety closer to the line. Behind him he felt the left tackle push the defensive end off the edge, taking a step forward to buy an extra second.
In that second he knew Adler was breaking free, using the space Kris had given him by looking at his other options. 
Kris could feel the stadium realize it the moment he shifted his attention downfield, their anticipation rising around him. Years of repetition told him where Adler was going to be, a black and red blur streaking towards the left upright of the goalpost. 
Patting the ball with his off-hand one last time, Kris stepped forward and shifted his weight onto his left foot before letting it fly. He felt it roll off his fingertips as it ascended into the night sky, the white stripes encircling the top half of it blurring into a perfect circle as it spiraled towards its target.
 For one fleeting moment it hung in the air, the entire stadium holding a collective breath as Kris watched the ball hit the apex of its trajectory and begin to descend.
Kris knew it before anybody else did. He didn’t have to wait for the ball to fall into Adler’s outstretched fingertips. He didn’t need to see the catch to know it was going to happen.
There was no way it wouldn’t.
Less than a second later the crowd confirmed his assumption. It exploded around him in a thunderous ovation, the sound reverberating off the concave walls of the stadium. It pounded its way into Kris’s helmet, almost shaking the ground, a sea of red and black swaying in ecstasy.
Around him linemen picked themselves up off the ground and raced towards the end zone to celebrate. Vanquished Cougar defenders muttered obscenities and walked towards the opposite sideline. 
Kris stood in the middle of the field and thumped his chest with his right fist. He raised one finger towards the sky and wagged it at the stars overhead before dropping his gaze back to field level and sprinting towards the end zone to join his teammates.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
A bevy of microphones extended up from the table, arranged in an odd tangle that resembled the sad remains of a bouquet gone awry. Every major network was represented, ranging from national sports providers to local news coverage. Each one was angled upward at the pair of men seated behind the wooden platform just over four feet in width.
On the right was Warriors head coach Marc Dumari, dressed in a red Warriors windbreaker with a black and white spear emblazoned on the chest. No more than a year or two into his fifth decade, he could easily pass for a decade older, the lines around his face deep set. A pair of hound dog eyes and a long nose gave him a perpetual dour expression that fit his personality to the letter.
Beside him was Kris, less than fifteen minutes removed from the field. Still dressed in football pants and game socks, the only things he had switched out of since the final whistle were his cleats and shoulder pads, trading them for a pair of open toed sandals and a Warriors hooded sweatshirt. Eye black was still smeared across both his cheeks.
At thirty-seven years of age, there was still no hint of grey in his thick brown hair.
Opposite them sat the reporters representing each of the microphones on the table, all of them seated in plastic chairs clustered tight. Every last one of them sat perched on the end of their seat leaning forward, many with handheld recorders extended.
“Kris, can you walk us through that last touchdown pass?” a middle-aged man in a plaid shirt and brown corduroy jacket asked from the third row.
Kris took a long swig from the cup of lemon-lime Gatorade on the table in front of him and ran the back of his hand across his mouth. 
“Sure. They’d been leaving the deep middle open all night in that 4-3, so when we came to the line and they shifted into it, I knew right where I was going with the ball.” 
The reporter nodded, recorder held in his left hand while he scribbled notes with his right.
“Yeah, it looked like you made the throw without even seeing where Adler was.”
A small chuckle slid out of Kris as he rocked back in his seat, trying to play it coy. He hadn’t seen Adler before releasing the ball, but he wasn’t about to tell that to a room full of reporters.
Especially not with Dumari perched by his side.
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Kris said, “but I probably could have. Marvin and I have run that play a thousand times together in practice and I knew he’d been able to get the jump on Rivera all night.
“The line did a great job giving us the time we needed. All I had to do was lay it out there and I knew he’d make me look good.”
The man nodded, obvious pleasure in the answer on his face. “Coach Dumari, knowing your players have that kind of rapport together has to make your job easier.”
Dumari glowered at the man a moment before shifting his gaze over to Kris. “Yeah, that is one of the advantages that comes with having a fifteen year veteran under center.”
The words no more than left his mouth before more hands shot in the air, the other reporters desperate to get a question answered before returning back home to their respective networks. Kris stared out at them jockeying for position, pretending not to have caught the pointed barb thrown his way by Dumari.
“Um, yeah, you, go ahead,” Dumari said, his voice monotone, pointing to an older man with graying hair on the front row.
“Thanks, Coach. Hal Bursyn, KPTD News. You guys really seemed to have Salt Lake’s number out there tonight. Can you tell us what was working for you?”
Dumari leaned forward and placed his forearms on the table, cupping either elbow in his hands. He worked his jaw up and down a time or two before finding the words he was looking for.
“The defense really played well I thought. They controlled the line of scrimmage and dictated the pace of the game all night.”
Bursyn nodded while jotting notes, one of the few on hand without a listening device. “And on offense?”
“On offense, I thought we were finally able to put some things together.”
Beside him, Kris kept his face impassive, fighting the urge to toss his cup of Gatorade into Dumari’s face.
“Do you think this could be a turning point during what’s been a pretty disappointing season so far?” a young man in his twenties with blonde hair asked from the second row, ignoring press conference protocol and jumping to the front of the line.
For his effort he earned a hard glare from Dumari and a masked snort from Kris beside him.
“Disappointing?” Dumari asked, disdain hanging from the word. “Right now we are 6-5. I would hardly call that disappointing. We have five games remaining. If we win four of those we finish 10-6, take the division, and host a playoff game.
“That’s all we’re thinking about right now, and that’s what I’m going to prepare for, starting right now.”
Without another word Dumari stood from the table and departed, a dozen reporters rising to their feet to fire questions in his wake.
Still seated at the table Kris watched as Dumari disappeared before shaking his head and rising himself. He nodded to the few reporters paying him any attention and finished the last of his drink, wiping his face with a towel before heading towards the locker room.
“Dick,” he whispered under his breath as he went, just loud enough to draw a few chuckles from the reporters posted on the front row.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
A general buzz hung over the locker room, a conglomeration of the concentrated excitement of fifty men fresh off a victory. Stretched out over thirty yards square, lockers lined the outside of the space, all of them made from white oak polished to a gleam. What bit of wall could be seen above them was painted Warrior red, the carpet midnight black. 
In the middle of the room was the profile of a Warrior headshot, a composite of every generic Native American mascot ever used.
Arranged in a circle with no clear beginning or end, the lockers were assigned by position. In the far corner of the room was the offensive line, the smallest of the group weighing three hundred and nine pounds. Between them sat three buckets of chicken, a special delivery from Rooster’s down the street, a personal congratulations from their position coach on a job well done.
Opposite them was the defensive secondary, led by Merton Smith. Stripped to nothing more than a pair of compression shorts he stood in the center of the group, acting out a scene from just a short time before. Around him were eight guys of similar build, all of them laughing at his exaggerated display.
The third corner of the room was manned by the defensive line and linebackers. Being situated closest to the stereo system gave them control over what hit the airwaves, Jay-Z’s American Gangster album pulsating out at a deafening decibel. No conversation was possible as they stood within feet of the speakers, many of them bobbing their head with the music as they stripped from their uniforms.
The final quadrant of the room, representing the space to the top left of the Warrior mascot emblazoned on the floor, was the offensive skill position players. Over a dozen in total, many of them undressed in silence, their attention aimed up at a replay of the press conference on the television mounted on the wall above them.
Montell Dickson stood in the middle of the group, his arms folded across his chest. Rising six feet in height and weighing an even two hundred pounds, he served as the starting running back for the Warriors. A series of scrapes and scratches lined his arms, bits of pink flesh poking out from his dark brown skin.
On his right was Marvin Adler, starting wide receiver and the recipient of the touchdown that put the game out of reach an hour before. A couple inches shorter than Dickson, it was widely accepted that whatever he lacked in size was compensated for in unadulterated speed.
To the left was Matt Mills, team tight end and self-appointed smartass, a look of amusement on his face. Despite the game ending a half hour before he still wore his game pants and socks, eye black strips under both eyes. The remains of a late summer tan still gave his skin a bit of a golden hue, his blonde hair shorn close to his scalp.
“The defense controlled the game?” Adler asked, his face twisted in confusion, a hand held out in front of him for effect. “That’s all he’s got for us? Not even a damn mention of the offense hanging thirty-four on them?”
“I hear you,” Dickson agreed, glancing to Mills. “What’s his problem?”
“Don’t look at me man, this is all his fault,” Mills replied, thrusting his chin out towards the open door of the showers nearby. In unison Dickson and Adler both looked over to see Kris emerging from a plume of steam, a plain white towel wrapped around his waist.
“My fault?” Kris asked, running a hand back through his wet hair and shaking it out. He pulled up to a stop beside the other three, turning his gaze to the screen above. “What the hell did I do?”
“Not a damn thing, far as I’m concerned,” Adler said. “Appreciate you showing me some love, Hop.”
“You got it,” Kris said in an off-handed tone, his attention raised to the television. 
Mills rolled his eyes, shifting his focus back to the screen. “Don’t give me that. You and Dumari have been at each other’s throats since he got here. That man would rather get his ass bit by a Doberman than compliment the offense.”
A smile creased Kris’s lips as he turned away from the screen, slapping Mills on the back as he went. “I don’t know Millsy, something tells me if you offered to take a nibble he wouldn’t say no.”
Dickson and Adler both coughed out laughs as Mills gnashed his teeth at Kris, the sound of his teeth slamming together audible over the music in the far corner. 
Still smiling, Kris walked on towards his locker, shaking his head as his bare feet padded across the soft carpet. Upon approach he dropped the towel from his waist and tossed it over the back of the folding chair set out in front of his locker, grabbing a can of body spray and applying it liberally over his chest and torso.
“They’re right you know,” a voice said, drawing Kris’s attention to the side. 
Jon Walsh deposited himself in a matching folding chair in the adjacent locker, his long brown hair hanging lank to his shoulders. Just a rookie, he was a full fifteen years younger than Kris, still able to pull off the surfer vibe without appearing to be trying too hard.
“About you and Dumari,” Walsh added in an attempt to clarify his opening remark.
“Yeah, I know, Rook,” Kris replied, stepping into a pair of boxer briefs and pulling them to his waist.
“So what’s the deal?” Walsh pressed. “Something happen before I got here? Why do you two hate each other so much?”
“That is a fantastic question,” a female voice purred behind them, causing both men to turn towards it. The owner approached across the middle of the locker room floor, the rest of the press corps right on her heels. Long blonde hair swung free behind her as she walked, a credential lanyard slapping against her flat stomach. 
It was without a doubt the first time she had ever entered the locker room before.
Glancing over to Walsh, Kris pursed his lips and twisted his head to the side. “Do I know you?”
“Janice Meers, Portland Gazette,” she replied, thrusting a hand towards him. 
Kris returned the handshake, nodding. “Kris Hopkins.”
“I know,” Janice replied, glancing down at the underwear Kris was wearing.
“The Gazette? What happened to George?” 
“Heart attack,” Janice said, raising her eyebrows as if to shrug, her face relaying a complete lack of concern.
“That is just too bad, isn’t it?” Kris replied, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.
“Tragic,” Janice said, matching the expression. “Can I have a minute?”
“You can have as many as you’d like,” Kris said. “Give me one to dress and I’ll meet you in the hallway?”
Again the eyebrows raised on Janice’s forehead. “Not one second more.”
She whirled on the heel of her shoe and stepped back across the center of the room, ignoring the dozen half-naked men staring as she went. In her wake, Kris and Walsh both joined in, neither making any effort to hide their gawking.
“The reason Dumari doesn’t like me is exactly because of moments like this,” Kris said, shifting his head a bit to get a better angle on Janice as she departed.
Beside him Walsh twisted his head into the same pose. “You’re going to nail her, aren’t you?”
The smile on Kris’s face grew into a grin as she passed through the double doors and out into the hallway. He raised his head back up to level and shook it once, clearing the image from his mind, before going back to dressing.
“What do I keep telling you, Rook? It’s good to be the king.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
The incessant buzz of the alarm clock pulled Kris from his slumber, the monotonous tone piercing the darkness and finding his ears. With a soft groan he snaked his right arm out from beneath his pillow and slapped at the top of the device. His fingers found the button they were looking for without so much as a glance over, muscle memory guiding him in a movement performed thousands of time before.
Bending at the elbow, Kris’s hand returned to his face, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, drawing another guttural moan from deep in his throat. His left hand reached across his body and peeled back the covers, his body naked between the satin sheets.
One foot at a time hit the hardwood floor as Kris perched himself on the edge of the bed. His elbows rested on his knees as he leaned forward and ran his hands over his face, the abuse of the day before roiling through his body.
Reaching out, Kris slid open the drawer on the nightstand beside him and extracted a vial from within. In the silence of the room the tiny plastic instrument rattled like a maraca as Kris shook out three pills and dry swallowed them, rolling his head towards the ceiling and letting them slide down his throat.
Hands braced against his knees, Kris pushed himself to a standing position, no less than a dozen pops and cracks sounding out in protest. He stood rooted in place a moment to let a bit of dizziness pass before picking up a remote and aiming it at the wall in front of him. 
On cue, heavy black drapes parted from the middle, peeling back to either side. 
Bright morning light flooded in, washing over his body, bathing the room in illumination. The corner of Kris’s mouth pulled upward in a smile as he stepped forward and surveyed the city of Portland below. 
Already traffic was lined up on I-5 headed north, the working crowd back at it on a Monday morning. The gondola connecting the two OHSU medical campuses moved slowly between them, no doubt filled with blurry eyed students and workers in scrubs. A series of boats and tugs worked their way up and down the Willamette River, cleaving the city in half from north to south in a jagged blue ribbon.
“Ugh, what the hell?” Janice said, rolling towards the window and raising a hand to cover her eyes. Her blonde hair was almost white in the early morning sun, a single leg extended out from beneath the sheets. “Why so early?”
Kris twisted back to look at her, a trace of mirth on his features. “Seven a.m. Time to wake up.”
Reaching across the bed, Janice pulled Kris’s pillow over, smashing it down over her face. “Why?” she asked again, the sound muffled and distorted.
“You don’t last as long as I have without discipline,” Kris deadpanned, shifting to stare back out the window. “Seven o’clock wake up. Fruit and oatmeal breakfast. Training room by nine.”
Janice lifted the pillow a few inches, peering at Kris through squinted eyes. “You realize we only went to sleep like two hours ago, right?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Kris replied. “Time for me to get up, time for you to get out.”
“Wow,” Janice said, tossing the pillow aside and sitting up. She drew her knees towards her chest and hugged them, the sheets tented up around her. “Not even a morning cuddle?”
Kris turned back from the window, fishing his underwear out from beneath the corner of the bed. “Want to cuddle? Get a dog.”
He didn’t look up at Janice as he said it, but could sense the shock rolling off of her as he stepped into his boxer briefs and pulled them up around his waist.
“Jesus, you don’t have to be such a prick,” Janice said, tossing the sheet back and climbing out of bed. “It’s not like I mentioned you need to visit your hair salon and take care of a few grey hairs.”
Kris paused with his hands on his hips, the skin around his eyes tightened in annoyance. “I do not dye my hair.”
“Right,” Janice replied, bent at the waist and collecting her clothing from the floor. “And that’s not a tanning bed I saw in the back bedroom either.”
Folding his arms across his chest, Kris stood and watched her fumble about. He pushed one loud breath out threw his nose, waiting as she pulled on the same clothes she’d been wearing in the locker room ten hours before.
“I got it,” Janice said. “I’m going.”
“Good,” Kris replied, turning away from her to stare back out at the city below. Not until he heard the door close as she left did he move, off to begin his day.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
The set for the Warriors Radio Talk Show was housed inside the WWAR studio, an offshoot of the local news affiliate by the same name. The entire space measured no more than twenty feet across and fifty feet in length, every last inch of it covered in Warriors or Trailblazers, the local NBA team, paraphernalia. 
On the right side was all things basketball, ranging from an autographed Clyde Drexler jersey to a poster of the 1977 team, a motley crew led by Bill Walton that somehow turned an unorthodox style and the ability to run for days into a championship.
The left was adorned with Warriors gear, almost all of it from the back half of the team’s thirty year stint in Portland. A few team photos and game programs from the early days were used as spot fillers, but by and large the entirety of the display covered the years with Hopkins at the helm.
The first image that greeted visitors was a life size wall decal of Kris about to pass, ball tucked beneath his chin, eyes downfield. The last was a blown-up picture of him holding the Champions Cup, a flurry of red and black confetti hanging in the air.
In between was every imaginable jersey, photo, program, and ticket stub from the last fifteen years.
After over ten years of visiting Kris was long past noticing any of it, walking through to the back room of the studio. Dressed in black jeans and a charcoal quarter-zip sweater, he greeted the young secretary by name before heading on inside.
An overweight sound engineer with thinning hair and a Warriors t-shirt nodded as Kris approached, a pair of enormous headphones jammed down tight over his ears. He pulled them down, letting them hang around his neck, and thrust a greasy hand towards Kris.
“Hop.”
“Hey, Mickey,” Hop replied, returning the shake and waving through the window into the booth. Inside sat a middle-aged man with thick hair that was beginning to grey around the temples. Dressed in shorts and a Warriors replica jersey, he leaned forward into the microphone positioned before him, speaking in a rapid-fire sequence. “How’s it going today?”
“Phones are blowing up. You guys played a hell of a game last night. Has the whole town thinking you might be about to go on a streak.”
“Let’s hope so,” Kris said, smiling and glancing over at Mickey.
Inside the booth, a single finger went up into the air. The man spoke another minute, keeping his hand raised, as Mickey pushed his headphones back into position and hit a series of buttons.
The moment the man inside finished his monologue, Mickey cued up a commercial, a red light kicking on inside the booth.
“We good?” Kris asked.
“Head right on in,” Mickey replied.
Kris pushed inside the booth and extended a hand, the man behind the microphone doing the same. “Jimmy, how are you?”
“I am excellent, sir,” Jimmy Burns said, running a hand back over his mane. “My job gets a helluva lot more fun when you guys are winning.”
“Happy to be of service,” Kris said, a tinge of mocking in his tone.
Outside, Mickey knocked on the glass and raised a finger in the air. Jimmy settled back down into his seat as Kris did the same across from him, pulling a microphone over in front of himself. Both men waited in silence for the red light above to kick off before Jimmy leaned in, his voice a decibel higher, his cadence much quicker than just a moment before.
“Alright sports fans, it is another beautiful morning here in Portland, made all the more so by the Warriors lambasting the Salt Lake Cougars last night. Here with me to rehash the win is Warriors quarterback Kris Hopkins.
“Hop, always good to have you on the show.”
“Always a pleasure to be here, Jimmy,” Kris replied, his forearms resting on the table as he spoke.
“So let’s start right at the top,” Jimmy said. “That cougars secondary last night, were they even trying?”
An involuntary burst of laughter slid out of Kris, his head rocking back.
“I think what you saw last night was a combination of things. The Cougars did have some key injuries, but I think it was more a great game plan by our staff and solid execution.”
“What you did to the Cougars seemed a lot like an execution,” Jimmy quipped, earning another cough of laughter from Kris.
“Well,” Kris said, trying to keep his voice even, “as you know, those guys tripped us up earlier in the year, so it was good to get them back.”
A mischievous smile crossed Jimmy’s face as he looked down at the table, shaking his head from side to side.
“Ever the diplomat, Kris Hopkins. Alright, here’s one for you, and I’m asking, begging, you to speak freely.”
Kris looked over at Jimmy, motioning for him to continue. He had a good idea what was coming next, but feigned ignorance just the same.
This late in the season, the impending line of questioning wasn’t tough to figure out.
“I notice you said the staff put together a great game plan, but no mention of Coach Dumari.”
A small chuckle slid from Kris as he leaned back, glancing out at Mickey and shaking his head.
“It is obvious there’s some friction there,” Jimmy persisted. “Care to comment?”
“Are you trying to get me in trouble today?” Kris asked, mirth in his tone.
“I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t try,” Jimmy replied, the same genial tone in his voice.
Kris leaned into the microphone and shook his head, running a hand along the back of his neck. There was enough he wanted to say to fill books, none of which he could actually expound over the air.
“All I’ll say is, Coach D and I are two very competitive people used to operating with a lot of autonomy. You add that together and there’s bound to be, as you put it, some friction.”
              Jimmy looked over at him, skepticism plain on his features.
“I will say this, though,” Kris added. “We’re both committed to the same thing, which is winning football games.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
The ball bounced back up off the artificial field turf, a plume of shaved black rubber bits rising from the plastic green blades of grass. It hung suspended a moment before Kris snatched it out of the air, his hand wrapping over halfway around it.
Dressed in a pair of gym shorts and running shoes with the top half of his uniform, Kris stood near midfield of the Warriors practice facility, the rest of the team at work around him. 
On the right half of the field was the offense in red jerseys, linemen paired up in the end zone and working through technique drills, backs and receivers on the twenty going over pass routes.
Opposite them was the defense dressed in white, the same basic split at hand. Defensive tackles and ends running through agility drills along the back half, linebackers and defensive backs going through coverage assignments.
Eleven weeks into the season, the time for wearing pads and going full contact during practice was long since past. Just two days removed from a game, most of the players were still moving a bit slow, their bodies feeling the toll after three months of the weekly grind.
Standing together at midfield were Kris and Walsh, both dressed in green jerseys, a clear sign to everybody that they weren’t to be touched. It was a directive that had existed from day one for quarterbacks in practice, but that didn’t keep them from feeling their share of the aches a long season brought with it.
Gripping the ball in his right hand, Kris simulated a snap and took a seven step drop, his focus darting around the field, working through an imaginary progression. After several seconds he relaxed, dropping his hands to his side.
“On that deep post to Adler,” Kris said, flipping the ball to Walsh, “I saw the safety was starting to sneak up on the line.”
“Had they been doing that earlier?” Walsh asked, assuming his stance and running through the same drill. When he was done he relaxed himself and stood beside Kris, both of them watching the various offensive groups go through drills.
“Never,” Kris replied, shaking his head. “That’s how I knew he was coming. We were already in twins left, so I brought Adler in motion to give him some space.”
They both glanced to the side as Coach Dumari approached, arms folded across his torso, shoulders hunched forward as if he’d been punched in the stomach. The same dour expression traced his features, frown lines on either side of his mouth.
“My play call took into account the safety was coming,” he said by way of a greeting. “We were fine with what we had.”
Kris rolled his eyes towards the roof of the complex and shifted his attention back on the receivers running through route sequences. For the first few months he had tried to play the game, but now he was far beyond even trying to hiding his disdain.
“No chance. That put seven guys in the box.”
“Still would have been six yards before the safety made the tackle,” Dumari countered. “And the clock would have kept running.”
Without looking back at him, Kris said, “Didn’t matter. The score put the game out of reach.”
“It also put their offense back on the field.”
Silence fell amongst the trio for a moment, the sounds of whistles blowing and position coaches yelling floating through the air. Walsh glanced between Kris and Dumari to see if either side would continue, but both remained quiet.
After a moment Dumari moved on, the scowl on his face even deeper than before.
Kris glanced over to him as he left, a matching expression on his own face.
“Dick.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
Hand painted signs dotted the windows, depicting the sort of wide-eyed wonderment that only first graders could display. A few had drawn rainbows, others trees and sunshine. Some of them had gone for a more traditional family route, groups of stick figures holding hands, oversized smiles on their lollipop-shaped heads.
The artwork stared out into the chilly Portland morning as Kris walked along the front sidewalk of Oakmont Elementary School and ducked inside, hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans, the collar of his leather jacket folded down neatly. Hanging a right at the corner he stepped inside the building, avoiding the front office and going straight for the home room of Mrs. Bonnie Elmont.
Nobody bothered to stop him as he went, it being far from the first time he had visited. 
Odds were it wouldn’t be the last either.
Pausing just outside the room, Kris peered in through the chicken wire on the upper half of the classroom door. Inside, two dozen children were stooped over their desks, coloring something Kris couldn’t quite make out. Taking a deep breath, he tapped at the glass with the back of his knuckle, many of the heads jerking upward in curiosity.
A moment later Elmont appeared on the other side of the glass, looking out at him through thick-framed bifocals. A smile crossed her face as she opened the door.
“Mr. Hopkins,” she almost exclaimed, wrapping both arms around the outside of his and pulling him into a hug. “So good of you to stop by.”
The faint smell of sausage and cheese clung to her sweater as they embraced, the scent filling Kris’s nostrils and bringing a bit of moisture to his eyes. Arms pinned by his sides he patted her on the back, an awkward smile on his face.
“Of course,” Kris replied. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get back. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
Elmont released the hug and stepped away, gripping either arm in her hands. “Nothing that can’t wait.”
She stared at him a full moment, smile affixed to her face, before stepping aside and turning to the class. Behind her, two dozen children half-rose out of their seats, a murmur of excitement and anticipation sweeping through the room.
“Class,” Elmont said, the same excitement laced through her voice, “today we have a very special treat. You all remember Mr. Hopkins, right?”
Half of the students answered audibly, the others nodding emphatically in their seats.
“Who here can tell me what Mr. Hopkins does?” Elmont asked, rubbing her hands together in front of her.
A half dozen hands shot into the air, all boys with arms extended so high it raised them to a standing position.
“Ooh! Ooh!” one called out in a faux whisper.
“I know, I know!” another claimed.
“Okay, Adam, do you know the answer?” Elmont asked.
“He’s a quarterback!” a blonde with a Dutch boy haircut replied.
“And who does he play quarterback for?” Elmont pressed.
“The Portland Warriors!”
“That’s right,” Elmont said, nodding in the affirmative. “Now, I want you all to give your undivided attention to Mr. Hopkins. Can you all do that?”
Twenty-four heads nodded in unison.
Turning towards Kris, Elmont bent a few inches at the waist in a half bow and said, “Alright, sir, the floor is yours.”
“Thank you,” Kris replied, stepping by her to stand in front of the class. The smile slid from his face and his brow furrowed as he put a hand on either hip, staring down at them.
“Alright,” he began, his voice even. “I have just one thing to ask all of you.”
Before him every last student looked on, eyes wide.
Kris held the pose a moment longer before raising his hands by his side, the smile growing back into place. “What does a guy have to do around here to get a high-five?”
In unison every child rose from their seat and rushed forward, an excited murmur coursing through them. Kris lowered himself to the ground, his right knee hitting the carpet beneath him as his left hand went into the air.
One by one the kids took their turn, slapping their hands against his palm. Every last one smiled as they did so, some taking two or three turns before returning to their seat.
Off to the side, Elmont stood and shook her head, an oversized smile on her face as well.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
The play clock ticked backwards from ten, the oversized numbers displayed on yellow countdowns in each corner of the field. Kris glanced up at them and watched as both of the Sacramento Spartan linebackers crowded the line before retreating back away.
“Black A 8!” Kris called, looking the length of the line in either direction. “Black A 8!”
On the far right Adler moved into motion, jogging in from the number four stenciled alongside the forty yard line towards the rest of the Warriors offense lined up on the opposite hash.
“Hut! Hut!”
The ball slammed into Kris’s hand a split second before the sound of pads slapping against each other filled his ears. The ambient noise of the stadium faded away as he dropped back, his focus on the field around him.
On the right edge, Spartan defensive end Kiko Lewis sprinted hard up field, the tackle turning to run him past the play. Without looking their way, Kris stepped forward in the pocket, his first glance to Adler on a crossing route. Behind him the safety was tucked away in a Cover-3, forcing Kris on to his second option.
Outside, the slot receiver ran a deep curl, a linebacker and corner bracketed around him.
The third look was Mills on a deep drag, cutting back across the field from his tight end position. Taking one extra step forward Kris waited until Mills cleared the hash mark before lofting the ball towards him, putting just enough air on it to let Mills run underneath it.
The ball rose into the red and black backdrop of the stadium for a moment before drifting downward, landing in Mills outstretched hands. Behind him the linebacker in coverage dove at his ankles, swiping his hand at Mills cleats.
The attempt tripped Mills up just a step, his feet chopping in rapid fashion before regaining balance. A roar sprang out from the crowd as he turned towards the goal line, nothing in front of him but green grass.
Shifting the ball to his right hand he sprinted forward, covering twenty yards in a just a couple of seconds. The last few yards he finished with a high-step, dragging his toe and thrusting his legs out in front of him.
Standing behind the line of scrimmage, Kris raised his arms in the air. He dropped his right hand down and pounded his chest before pointing it back up towards the sky, the offensive line around him heading towards the end zone to celebrate.
Hands stretched high overhead, Kris walked forward to Lewis, butting his facemask into the defender’s. 
“Sorry big man, just a step too slow.”
Lewis’s face twisted into a mask of rage as he shoved his forehead back into Kris, pushing his body away. “Shut the hell up, Hopkins. One more second and I’d have had your ass.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t,” Kris said, a grin on his face as he eased away. Lowering his hands to his side he walked backwards a few steps, staring down Lewis, before turning and heading to the sideline.
The kicking team jogged past him as he went, the special teams unit already moving to tack on the extra point. Kris slapped the helmet of kicker Bobby Montenegro as he passed by, pausing a few yards off the sideline and waiting for Mills to arrive from the end zone. When he did, Kris greeted him with a pat on the helmet, a smile on both faces.
“One of these days you’re going to have to teach me that dance,” Kris said, jogging off alongside his tight end.
“I don’t know old man,” Mills replied, “I might be afraid of you breaking a hip.”
A laugh slid out of Kris as he shook his head. “Yeah, you realize this old man probably got you laid tonight with that pass don’t you?”
“Realized and appreciated,” Mills said, offering a faux salute as he disappearing into the crowd on the sideline, all eager to congratulate him.
Kris watched as Mills was swarmed by teammates before moving off to the side where Dumari stood with his hands shoved into the pockets of his windbreaker. If he was pleased by the result of the play there was no indication, his eyes narrowed. Behind him stood Walsh, a pair of headphones over his ears, a clipboard in hand.
“What the hell was that?” Dumari snapped.
“That was a touchdown,” Kris said, turning over his shoulder as Montenegro kicked the extra point through. “And that was a PAT, in case you couldn’t tell.”
“I called a running play,” Dumari snapped, ignoring the comment.
“And I called an audible,” Kris replied, accepting a water bottle from a trainer. He turned the bottom of it upwards and squeezed out a steady stream, spray dotting the front of his jersey. “You see those linebackers crowding the line?”
The folds of skin around Dumari’s jaw line grew heavier as he pulled his chin inward, glaring at Kris. “We are a running team. We run first to set up the pass.”
Kris opened his mouth to respond, but thought better of it and handed the water bottle back to the trainer. He took a couple steps towards the bench before stopping, his body parallel to Walsh’s.
“You ever see that front Rook, do exactly what I just did,” Kris said, cocking an eyebrow towards Dumari. “It’s open every time.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
The scoreboard above the right goal post announced the score was twenty-four to fourteen with just over two minutes left in the third quarter. Kris glanced up at it, and then the play clock in the corner, before stepping under center. Across from him the defensive line shifted into a four down front, the outside linebacker lining up off the right edge.
“Easy, easy, easy!” Kris barked, shifting back into the shotgun formation. Dickson took two steps to the side as he went, falling in on Kris’s hip. 
Starting on the left, Kris scanned the field, assessing the defense.
“Red 9! Red 9!”
Dickson turned on the ball of his foot, motioning towards the sideline. Alone in the backfield, Kris paused one extra moment to let him get past the slot receiver before finishing his cadence.
“Hut! Hut!”
At the sound of his voice, the center flipped the ball back between his legs, the oblong orb hanging in the air a split second before reaching Kris’s grasp. Without looking down his fingers found the laces, tucking the ball in tight to his ear. 
Kris made it no more than two steps into his drop before the left defensive end came tearing off the edge, a straight speed rush that left the tackle hugging air. Abandoning his progression, Kris pulled the ball down and secured it tight against his body, splitting the center and guard as he rushed up field.
 Past the first line of the defense the field opened up, Kris breathing hard as he sprinted forward. In front of him the inside linebacker came into view, dropping out of coverage and closing the gap fast. Looking straight at him Kris lowered his shoulder and ran ahead, fooling him into over committing before shuffle stepping to the side.
A grunt of frustration burst out of the linebacker as he slid past, his outstretched arm glancing off of Kris’s thigh. For just the briefest moment Kris glanced back at him, looking up just in time see Lewis launch himself into the air.
Out in the open and no chance of sliding in time, Kris rolled his shoulders forward, gripping either end of the ball and bracing for impact. Before it even got there he knew it was going to hurt, every muscle in his body tensing, trying to shield itself from what was about to come.
The shot hit just above the ear hole on Kris’s helmet, the crown of Lewis’s head slamming into him like a medieval bludgeon. A flash of white light erupted before his eyes, a buzz filled his ears, his body weightless as he hung suspended in the air.
An instant hush fell over the stadium as he slammed to the turf, his eyes rolling back in his head. At once the light and the sound faded away, darkness engulfing his senses.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
Kris’s eyes felt as if they were crusted together as they slid open no more than a quarter inch, blinding light seeping in. The dull, incessant beeping of a heart rate monitor sounded out beside him, the noise resembling cannon fire at close range.
Wincing at both the light and the sound, Kris raised a hand to cover his eyes. Held out just a few inches from his face the fingers appeared misshapen, their edges blurry.
Squinting, Kris looked down at the fuzzy image of the hospital gown he was wearing and the series of tubes running from his right arm. They extended down over the edge of the bed, connecting to various IV’s.
Beside him a single chair sat empty.
Kris blinked his eyes several times, trying to force them to bring the world into focus. The increased effort sent a searing pain through his head, his face contorted in agony.
“What the...” Kris mumbled, rolling his head towards the door.
Almost as if summoned on command it opened, a single person dressed in pale green scrubs passing through. Kris guessed by the general shape that it was a woman, but his blurry vision made it impossible to know for sure.
“Where am I?” he asked, his voice seeming older, tired, even to his own ears.
The nurse jerked towards the sound of it, raising a hand to their chest and taking a deep breath.
“Whew, you scared me,” the nurse said, her voice confirming Kris’s initial reaction.
Definitely a woman.
“You’re at Good Samaritan Hospital,” she said, abandoning what she was doing and walking over to the side of the bed. “You shouldn’t be awake right now.”
“Sorry,” Kris replied as beside him the nurse checked each of his IV lines. “How did I get here?”
His head felt like an oversized vise was squeezing on it from either side, compressing his brain, forcing his eyes to bulge out of focus.
“You suffered a concussion earlier this evening,” she replied, a modicum of detachment in her voice. She turned away from him for a moment and took up a syringe from the table, removing it from its plastic wrapper.
“Oh, yeah,” Kris stammered, “the game. Did we win?”
Without answering him, the nurse jammed the syringe into the rubber stopper on his IV and depressed the plunger, emptying the contents. The medicine dispensed, she pulled it from the IV line and tossed it into a medical waste bin.
“Just go to sleep now,” she said, grabbing up his chart from the foot of the bed and making a notation of the encounter.
Kris watched for a few seconds as she wrote, a dozen protests moving through his head. One at a time he tried to enunciate them, his words coming out garbled, before his eyelids drifted shut, the world receding back into darkness around him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
Warriors owner Tom Riggs took a deep breath and turned the corner into the conference room, unsure what to expect. In his fifteen years of owning the team it was the first Monday morning press conference he’d ever attended, let alone hosted. Already he could feel sweat forming in the small of his back and underlying his snow white moustache.
When he purchased the team a decade and a half before, he did so with a firm belief in a management style predicated on delegation. While he still played an active part in draft strategy and player assessment, press conferences were something he handed off to the coaching staff. 
It made sense to do so. They were better situated to answer the types of nuanced questions that reporters would be firing, both about the previous day’s game and the upcoming matchup.
That wouldn’t be necessary this week though. There was no doubt that all reporters would be asking about was the condition of Kris Hopkins. The relationship between him and Coach Dumari was well-documented as being tumultuous at best, a shit storm at worst. Any questions on the subject that were fired at the coach could be expected to be handled less than delicately.
When Dumari came and asked Riggs to handle the morning conference, it didn’t come as a surprise. At one point the night before Riggs had even had the same thought, dismissing it just as fast to avoid the appearance of stepping on toes.
Even if he was less than enthused about actually going through with it, he knew deep down it was best for the situation. Within the organization the ongoing animosity between the two most visible faces of the team was well known, but that didn’t mean it needed to be put on display.
Forcing a plastic smile onto his face, Riggs strode towards the front podium. As the owner, press conferences weren’t something new for him. He had made his fortune in timber before retiring to Portland, spending a lifetime speaking in front of employees and investors alike.
Still, this was the first time he had ever done so the morning after a game. It was bound to be noticed, and likely even questioned, by someone. 
More importantly, he was for sure going to be questioned about Kris Hopkins, and for those he had no clear answers.
Gripping either side of the podium, Riggs leaned forward into the microphone, overhead lights reflecting off his forehead. 
“Good morning,” he began. “As always, we want to thank you for being here, for caring about our team. We value the work you put in covering us, knowing full well it is no small feat.”
He paused a moment, surveying the crowd before him. It was a bit larger than he remembered seeing most weeks, watching on the closed circuit television in his office. All of the familiar faces from local affiliates were on hand, as were a few new additions from larger media outlets.
“Just to be upfront with what I know most of you are here for, I have no new information about Kris Hopkins. He was taken to a local hospital last night and will undergo a CT scan sometime in the next few days. We have asked that all inquiries be held until the results of that test are completed.”
Once more he paused, watching as many of the reporters before him scribbled down notes.
“And with that, I’d like to open the floor to questions.”
Unlike the jostling of the postgame press conference a day before, the group was much more subdued. There was no pandemonium of waving hands or screaming questions, simply a smattering of heads nodding upward to indicate their intention to speak.
Riggs picked up on the movement of a young brunette female on the second row and pointed to her. “Yes, Miss?”
“Mr. Riggs, is it true that Kris Hopkins could have suffered yet another concussion?”
The heat increased along Riggs back, dampening more of his shirt. He felt a flush of blood hit his cheeks, the realization that his attempt to stem this line of questioning was for naught.
“Again, we do not know at this time,” he replied. “Next question.”
An older man with a thin ring of graying brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses took the opening.
“If Hopkins is unable to go, what would this mean for the Warriors moving forward?”
“Well, I think that’s a question best directed to Coach Dumari, but I can say we drafted Jon Walsh because we believe he can be a successful quarterback at this level. We have every confidence he can win football games for us if called into action.”
The answer was the truth, but the moment the words left his mouth Riggs felt dread well up within his stomach. He had left an opening, and would no doubt pay for it.
“Your allusion to Coach Dumari,” the reporter pressed, letting the statement trail away. “We’ve all noticed a bit of tension this year between Hopkins and Dumari. Is there a correlation between the injury yesterday and your standing here today?”
Riggs could feel the entirety of his morning coffee oozing out through his pores, soaking his suit damp. He fought a full moment to keep his face impassive and make sure his voice was level and even.
“Not in the slightest. With our being on the road this week, we have one less day to get Walsh ready in the event we need him to play this weekend. Coach and I discussed the issue last night and it was decided I would handle the press conference so he could spend time in the film room with our rookie quarterback.
“Any correlation beyond that is nothing more than conspiracy theory, I assure you.”
A few heads nodded as several hands continued to scribble notes. In the back of the room a twenty-something young man motioned upward with his chin and asked, “Would it be fair to say it sounds as if you guys are preparing for life without Kris Hopkins this weekend in Los Angeles?”
Riggs paused, his eyes focused on the back wall of the room. On it was a poster announcing the Warriors schedule, an action shot of Kris Hopkins front and center. For several seconds he stared at it, not wanting to give the answer he already knew to be true.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
The final question of the interview somehow pierced the darkness in Kris’s head, the nasal voice of a young man asking something about the Los Angeles game in six days. For the second time his eyelids cracked open to just slits, so narrow that Kris could still perceive the ends of his eyelashes in his vision.
The light was a bit less destructive than the last time, allowing Kris to open his eyes without recoiling. Still, it was brighter than he would like, his eyebrows bunching up to limit the amount getting in. 
The bigger concern was the television mounted on the wall overhead, the graveled voice of Tom Riggs echoing through his ears. Kris glanced up at it just once, the ambient glow burning his retinas. Pulling back in a wince, he raised a hand to his brow, blocking the light from above.
“Hello?” Kris asked, his voice coming out in a croak. “Hello?”
A moment later a nurse appeared, swinging around the corner and entering the room. Being several inches taller than the girl the night before told Kris it was a different person, despite having no idea what either one actually looked like.
This nurse had dark brown hair pulled into a ponytail with blue scrubs and brand new running shoes that squeaked when she walked. The sounds seemed to echo through Kris’s head, bouncing off the inside of his skull.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Hopkins. How are you feeling?”
“Afternoon?” Kris asked, his eyes squinting at her. “What day is it?”
“Monday,” she replied, lifting his chart from the foot of the bed and scanning it.
Kris kept his gaze aimed at the opposite wall, computing what he’d been told. In his ear the interview continued to blare, making concentration impossible.
“Can you turn that off, please?” Kris asked, a bit of a gasp in his voice.
A moment later the television fell silent, the nurse returning to her spot at the foot of the bed. “Sorry, we thought you might want it on.”
“Yeah, just not so loud,” Kris said, trying to piece together a timeline of the last couple days in his head. The last thing he could remember with any clarity was the game, everything since a hole in his memory.
The nurse looked at him for a moment, one eyebrow cocked, before laying the chart on the bed by his feet. “Dr. Kirby will be right in to see you.”
She disappeared before Kris could respond, her place taken in the doorway a moment later by Dr. Kirby. Just north of forty, she stood just below six feet tall with long black hair held in a loose knot at the base of her skull.
She was halfway across the room before Kris noticed her, lifting a pair of thick framed glasses held by a chain around her neck and perching them on the end of her nose. She went straight for the chart, flipping through the top two sheets in rapid fashion.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Hopkins. How are you feeling today?”
“Like a truck hit me,” Kris said, watching as she moved on to the third page.
“From what I understand it was a two hundred and seventy pound defensive lineman,” she responded.
Kris’s eyebrows rose a half inch, letting in extra light. Again he winced, narrowing his eyelids. “Yeah. Did we win?”
Kirby dropped the chart back beside his leg and moved around to the side of the bed, nudging the glasses up a bit higher on the bridge of her nose.
“Yes.” She extended her index finger upward and held it directly between Kris’s eyes. “Look right here please.”
Moving slowly, Kirby shifted her finger back and forth across Kris’s field of vision.
“My name is Dr. Alison Kirby, attending neurologist and head trauma specialist here at Good Samaritan. You were brought to me because you suffered a pretty severe concussion yesterday.”
The words fought to register with Kris, his entire focus trying to move back and forth with her finger. Try as he might he couldn’t quite keep pace with it, the image blurring each time she moved it. His head spun as he did so, his mind trying to concentrate on her finger and compute what she was saying.
“Another one?” Kris asked.
“Yes, which according to your chart makes five,” Kirby said, watching his eyes. “Is that correct?”
“I don’t know,” Kris muttered. “Sounds right.”
“Hmm,” Kirby said, her finger coming to a stop in the same place it began. “Your blood work also seemed to indicate a high level of opiate painkillers. That sound right, too?”
Kris shifted his gaze from the finger to the doctor, saying nothing.
“Just in case,” Kirby said, inferring his answer, “you should probably lay off of those until this clears up. It’s been known to compound the effect.”
Again Kris remained silent as Kirby removed a pen light from the breast pocket of her coat. She wrapped her fist around it and held it by her chin, peering at Kris.
“This might sting a little.”
She clicked her thumb down against the plunger on the rear of the pen, the implement kicking to life. A narrow shaft of light shot out from it, hitting Kris in the eye. On contact his head exploded with pain, the light searing into him as he rolled his head to the side, waving his hands to try and block it.
“Ow! What the hell?” he snapped, waiting until he heard her click it off before chancing a glance back in her direction.
Kirby returned the pen to her pocket, no sign of compassion on her face. “Light sensitivity is a common side effect of concussions. It will diminish with time.”
In short steps she returned to the foot of the bed, picking up the chart and flipping to the last page.
“How much time?”
“Every case is different,” Kirby replied without looking up. “Could be a few days, could be months. We won’t know until the initial swelling in your brain subsides and we can get an accurate CT scan.”
Kris’s face twisted up in confusion, the corners of his eyes bunched tight. “What? Months? No, I have to play this weekend.”
A moment passed as Kirby wrote out the last of her notes, dropping the rest of the pages back into place and hanging the chart off the foot of the bed. She returned her pen to the breast pocket alongside the light and folded her hands in front of her.
“Mr. Hopkins, you just suffered your fifth concussion that we know about. Right now there is still too much swelling to even get an accurate scan. We’re hoping to get one within the next few days, but it might very well be longer than that before we can see anything conclusive.”
Kris stared back at her, not saying anything. He wasn’t sure exactly what she was telling him, but was fairly certain she would spell it out for him soon enough.
“There is no way you’re playing this weekend,” Kirby said, her voice firm. “You’ll be lucky to ever play again.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
After Kris was taken by emergency squad from the stadium, the team sent an intern to the hospital to drop off the clothes and personal effects from his locker. The delivery was made sometime while he was asleep, the generic red and black Warriors duffel bag sitting in the chair usually reserved for family or friends by the bedside when Kris woke the second time.
The irony of it was not lost on him.
After a full day in the hospital, the bag had moved to Kris’s lap as the taxi he was riding in pulled to a stop in front of his home. It took quite a bit of convincing to let the cab past the front gate of the community, the guard insisting on seeing identification despite knowing Kris for over three years.
If not for the fact that Kris didn’t trust himself to make it up the steep drive heading to his place, he would have just gotten out and walked.
Digging his wallet from the bag, Kris paid in cash and trudged up the front sidewalk, wincing as the cab made a three point turn to exit, its brakes squealing out. Bag in hand Kris turned and glared at the cabbie, waiting until the brake lights disappeared down the hill before unlocking the front door and heading inside.
Darkness enveloped the house as Kris entered. The only visible light came from the digital readouts on the appliances in the kitchen to his left, everything else cloaked in shadows. 
Off to the right was the living room, the furniture and electronics all done in black. Beyond them were three bedrooms, only two of which Kris ever entered. In the four years he had lived there, nobody had ever gone into the guest bedroom.
The visitors he tended to entertain were not the kind to need a separate bedroom.
Out of reflex Kris reached out to flip on the lights, stopping himself just short of another certain headache. Instead he twisted the knobs on the tract lighting system, a pale fluorescent hue illuminating just enough to make for safe passage.
Pulling his cell-phone from the bag, Kris punched in the speed dial for voicemail, setting the volume to speaker phone. He left the gym bag on the floor just inside the door, nothing left in it but a pair of running shorts the intern grabbed by mistake.
The heels of Kris’s boots sounded out against the hardwood floors as he circled around the black marble island in the middle of kitchen. He slid the phone atop it as the voicemail connected, an automated voice announcing he had three missed messages.
“Major head injury on national television and I get three calls,” Kris muttered, his hand resting on the handle of the refrigerator door. Thinking better of the burst of light he knew waited inside, he grabbed a glass from the rack beside the sink and filled it with water from the faucet.
The first message began to play.
“Hey Champ, it’s Riggs. Just calling to see how you were doing. Swing by my office when you get here tomorrow and we can chat. I, uh, hope you feel better. We’ve got a division to win!”
The last line was filled with a false bravado Kris knew was more for his benefit than anything Riggs was feeling. Unable to help himself Kris smirked and rolled his eyes, taking another swig from the water.
“Yeah, we sure do,” he muttered.
“Second unheard message,” the automated female voice alerted him.
“Hop! Jimmy B down here at WWAR!” Jimmy said in his announcer’s voice, just a decibel or two below shouting. Kris’s face tightened at the level of it, his shoulder rising an inch towards his ears. 
“I know you’re laid up right now, just wanted to let you the chair is warm and waiting whenever you’re up for it. Hit me back man!”
Kris tossed back the last of the water and put the glass on the counter, a loud sigh escaping his lips. “Don’t hold your breath.”
Turning away from the counter Kris pulled off the outer sweater he was wearing, tossing it down atop the island. He grabbed at the front of his black t-shirt a couple times to push a little air through, his skin warm and moist to the touch.
“Final unheard message.”
“This ought to be good,” Kris said, turning to his left and reaching for a canister of almonds sitting beside the fridge.
“Um, hi, Kris, this is Emily.”
Even without the greeting, Kris knew who the voice belonged to. His hand stopped halfway to the almonds, his head turning towards the phone. 
“Kyle said he heard at school today you got hurt. I’m sorry to be calling a day late, but...we didn’t know.”
Kris pushed a long breath out through his nose, his head bobbing up and down just a bit. It was meant as an apology, but they both knew it was more a statement of where things stood.
“I went online and it sounds like it was pretty serious. How many is this now?”
She paused there for a moment, as if she were trying to determine the right words to say next. Kris took a step forward towards the phone, resting his palms flat on either side of it and leaning against the countertop. He pushed a long breath out through his nose and twisted his head an inch to the side, paying close attention to every word.
“Anyway, I know you don’t want to hear this anymore than I want to say it, but just be careful, okay? And maybe give a call to let us know you’re alright?” 
Kris remained in place as the same mechanized voice announced there were no new messages and kicked itself off. He glanced down at the phone and debated calling her back, weighing the decision in his mind.
After a moment he opted against it, leaving the phone where it lay and returning for the almonds behind him on the counter.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
Daria Lowell waved herself past the front guard house, the same as she did every Monday evening. The first couple times up she was stopped and questioned at length, even had to show I.D. Now, after more than a year, she was a regular.
Probably even more so than some of the people that called the community home.
Daria pulled her leased BMW to the last house on the street and turned into the drive, rising over thirty feet as it ascended through dense woods. After a few moments cloaked in total darkness she emerged at her destination, a sleek home overlooking the city. The trees receded from overhead as she parked, the moonlight refracting from the front hood of her car.
Stopping to check her lipstick in the rearview mirror, Daria climbed out and headed for the front door, digging her key from the bottom of her purse. Without pausing to knock she slid the key into the lock and let herself in.
Near total darkness greeted her as she stood in the foyer just inside the door, surveying the room. She paused to make sure she had the correct night and time before reaching out to turn on the lights.
Her hand made it only halfway there.
“Don’t,” Kris said, his body nothing more than a silhouette in an armchair in the living room.
The sound of his voice caused Daria to jump back, raising her hands to her chest. “Damn. You scared me.”
“Sorry,” Kris said, making no effort to rise or welcome her.
Daria cast a look around and asked, “What are you doing in here in the dark?”
“The lights were too bright and the TV gave me a headache,” Kris said, his voice flat, offering no further explanation.
“Oh,” Daria said, inching forward into the room, her arms folded across her chest to hide the low-cut dress she had bought especially for the night.
“What brings you by, D?” Kris asked.
A look of surprise passed over Daria’s face as she took another step forward, twisting her head to the side and staring down at Kris.
“Um, it’s Monday?” she replied. “My fiancé’s on call every Monday. You know that.” 
“Oh, right,” Kris said, his voice still listless.
“Dude, what’s going on with you?” Daria asked, nudging a little bit closer, trying to read his face.
In the darkness of the room, it was impossible for her to make out any expression at all.
“I take it you didn’t see the game last night?” Kris asked.
Arms still folded tight across her chest, Daria stopped moving forward. She locked her legs at the knee, peering down at Kris.
“You know I don’t watch football.”
“Sure,” Kris said, his head rising a couple inches in a half nod. “Well, I took a pretty bad shot to the head. Concussion. Still feeling kind of woozy.”
Daria waited a moment to process the information, rocking forward onto her toes and rising an inch or so off the floor. “I see. So, does that mean...”
“Probably not tonight,” Kris replied, picking up her insinuation right off.
Daria let herself fall back flat to the ground, nodding once in affirmation. “I see.”
She paused another moment, once more glancing around at her darkened surroundings.
“Well, I think I might...”
Again she let her voice trail off, implying the obvious without actually stating it.
In the darkness Kris’s hand rose in a wave of farewell, his fingers outlined in the curtains behind him. “Yeah, that’s probably best.”
The slightest tinge of guilt seemed to pass through Daria as she took a quarter step forward. “I mean, it’s not that I don’t...”
“I understand.”
Another quarter step forward. “It’s just, like I said, this is his night at the hospital...”
“Have fun,” Kris said, a slight hint of finality in his voice.
Daria paused another moment before turning to leave, her steps long and fast as she headed for the door. The sound of her stilettos echoed through the house as she went, the cadence belying her discomfort. 
She paused by the front door, the knob in her hand. Turning over her shoulder she looked back at the silhouette of Kris sitting in the darkness and said, “Give me a call if you get to feeling better, huh?”
His only response was another silent wave, the outline of his hand just barely visible as she pushed through the front door and on outside.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
The taxi dropped Kris off outside the player’s parking lot, the same empty Warriors duffel bag in his hand. He stood and waited until the cab pulled away before heading inside, a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses protecting his eyes. 
His 2012 GT Porsche Carrera still sat in the front row of the lot, a beige car cover pulled down over it. The cover was a little large for the small convertible, chunks of concrete rock holding it down at the corners.
Kris’s boots clicked against the pavement as he approached the tunnel leading into the facility. Halfway across the lot an older man in a Warriors windbreaker emerged, rubbing his hands together in front of him. Most of the hair atop his head was long since gone, replaced by a smooth scalp dotted with sun spots. Wisps of white extended from either ear and his skin hung in folds around his face.
“Morning, Wally,” Kris said, raising his free hand in a wave.
“Good morning, Mr. Hopkins,” Wally replied. “Good to see you up and around.”
“Good to be up and around,” Kris said, slowing just enough to extend his hand as he passed.
Wally accepted the shake, taking Kris’s hand in both of his.
“Thanks for covering my girl, too,” Kris said, motioning towards the Porsche with the top of his head.
“My pleasure,” Wally replied.
With that Kris kept moving on inside, a hint of a smirk pulling at the side of his mouth. Not once in the entire fifteen years Kris had known the man had Wally ever acknowledged bad news, be it a loss, an injury, or even a weather event. It was almost as if every setback in the man’s world was minor, something that would be gone before it was even worth mentioning.
More than once Kris had wondered if he should take a bit more of that approach in his own life.
The bowels of Warriors Stadium were almost empty as he walked through, a handful of maintenance staff and random personnel dotting the halls. Halfway to the locker room Kris picked up the familiar murmur of a press conference in progress, turning down a side hall.
The rear door to the conference room stood ajar, propped open by a red plastic chair. Kris set the bag down on it and stood peering in, his hands shoved deep into his pockets.
At the podium sat Dumari, wearing a Warriors polo and a deep scowl. He had assumed his customary position, leaning forward onto the table while cupping an elbow in either hand.
Before him sat a dozen reporters, most of whom Kris recognized as the beat writers for the local papers. Only a single camera was present, the letters KPDX splashed across the side of it.
“Coach, what can you tell us about your quarterback situation heading into this weekend’s game?” a thirty-something man with thick red hair asked.
Kris watched as the scowl lines grew deeper on either side of Dumari’s mouth. 
“Situation? Right now, Kris Hopkins is out and Jon Walsh is our starting quarterback. I don’t see that as being a situation.”
The reporter nodded, a tape recorder extended before him. “So just to be clear, Jon Walsh is the confirmed starter for this Sunday’s game in Los Angeles? You won’t be trying to pick up a free agent for the remainder of the season?”
A slow sigh slid from Dumari as he raised himself up to his full seated height, pushing back away from the table. His gaze rose along the back wall as he did so, spotting Kris peering in through the rear door.
“Yes,” Dumari said, a bit of smugness creeping in on the edge of his scowl, “that is correct. Jon Walsh is our starting quarterback.”
Content with the answer, the red head conceded the floor to a balding man to his left.
“How will the change at QB affect your game plan against the Lancers this weekend?”
Dumari stared at the reporter a moment before again lifting his gaze to Kris.
“I would say, look for us to be a more balanced team out there this week. Running first to set up the pass.”
Retorts rose like bile in the back of Kris’s throat, but he managed to swallow them down. He stood rooted in place a moment longer to make sure he had Dumari’s attention before smirking, picking up the bag and moving on.
Without even trying, the bastard had just reminded him why he was never quite able to have Wally’s outlook on the world.
“Dick,” he muttered, rounding back into the main hallway towards the locker room.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
“Hello Maggie, how are you?” Kris asked.
From behind an oversized desk a diminutive woman with bottle-dyed hair somewhere between red and orange looked up, glasses with thick lenses resting on the end of her nose. Her mouth dropped in surprise as she stood, gaining no more than a handful of inches in height.
“Kris!” she exclaimed, shuffling around her desk in short choppy steps, her shoes scraping against the carpet. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m okay,” Kris said, bending at the waist and giving a light hug to the woman. “Getting better all the time.”
Maggie held the hug an extra moment before releasing him, rocking back down off of her toes. “It’s so good to see you back on your feet. We’ve all been so worried about you.”
“Nah,” Kris replied, adding a dismissive wave of his hand for effect. “Nothing to worry about.”
Maggie leaned back and folded her arms across her stomach, frowning at him like a disapproving grandmother.
Already sensing what her next comment might be, Kris shifted his gaze to the closed set of double doors behind her. “Boss man in?”
The frown was held an extra moment to drive home her point before giving way to a begrudging nod. “He is. Would you like me to let him know you’re here?”
“No, thank you. I’ll just pop in. Won’t take a minute.”
“Okay, head right on in, Honey,” Maggie replied, retreating for her desk. 
Kris gave her a few steps as a head start before moving around the desk and wrapping on the door with the back of his knuckles. The sound seemed to echo through the cavernous space on the other side, returning in the form of a gruff, “Come in.”
Easing the door open no more than a foot, Kris poked his head inside. “Hey Riggs, you got a minute?”
At the sound of Kris’s voice, Riggs snapped his attention away from a computer screen. He pressed his palms down on the desk in front of him and stood, motioning Kris inside. 
“Of course, of course. Come in.”
Shuffling sideways through the door, Kris pushed it shut behind him and crossed the open space towards the desk. Riggs circled around the opposite side and met him halfway there, arms raised as if he might embrace Kris in the same hug as Maggie. Halfway there he stopped, gripping Kris by the shoulders and shaking his head in earnest.
“How are you? How you feeling?”
An uneasy smile traced Kris’s lips as he glanced down at Riggs’ hands. He raised his own and patted the old man on the outside of his arms, taking a small step to the side.
“I’m, uh, you know,” Kris stammered. “I’m alright.”
“Ba!” Riggs replied, almost spitting the word at Kris. “That’s not what I want to hear.”
The words drew a laugh out of Kris, who couldn’t help but nod in agreement. “I’m good. I’m good. Just a scratch.”
“There we go,” Riggs said, the smile on his face growing even wider. “That’s better. Rub some dirt on it.”
He released his grip on Kris’s shoulders, slapping them twice for effect before motioning at the black wingtip chair in front of his desk. “Please, sit.”
He kept his gaze aimed at Kris as he circled back around behind the desk, straightening his tie as he slid down into his chair. “Get you anything? Coffee? Water?”
“No, thank you,” Kris replied. “I’m all set.”
“You sure? Anything at all?” Riggs pressed.
“Really, I’m good. Thanks,” Kris said, breaking eye contact in hopes of hurrying the awkward moment along. He glanced around at the palatial office around him, the décor taking on a utilitarian vibe that bordered on fanatical. 
Outfitted in Warrior team colors, the entire office was some shade of red, black, or white. Every piece of furniture was minimalist in size and grandeur, making use of straight lines and clean edges. 
Only a handful of items hinted at a previous career or the family Riggs had at home. Most of the shelf space was barren, punctuated occasionally by a random piece of Warriors memorabilia.
“Thanks for calling last night,” Kris began. “You know you didn’t have to.”
Riggs unlaced his fingers from atop his stomach, waving off the comment.
“You know,” he said, “I had the team docs speak to your attending over at Good Sam. She seems to think this is pretty serious.”
Kris rolled his eyes, tilting his head to the side. He’d been expecting the statement since the moment he arrived. “Come on, doesn’t every doctor say that?”
“Still, she seemed concerned. Enough so that we’re all now concerned.”
Kris shifted his focus back to Riggs and asked, “You know what the key word was there? She. Not only are we talking about a doctor, someone trained to always expect the worst, but this one is a woman.
“They’re genetically pre-programmed to worry.”
“Ha!” Riggs coughed, a flush of red coming to his face. “I’m just telling you what was said.”
“I know, and I appreciate it,” Kris said with a smile to match Riggs’s. “But I’m fine. You remember that hit from Stanson in ’09? Now that was a concussion. This was more like a love tap.”
The smile fell away from Riggs’ face. “A love tap that got you squaded out of here two nights ago.”
Unable to respond, Kris rolled his head to the side, staring out the window at Warriors Stadium below. On the field a legion of maintenance crews were busy tending to the turf, riding mowers back and forth with oversized lawn rollers behind them. 
“Look,” Riggs pressed, “I know you’re tough, Hop. Everybody does. The consecutive starts, the playing through injuries, all of it. You’ve been a soldier since the day we drafted you. I’m just saying, if you need to take some time, we understand.”
Kris kept his focus aimed down on the field another moment before shifting his attention back to Riggs. These were not the words he came in wanting to hear, no doubt a direct result of the conversation with his doctor.
He would have to put an end to her excessive worrying, and fast.
“And I’m just saying, I’m fine.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
The CT scan took over an hour to complete, Kris laying flat on his back with his hands pressed to his side the entire time. Unable to move, or even look around, he kept his gaze aimed at the roof of the tube, more than once thinking they needed a flat screen television, or some posters, or something to keep patients entertained. 
Instead he stared at the slate gray surface, counting seconds in his head. Around him he could hear an unending cacophony of rumbles and clicks, their source or purpose he could only guess at.
Twice during the procedure a young tech told him to lay still over the intercom, her voice curt. Each time Kris fought the urge to mumble back an even sharper retort, swallowing the words in his mind.
When at last the scan was complete, Kris dressed and was sent to a patient room where he was told that Dr. Kirby would be right in to see him.
That was over an hour earlier.
Bored and growing antsy, Kris paced the tiny interior of the room, going over every possible permutation of what the scan had said in his head. 
As best he could figure, the optimal result would be that the swelling was subsiding. He would be ordered to take a few days off from practice, fly to LA on Friday and be allowed full participation.
Worst case he might have to miss a game. It was something that had only happened twice in the previous decade and a half, both at the end of a lost season six years before. The mere thought of it brought a feeling of revulsion to the pit of his stomach, despite telling himself two things that would make it a little better.
First, he would be on the sideline walking Walsh through every play as it happened. 
Second, they could afford to lose one and still make the playoffs.
The door to the room burst open, stopping Kris mid-stride. Any thoughts of the playoffs or the weekend ahead evaporated, his attention on Dr. Kirby standing before him.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Hopkins,” she said, his chart in one hand, a large manila envelope tucked under the opposite arm.
“Doctor.”
“Please, have a seat,” she said, motioning towards the examination table behind him.
Kris glanced over his shoulder at the table and felt the same pang in the pit of his stomach. He walked backwards two steps and leaned against it, his hands shoved into his jeans.
“How are you feeling today?” Kirby asked. She kept the envelope tucked beneath an arm and raised the chart in front of her. Page by page she rifled through it, refreshing herself on their last encounter.
“Better.”
She cocked an appraising eyebrow at him and said,
“Better, but not well?”
Kris’s head rocked back with a smirk. “I’ve been a football player for thirty years. I couldn’t tell you the last time I felt well.”
              Kirby raised her gaze from the chart, her head rolling back a few inches so she could stare at him. “Are you trying to make a point or can you really not remember?”
“Why wouldn’t I remember?” Kris asked, his eyes narrowing.
“What did you have for breakfast this morning?” Kirby asked, ignoring his question.
“Fruit and oatmeal,” Kris replied.
She stared at him for a moment before snorting and looking back down at the chart. “Same thing every morning, right?”
Without waiting for a response she dropped the chart down on the counter and took the envelope from beneath her arm. She walked to the opposite wall and flipped on a light board, the white surface giving off a pale glow.
Kris winced a bit as she extracted two films from inside the envelope and jammed them under the upper lip of the board.
“I’m not surprised you don’t remember,” Kirby said, folding her arms and staring at the scans. “Judging by these, I’m surprised you can even walk right now.”
Kris glanced at her and pushed himself up from the edge of the exam table, using his hips for leverage. He kept his hands stuffed in his pockets, walking a few steps forward. He remained several feet back from the light, peering over Kirby’s shoulder.
“Obviously, these are images of the brain.”
Using her finger as a pointer, Kirby started on the left. She moved her hand in a circular motion, outlining the depictions before them.
              “CT stands for computed tomography. The machine you were just in took an x-ray of your brain one, for lack of a better word, slice at a time. Once all the slices were collected, the computer organized them into a rendered 3-D depiction.
              “This scan here is what a normal brain looks like. These splotches are the most active areas, the dark colorings indicative of blood flow.”
              As she spoke Kris looked at the film on the left. A series of nine different images were arranged on it in a three by three grid. Each one was colored a little different, the shapes shifted just a bit, but almost all with the same end product.
              A brain with clearly delineated areas of function, demarcated by blood flow patterns.
              “On the right here is yours,” Kirby said, pulling her hand back to let the images speak for themselves.
              At first glance, the two scans were hardly comparable. If not for the general arrangement of the films and the outlined shape of the brain in each depiction, Kris would have no way of knowing what the shots on the right were.
              Instead of featuring concentrated centers of brain activity, his scan seemed to be one large blotch. No matter the angle, it stretched over much of the image, broken up only by the gulf dividing the two hemispheres.
              “Meaning?” Kris asked.
              “Meaning all of those distortions are areas of extreme swelling. Blood is flooding in and putting pressure on the inside of your skull.”
              Kris nodded, looking at the films another moment before retreating back to the bed. He leaned himself against the edge of it once more, folding his arms across his chest.
              Kirby flipped the light board off and took down each of the films, working them back into the envelope and dropping it onto the counter beside his chart.
              “How many concussions does this make for you Mr. Hopkins?”
              Kris kept his gaze aimed at the floor. “How many does the chart say?”
              “I’m not asking the chart,” Kirby countered. “I’m asking you.”
              A long moment passed as Kris stared at the floor, processing what he’d just seen. Not ten minutes before he was trying to rationalize that missing one game might be okay. Now he had the sinking feeling that his perceived worst case scenario was about to get a whole lot uglier.
              “I want to say seven, but who the hell knows.”
              “Ah,” Kirby replied, picking up his chart and making a notation. “I’m not clearing you to travel with the team this week.”
              It took a moment for the words to find their way in, pulling Kris’s gaze up from the tile floor. His face hardened as he stared, vitriol rising in the back of his throat.
              “What? You can’t keep me here. It’s not like I’m going to try and suit up down there.”
              Kirby finished her note and flipped the pages back down atop the chart. “Right now, I don’t even trust your brain to undergo the changes in elevation of a plane ride. We’ll run another CT the first of the week.”
              Kris’s jaw dropped open, his brain fighting to compute what he’d been told and formulate a response.
              As if sensing what he was attempting to do, Kirby tossed his chart back on the counter and strode from the room, leaving a stunned Kris in her wake.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
              Late day sun filtered through the house as Kris entered, tossing his keys on the counter. They landed with a clatter, tangling themselves into a ball as they slid across the smooth black granite, coming to a rest no more than an inch from the edge. 
              Circling around the island, Kris grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and opened it, taking a long pull. With his other hand he called up the voicemail on his phone, flipping it to speakerphone as he went back for the jar of almonds. Scooping out a handful he leaned against the counter and dropped a few into his mouth, crunching on the unsalted snack as the automated voice on the phone informed him he had one new message.
              Without waiting it pushed forward, the first message starting to play.
              “Good afternoon, Mr. Hopkins,” a young, female voice began. For just the briefest of moments Kris was curious before she continued, “This is Gwen with Good Samaritan Hospital calling to confirm your CT scan is scheduled for next Tuesday at 11 am.”
              Kris reached out and pressed the pound sign on his phone, skipping ahead. At the moment, the last thing he wanted to hear about was another scan.
              “First skipped message,” the mechanized voice of the phone operator said.
              “Um, hi, Kris, this is Emily...”
              Again Kris snapped his hand forward, ending the call. He stood over the phone a moment, staring down at it, before dropping the remainder of the almonds on to the counter and picking up the device. He scrolled through his contacts list until finding her name, debating the call for several seconds before pressing the button and dropping the phone back where it was.
              The line rang three times, the sound echoing through the house, before she picked up.
              “Hello?”
              Kris couldn’t recall the last time they had spoken, though her voice sounded exactly the same as he remembered. Maybe a bit tired, somewhat distracted even, but underneath it all the same tone he’d known for years.
              “Uh, yeah,” Kris began, his voice thick. He raised a fist to his mouth and coughed, clearing his throat. “It’s Kris returning your call.”
              There was a confidence that Kris could hear in his own voice, a false front masking how he really felt.
              “Oh, hi,” Emily said. “Sorry to call out of the blue, but after Kyle said what happened I went online and read up about it. Sounded pretty bad. How you doing?”
              “Ah, it wasn’t as bad as they made it seem,” Kris replied. “You know how those hacks are always trying to sensationalize things.”
              “Really?” Emily said, disbelief dripping from the word. “So you weren’t knocked unconscious and taken out on a stretcher?”
              Picking up the phone, Kris walked through the living room and into his bedroom. He grabbed up the remote and parted the curtains to look at the city of Portland below. A few miles away he could see Warriors Stadium, the enormous concrete edifice sitting silent and brooding in the late day sun.
              “Aw, I’ve had worse. You remember that hit from Stanson-“
              “Stanson in ’09. Yeah, I remember,” Emily finished for him. She paused a long moment before asking, “How many is this now, Kris?”
              His focus still on the stadium, Kris raised his eyebrows, a small sigh sliding out. “I don’t know.”
              “Too many,” Emily replied.
              Another sigh escaped Kris’s lips, this one in response to a conversation they’d had many times over the years. He waited long enough to let her know he was finished discussing the topic before asking, “So, how are you? How’s Kyle?”
              This time it was Emily’s turn to sigh, knowing full well she’d just received Kris’s stock response any time a conversation threatened to become a little too real.
              “We’re good. The same. Busy.”
              “Yeah, me too,” Kris said. “Are you still getting the money every month, no problem?”
              The words were no more than out of Kris’s mouth before a pained look crossed his face, knowing they didn’t sound the way he wanted them to. He held the phone an inch away from his face and glanced at it, hoping it wouldn’t have the effect he feared it might.
              “Hey Kris, I’m sorry to cut this off, but I’m just now getting dinner on the table for us,” Emily said, an unmistakable edge in her tone. “Glad you’re okay, or, well, the same anyway.”
              Kris pressed his lips together tight and nodded, the reaction just as he’d expected. “Yeah, okay. Thanks for calling.”
              There was no final response from Emily, the line already dead. 
              Kris looked down at the phone a moment before tossing it on the bed. He shifted his attention back to the world outside, staring down at the city below before shifting his focus to the reflection looking back at him in the window.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
              The late season chill of Portland was just starting to set in, swirling around Kris’s legs as he stood a few yards back from the huddle. Dressed in shorts and a pullover with sunglasses covering his eyes, he looked just like any of the dozen assistant coaches scattered around the field.
              It was a fact he noticed the moment he stepped out to practice, something he would remedy before the next one for sure.
              In front of him the offense was gathered in a cluster. Linemen stood with hands on their hips, drawing in large gasps of air. Beside them various backs and receivers, Adler and Dickson among them, stood staring at Walsh and Dumari. 
              The two men were side-by-side a few yards away, going over a play card Dumari was holding. After a moment he slapped Walsh on the helmet, sending him jogging back towards the huddle.
              “28 Crack China Moon,” Dumari called out as Walsh reached the huddle, the offense circling around him. A moment later they broke out with a synchronized clap, ten men jogging to their various positions as Walsh slowly walked to the line behind them.
              On the opposite side, the defensive practice squad got into position, assuming the formation of the Lancers. Kris watched as they shifted into a staggered 4-4 alignment, the cornerbacks up in press coverage.
              “Check the Will!” Kris called out, pointing towards the outside linebacker creeping up off the edge. “Check the Will!”
              On the opposite hash Dumari glared at Kris, making no effort to mask the venom he held within. 
              Kris could feel the stare on his skin but kept his gaze aimed forward, watching as Walsh took his instruction, pointing out the Will linebacker and beginning his cadence.
              “Blue 42!” Walsh called. “Blue 42!”
              He waited a moment, scanning the field from one side to the other. “Hut! Hut!”
              The ball was snapped up into his hands, the linemen taking two quick steps before throttling down. On the outside the skill position players ran at full speed, receivers crisscrossing the field.
              Walsh took three sideways steps back from the line of scrimmage, faking play-action to Dickson. He slowed for a step to sell the handoff before reversing field and running a naked bootleg back out in the opposite direction.              
              He made it no more than three steps before the outside linebacker was on him, wrapping him up. A trio of whistles pierced the air as players on both sides slowed to a halt, trudging back to their respective huddles.
              “Dammit!” Dumari barked, waving his play sheet towards the ground as if he might throw it.
              Ignoring him, Kris strode right to Walsh, pointing as he went. “That’s why you’ve got to know where the Will is at all times. LA loves to bring him on that delayed blitz.”
              “Okay,” Walsh said, glancing back over his shoulder at the retreating linebacker. “What’s the best way to handle it?”
              “Audible,” Kris replied, not a moment of hesitation in his response. “And if it comes after the snap, get outside the tackle and throw it away. Better to lose a down than take a ten yard sack.”
              “Got it,” Walsh said, falling in beside Kris as they walked back towards the huddle.
              “And Rook?” Kris said, lowering his voice and leaning in close. “Lose the Blue 42. This isn’t Pop Warner anymore.”
              The corner of Walsh’s mouth curled up in a smile as Kris slapped him on the helmet and headed back towards his post on the opposite hash. He could still sense Dumari glaring at him the entire time, but made a point not to acknowledge it in any way. 
              “Run it again!” Dumari barked, walking up beside Walsh. He held the play sheet up like was going to point out something, but instead used it to block his face from view. 
              “I’ll tell you this once and only once,” Dumari said, making sure his voice was loud enough for Kris to hear, despite the gesture with the play sheet. “Don’t you ever audible out of one of my play calls.”
              From his spot on the opposite hash Kris shook his head, working on his chewing gum in rapid fashion to keep himself from spitting out a nasty barb. He folded his arms across his chest and watched as Walsh relayed the play to the offense, the team breaking the huddle as one.
              “Looking mighty comfortable in those shorts there, Hop,” a familiar voice said, pushing a smile to Kris’s face. He turned over his shoulder to see Mills approaching, a cup of water in one hand, his helmet in the other.
              “You’re wearing shorts too, you know.”
              A lopsided grin split Mills face as he nodded, finishing off his water and dropping the cup to the ground behind him. “Yeah, but I’m also wearing a helmet and shoulder pads.”
              “Uh-huh,” Kris said with a sardonic nod. “Don’t get used to it. Only temporary.”
              “Might have to start calling you Coach soon,” Mills said, his gaze aimed at the play being ran in front of them. Just a few yards away Walsh eluded the linebacker and hit an open Adler on a crossing route.
              “Give it a week or two and I’ll be right back out there throwing spirals for you to drop,” Kris countered.
              Light-hearted chuckles slid from both men as Mills gripped the side of his helmet in both hands, walking backwards towards the huddle already taking shape again.
              “Spirals?” he said, mock surprise in his voice. “You kidding me? It looks like a damn episode of Duck Dynasty out here when you throw.”
              Kris’s upper body quivered with silent laughter as Mills pushed the helmet down atop his head and positioned his hands like he was holding a shotgun.
              “Quack...quack...quack...BOOM!” Mills called, jerking the imaginary gun up in the air for effect. Behind him Dickson and Adler both laughed aloud, miming weapons of their own.
              Again Kris laughed, for the briefest of moments not noticing the withering glare of Dumari aimed at him from just ten yards away.
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
              The stench of stale coffee and body odor filled the booth as Kris took his customary seat opposite Jimmy Burns. It was the first time he had ever done a Friday show, always before coming in on Monday, or in the rare event of a Monday game, Tuesday.
              In the past Kris had requested the time slot because it made sense. He could come in the day after a game when everything was still fresh in his mind and rehash it for the fans calling in. It was always an off day for players too, which made it that much easier for him to find the time.
              Not once before had the fact that the cleaning service employed by the studio came over the weekend crossed his mind.
              After just five minutes inside the enclosed space, no windows in sight, it was something he would never forget again.
              Feigning warmth, Kris nodded at the small oscillating fan sitting atop a CD rack in the corner. “Any chance we could turn that on?”
              “Sure,” Jimmy said, hopping up from his chair and flipping the switch on the fan. It squawked in protest a moment before settling down, the metal blades throwing minute dust bunnies through the space. 
It provided just enough air flow to move the scent around without alleviating anything.
              Dressed in a pair of red gym shorts and a white Warriors throwback jersey, Jimmy settled himself back onto his perch. He pulled his microphone over in front of him, watching through the glass as Mickey gave him the signal and the red light overhead flashed off.
              Jimmy offered a quick nod to Kris before dropping into his trademark bombastic cadence, wailing into the microphone before him.
              “Happy Friday sports fans!” he began, drawing out the first two words to four or five syllables each. “This is your man Jimmy B behind the mic, keeping you up to date on all things Warriors.
              “Here in the studio with us this week we have a very special treat for you, none other than the Warriors own Kris Hopkins.”
              He turned his attention to Kris and said, “Hop, a pleasure as always.”
              “Always happy to stop by,” Kris said, matching the smile.
              “So tell us,” Jimmy began, “you’re known as quite the ironman in these parts. Rarely, if ever, do you we see you on the injury report. Heck, I can’t even remember the last time you missed a game. What was it like this morning watching the team fly off without you?”
              Kris nodded. “Well, I didn’t go to the airport with them, so it wasn’t quite that dramatic.”
              Both men chuckled, Jimmy rocking back from the table and letting the springs in his chair bring him back. “No end-of-a-bad-chick-flick for you, huh?”
              “Not quite,” Kris replied, another chuckle rolling out, “but I won’t say it was easy. Definitely not something I’ll ever get used to.”
              “Nor will we,” Jimmy said. “Nor will we.”
              He stared straight ahead in silence for just a moment, giving the statement proper gravitas, before shifting back into the present.
              “So what do you think of this kid Jon Walsh? He put up some pretty good number coming out of USC, but looked rather pedestrian in the preseason. Hasn’t so much as sniffed the field since.”
              It was a question Kris had anticipated on the drive in, running through his mind everything that Jimmy might toss at him. Despite hating the fact that he was stuck at home while his team headed to LA, it was still important for him to be supportive.
              After fifteen years in the limelight, he was more than aware that anything he said could and would be construed against him, a veritable media circus waiting to erupt.
              “As someone that’s watched and worked with Jon each day, I have every confidence he can get the job done this weekend.”
              “So no worries at all?” Jimmy asked.
              Kris raised his eyebrows and wagged a hand at Jimmy in a non-committal gesture. “Well, it’s important that everybody remember he’s a rookie, so there’s going to be some growing pains. The only way to get through those though is to get out there and get those needed reps.”
              Jimmy nodded, working at the inside of his jaw as he did so. “Well, I think I speak for all of us when I say a playoff run is no time to be breaking in a new quarterback. I’m sure the kid’s going to be good, but you’re one of the all-time greats. 
              “Get healthy, and get back out there where you belong, Hop.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
              Kris’s sneakers squeaked against the hardwood floor as he paced back and forth in front of the television. A football in his right hand, he carried a plain white hand towel in the left, swiping it across his face every few seconds. No more than a minute would pass before beads of sweat popped up again, dotting his forehead and upper lip.
              On screen the clock in the upper left corner ticked backward from fifty-seven seconds. Beneath the clock was a small scoreboard displaying the Warriors clinging to a thirteen to ten lead over the Lancers.
              “Come on, come on,” Kris muttered, stopping his pacing square in front of the television. He rose onto the balls of his feet, bouncing in place as Walsh came to the line.
              “Second and eight, don’t do anything stupid, Rook,” Kris muttered, watching as Walsh handed the ball to Dickson off-tackle for four yards.
              Kris smacked the ball between his hands, the sound echoing through the empty house. “Alright, alright. We can work with that.”
              Onscreen the clock ticked steadily down, dwindling below forty seconds. Again Kris passed the towel over his face, the cloth damp against his skin.
              “Third down. Get the first, and this game is over.”
              Once more the Warriors broke from the huddle and came to the line, the game and play clocks both winding down in the corner. Kris shifted his attention between them and the field several times, his fingers finding the seams on the ball, holding it at the ready by his side.
              “Run the sweep,” he muttered. “Monty will pick it up. He always picks it up.”
              On the snap, Kris took two quick steps forward, his body just inches away from the big screen. He watched as Walsh reversed out and pitched the ball towards the sidelines, Dickson catching it on the run.
              “Get up field, get up field!”
              A linebacker came tearing off the edge at Dickson, too fast to get his footing. The back threw a shoulder fake at him and cut towards the sideline, sprinting past the first down marker and sliding to a stop a few feet before going out of bounds.
              “Yes!” Kris boomed, throwing both hands in the air. He walked in a slow circle through the living room before turning back to the screen, pointing the ball at it. “That’s my boy right there!”
              Both teams flooded onto the field as Kris pumped his fist in exultation, tossing the ball onto the couch and walking into the kitchen. He picked up a half-empty bottle of water from the island and finished it, the cool liquid sliding down in three long gulps. He ended with a loud smack of his lips, tossing the empty bottle across the counter into the sink and heading back towards the television.
              In the middle of the screen stood Shannon Downs, on-field reporter for CBS, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze. In her hands she clutched a network microphone. Beside her stood a glowering Coach Dumari.
              “Coach, just six weeks ago your team demolished the Lancers 38-7. How big a difference did the loss of Kris Hopkins make out here today?”
              The folds on either side of Dumari’s face deepened as he glanced over at her, a dark cloud passing over his face. Just as fast it disappeared as he looked up at the camera, remembering he was on national television.
              “I don’t think it would be fair to say that was the difference at all, Shannon,” Dumari replied. “If you remember, last time we were playing at home, coming off a bye week.”
               Shannon nodded, her attention focused on him as he spoke. When he was done she pulled the mic back and asked, “What was the biggest change in game planning this week without Kris Hopkins?”
              “No change at all,” Dumari said, shaking his head. “We plugged Jon Walsh in and he did a great job. Offense never missed a beat.”
              Behind him a pair of security guards approached, ushering him off towards the locker room.
              “Excuse me,” Dumari said, jogging from the field without another word.
              Shannon remained rooted in place, peering back into the camera. “And that’s the official word from Warriors Coach Marc Dumari. Back to you guys in the booth.”
              “Thanks Shannon,” the play-by-play announcer said, getting cut off before another word crossed his lips, the television going to black.
              In the center of his living room Kris stood with a scowl on his face, the remote extended at arm’s length toward the television. He held it there a full moment after the television went dark, imagining the smug visage of Dumari, before lowering it to his side.
              “Dick.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
              Twenty-five minutes removed from the scanner, Kris was pacing. Alone in the same patient exam room as a week before he beat a steady path back and forth across the floor, thoughts flooding through his head.
              On Sunday, the Warriors had been lucky to escape LA with a win. Despite whatever Dumari tried to tell the world, Shannon Downs was right. 
Two months before the Warriors had handled the Lancers easily. There was a noticeable difference in how they played this week.
              It had been nine days since Kris threw a football, the longest stretch he had gone since he was six years old. There was an itch starting to form deep inside him, an aching to get back out on the field, to let his body do what it was trained to.
              The door to the room snapped open, stopping Kris midstride, his foot cocked a few inches above the floor. He stared until Kirby appeared before lowering it, retreating back to the edge of the table and leaning against it.
              Kirby watched the entire display, a quizzical look on her face, before closing the door and stepping inside. “Good afternoon, Mr. Hopkins.”
              “Please tell me you’ve got good news.”
              The words were out before Kris realized it, an oral explosion that seemed to convey urgency and desperation together. He paused a moment, forcing himself not to show remorse for the action, waiting for Kirby to reply.
              She did not.
              “I’m better?” Kris began anew. “Cleared to play?”
              Still Kirby refrained from answering, taking up an envelope just like the one a week before from the counter. She extracted two films from it and hung them on the light board, flipping the machine alive to illuminate them from beneath.
              Kris glanced over at them, seeing the pair hanging side by side, and shifted his attention back to Kirby.
              “We don’t need to go through this again, Doc. You showed me last time. Just tell me, can I play?”
              Kirby met his gaze, a long, slow, doleful look, and shook her head. “Mr. Hopkins, what do you see here?”
              Once more Kris looked at the films, forcing himself to examine the scans hanging before him. Up close they looked to be carbon copies, exact replicas in every way.
              “Looks like the same film twice. What, did you make a copy?” he asked, scrunching his face a bit in confusion.
              Kirby took two steps forward and extended a hand towards the scan on the left. “These images here were taken last week.”
              She shifted the same hand a few inches to the side, pointing at the other side. “This was taken less than an hour ago. Can you spot the difference?”
              Feeling the same foreboding knot creep into his stomach, Kris leaned in close to the screen, staring at the two sets of images. Back and forth his eyes shifted as if watching a miniature game of tennis, trying to ascertain the difference.
              As best he could tell, there was none.
              “No.”
              “That’s because I’m afraid there has been no change at all in your condition,” Kirby said, flipping the board off and pulling the scans down from it.
              The words hit Kris like a helmet to the stomach, driving the air from his lungs. He raised his hands to his scalp and ran them back through his hair, pushing a long breath out between his lips.
              “So I still can’t play?”
              “No, Mr. Hopkins,” Kirby replied. “I don’t see you playing any time in the foreseeable future.”
              She paused, a look of sympathy passing over her face. “If ever again.”
              The final words caught Kris unawares, a lightning bolt from a clear blue sky. His mind ran through the gamut of emotions in just a few seconds, beginning at shock, coursing through fear and denial.
              In under a minute it made it all the way to anger, his eyes drawing tight as he glared at her.
              “What did you just say to me? This is my job, my life. You think this is some sort of joke?”
              Kirby retreated a single step towards the counter, placing the scans down behind her. “No, Mr. Hopkins-“
              “Enough with the Mr. Hopkins bullshit! My name is Kris. I am a football player, a quarterback. That is who I am, what I do.”
              Kris shoved his hips back against the bed, forcing himself upright. He could feel the venom coursing through his body, every nerve tingling within him. His eyes flashed with anger as he stared down at Kirby, almost daring her to say something else.
              “And I am not about to let some chicken shit doctor with a God complex keep me from doing it,” Kris spat, striding across the room in three long steps. He jerked the door open and stepped through without looking back, slamming it closed behind him as he went.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
              The Skyview Bar was on the twenty-fifth floor of the Jackson building, just six blocks away from Good Samaritan hospital. Sitting at an angle against the Willamette River it offered a towering overview of the southeast, northeast, and northwest quadrants of Portland. Sun danced off the river and blinked against the mirrored glass windows of buildings across the way, shining in through the floor-to-ceiling windows that comprised the entire outer wall of the bar.
              When Kris left the exam room he strode past the stunned nurses sitting at the front desk and took the stairs down to the first floor. The thought of returning to his car and driving home never occurred to him, his feet carrying him outside into the brisk autumn air. Construction along the roadway to his right forced him left, walking in exaggerated steps until a sign for the Skyview pulled him upstairs. 
              Now, twenty minutes later, he sat alone at a corner table, an empty chair on either side of him, staring out at the city.
              “May I?” a voice asked.
              Kris shifted his attention from the city below to the reflection in the glass, seeing Kirby standing behind him. She looked a bit different without her glasses or white coat, an oversized purse hanging from her shoulder.
              “Go for it,” Kris said, his voice low, detached.
              She dropped her bag to the floor and slid into the chair beside him without pulling it out, as if trying to be as non-invasive as possible. Her bottom had no more than touched the seat when a young waitress in a white Oxford shirt and black tie approached, raising her head in expectation.
              “Same as him, please,” Kirby said, smiling.
              “Two waters. Great,” the waitress said, letting her disgust roll off the words.
              Kirby waited until she was gone before moving her attention to Kris, arching an eyebrow.
              “I have a concussion, remember?” Kris said, his focus remaining on the city below. He lifted his own glass and took a long drink, condensation dripping from his glass and dotting the table beneath it.
              “How’d you find me?” Kris asked, setting the drink down.
              Kirby turned to look out at the city as well, offering a slight twist of her head. “Wasn’t hard. This is the only bar you can get to on foot from the hospital.”
              “Hmm,” Kris said, nodding. He wasn’t sure what to make of her assumption he would go straight for a bar, but decided to let it pass.
              “I have lived three places in my life,” he said, his voice a tough lighter, drawing Kirby’s gaze towards him. “Nashville, Tennessee, where I was born and raised. Norman, Oklahoma, where I went to college.”
              He paused, his gaze sweeping the view below. “But this is the only place I’ve ever felt at home.”              
              A knowing smile pulled up the left corner of Kirby’s mouth. She nodded and looked down at the city, nodding. “It has a way of doing that. I showed up sixteen years ago, swore I would never be happy anywhere but deep in the heart of Texas. Now, here I am, with no designs of ever going back.”
              A hint of mirth crept in around Kris’s eyes as he debated making a crack about Texas, but he decided to let it go. College rivalries could wait for another time.
              “Sorry about all that back there. I didn’t mean those things I said.”
              He glanced over at her to drive home his sincerity before reaching out to take another drink of water.
              “I’ve been called worse,” Kirby said, shrugging off the apology. “I’m from Texas, remember?”
              She glanced up as the waitress appeared with her water, almost slamming the glass down and retreating in silence. Kirby nodded her thanks at the girl’s back, waiting until she was gone before pressing on.
              “I don’t blame you for being angry. I just told you everything you’ve ever known could be taken away from you.”
              A long moment passed as Kris processed her words, choosing his own carefully.
              “That’s the part I’ve been trying to avoid the most since it happened. I’m no fool. I know I’m not going to play forever. But when it does end, I want it to be because I chose to, not because I had to.
              “On your own terms,” Kirby said, nodding. “Understandable.”
              “Right,” Kris agreed. “And at the moment, nothing seems to be on my terms.” He motioned down at the glass in front of him and said, “I can’t even order what I want to drink.”
              Kirby glanced down at the matching pair of water glasses. “No, but you can still order what you want to eat.”
              “Hardly,” Kris snorted, the movement rocking his head back. “I haven’t gotten to order what I wanted in ten years. You know how hard it is to keep up with twenty-three year olds for a living?”
              Kirby raised her eyebrows in concession and shifted back towards the window, their gazes locked in a parallel path.
              “Since I’m not very good at this,” she said, “and you seemed to have missed it, that was me asking you to dinner.”
              “Oh,” Kris replied, his face giving away nothing. 
He had missed it, had never once ever considered that was where she was going with the comment.
              “Should I take the hint or blame it on the concussion?” Kirby asked, her gaze remaining focused outside.
              Kris sat and pondered the question for a long moment, long enough that Kirby nodded and gathered her purse from the ground. She slid her slight frame off of the chair and made it two steps across the floor before Kris stopped her with a single word.
              “Steak.”
              He said it without turning to her, using the window to watch her stop and shift back towards him.
              “Bone-in rib eye with melted butter and mushrooms.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
              A wooden sign along the roadside announced the place as The Griz. Hacked with a chainsaw from a chunk of old growth pine laid on its side, the words were written in basic script, the outline of a bear’s jaw clamping down on them from above and below.
              The décor inside was much the same, everything done in pine. The floors and walls were left rough hewn, their texture obvious to anybody that rubbed against them with bare skin. The counters and table tops were lacquered to a gleaming shine, the surfaces so smooth they were almost slippery.
              Chandeliers made from repurposed wagon wheels hung down from the ceiling, suspended in the air by wrought iron chains. Black and white photographs of everything ranging from the gold rush to John Wayne dotted the walls, all encased in extra wide wooden frames.
              Seated in the far back corner were Kris and Kirby. 
              Kris sat with his back to the room, keeping the collar of his coat turned up. In front of him sat the last half of his steak, a pile of mushrooms heaped to the side. A glass of sweet tea completed the meal, a series of wet rings beneath it showing how many times it had already been lifted.
              Across from him sat Kirby, a chicken salad and a Diet Coke in front of her. With one hand she stabbed a fork at the salad, staring in open awe of Kris as he worked on the steak.
              “Damn, you weren’t kidding,” she said, raising a half-bite to her mouth and chewing slow.
              “Did you think I was?” Kris asked, cutting away another slab of beef.
              “No,” Kirby conceded, waving a hand around the room. “I just didn’t see any of this coming is all.”
              Kris forked the bite into his mouth and leaned back, a look that bordered on orgasmic crossing his face. He chewed the bare minimum times before swallowing, ignoring the look of amusement on Kirby’s face across from him. 
              It was the first steak he’d had since the off-season. He was going to enjoy it.
              “Damn, that’s good. Can’t get an authentic cut like that downtown,” Kris said.
              “Oh, I don’t know,” Kirby countered. “I’ve done alright before.”
              Kris paused, his forearms resting against the edge of the table, his knife and fork poised above the plate. “Let me guess. Kobe at Nishimura’s. Wellington at Ticonderoga.”
              “Tartare at The-“
              “Tartare at The Cove,” Kris finished for her. “All good beef, but if you want an actual steak...”
              “This is the place?”
              “This is the place,” Kris confirmed, going back to work with his knife and fork.
              The same amused expression crossed Kirby’s face as she looked around the room. “I doubt most people even know the difference.”
              “Most people didn’t live in Oklahoma.”
              The comment pulled Kirby’s attention back to the table. “Be even worse if you were from Texas.”
              “Says the woman that mentioned tartare from The Cove with a straight face,” Kris said, shoveling more steak into his mouth.
              Kirby raised in eyebrows in resignation and looked out over the restaurant. “How did you...” she began, letting her words trail off. Her gaze focused on something in the distance, her voice falling silent.
              Still chewing, Kris turned over his shoulder to see a man and his young son dressed in Kris’s jersey approaching. He knew the sight within a millisecond, twisting back in his seat and sliding an inch lower in the booth.
              “Shit,” Kris muttered, swallowing down his food as the man and his son covered the last few feet between them.
              “Excuse me, Mr. Hopkins?” the man asked, keeping the boy back a few steps, not wanting to intrude any closer than necessary.
              “Yes, sir?” Kris replied, putting his façade in place. It was a character he had been using for years, a role he could slip on and off as easily as if it was a jacket.
              “We’re very sorry to bother you, but my son was wondering if he could get your autograph.”
              “Absolutely,” Kris said, turning sideways on the bench seat to look at them. Accepting the unspoken invitation they stepped forward, the boy extending a pen and paper towards him.
              “What’s your name, Sport?” Kris asked, accepting the items from him.
              “Ernie,” the boy said, his shy voice just barely audible over the din of the bar.
              “You a football player, Ernie?”
              “Not yet,” the boy replied, gaining confidence. “But once I get old enough I’m going to be a quarterback, just like you!”
              Kris finished the autograph with a flourish, sliding it across the table towards the father. “That’s what I like to hear.”                            
              Reaching past his son, the man collected the pad and paper and nodded in appreciation. “Thank you. It means a lot to him.”
              “Yeah, thanks, Mr. Hopkins,” Ernie echoed. “I hope you get better soon.”
              The smallest crack formed at the edge of the mask, Kris’s smile fading for an instant. Just as fast he shoved it back into place, holding his palm up towards the boy.
              “Me too, buddy.”
              An oversized smile stretched across Ernie’s face as he slapped his small hand against Kris’s, his father nodding in thanks again as they retreated.
              Kris turned back to the table, his unfinished steak before him. For a moment he contemplated going in for more before folding his hands in front of him and sitting in silence, his hunger gone.
              Bent at the waist to see around Kris, Kirby watched the young boy return to his table and show the new souvenir to his mother, bouncing up and down in excitement.
              “I take it that sort of thing happens a lot?” she asked.
              “All the time,” Kris said, a bit of a grumble in his voice.
              Kirby flicked her gaze from the boy to Kris and nodded. “Hence the raised collar.”
              Kris shrugged.              “Sometimes it helps. At least they were nice.”
              The comment set Kirby back an inch, surprise on her face. “There are people who aren’t nice?”
              “Oh yeah,” Kris said, nodding and drawing the words out slowly for emphasis. “You’d be amazed how entitled fans can become because once in 2001 they paid fifteen dollars to watch you play.”
              Kirby nodded, sensing the convivial atmosphere of the evening had passed. “You done eating?”
              “Yeah,” Kris said. “Once the first one comes over, it opens the flood gates. Better if we just go now.”
              “Oh, okay,” Kirby said, focusing on his face, trying to get some read on what he was thinking. “If it helps any, you did just make that little boy’s night.”
              “Yeah, well,” Kris said, looking up to meet her gaze, “he just ruined mine.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
              The darkened film room in the bowels of Warriors Stadium was designed to hold up to fifty people at once. Space enough to accommodate the entire offensive or defensive units even in the summer when free agency ballooned the roster to a hundred players in total.
              Today there were just three men, each separated by a couple of empty chairs, on the front row of the theater style seating.
              On the left sat Dumari, his head cocked a bit to the side, his attention aimed at the screen before him. Two seats over was Walsh, leaning into the arm rest on his left. A notebook sat balanced on his knee, a half page of notes scribbled down in blue ink.
              Completing the trio was Kris, leaning back in the far right chair with his fingers laced atop his stomach. A sour look graced his features as he kept his head aimed at the screen.
              In front of them, film of the Los Angeles game three days before played out on the eighty inch LCD television. An almost life-size depiction of Walsh was splashed across the screen, pulling a play-action fake and sprinting out towards the sideline.
              “That’s good work there,” Dumari said. “Reading the defensive end and keeping it.”
              Kris watched as the defensive end crashed down tight off the edge and tackled Dickson while Walsh ran for the first down, sliding to a stop. 
              Using the remote, Dumari sped the film along to the next play, setting it to regular speed in time for the ball to be snapped. The play was a three step drop, Walsh throwing for the slot receiver on a post. Just before the ball reached its intended target the safety swooped in, knocking it away.
              A crack of a smile appeared on Kris’s face as the safety danced in frustration before them, knowing he just missed the opportunity for an interception and possibly a touchdown return.
              “Now on this one,” Dumari said, “you held on to the ball just a little too long. That’s how Hanley was able to cover the gap and knock it away.”
              “Mhmm,” Walsh responded, scribbling down notes.
              “You also locked on too early,” Kris said. “Look off to Mills, or even pump fake it. Safety will bite every time.”
              “Okay,” Walsh said, twisting his head towards Kris and making another notation in his book.
              “But don’t get too happy with your pump fakes,” Dumari countered, “they’ll stop being effective.”
              Kris unlaced his fingers and ran his palms down the front of his shorts. He raised himself up a few extra inches in his seat and said, “Not on a ball hawking safety like Hanley.”
              Kris saw a flash of movement in his periphery, Dumari turning to glare at him. He was long past caring at this point, the look one he’d received no less than a hundred times before.
              “And they take time,” Dumari said. “You won’t have that this weekend in Albuquerque.”
              “Won’t be an issue in Albuquerque,” Kris said, his voice rising a slight bit. “They still run a Cover-2. The safety will be deep playing the back half.”
              A long moment passed, none of the three moving. Kris stared at the frozen image on the screen, waiting to see if Dumari would challenge him further. Beside him Walsh sat staring down at his pad, pen poised a few inches above it.
              “Moving on,” Dumari said, disgusted finality in his voice, as he pointed the remote at the screen and went to the next play.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
              The heels of Kris’s feet tapped out a steady cadence against the side of the exam table as a he sat and waited. With one hand pressed against his thigh he stared at the polished tile floor and tapped his heel against the bed, his legs twitching in an unending pattern. 
              A menagerie of thoughts rolled through his mind, touching a half dozen different topics as he tried to make sense of the last couple weeks. Despite the particular issue or the way he approached it, there was really just one incontrovertible truth he kept returning to.
              “You’ve got to get me back out there, Doc,” Kris blurted out the moment the door opened, catching Kirby by surprise. She paused in the doorway a full moment, one hand on the knob, before stepping inside and closing it behind her.
              “You know that’s not my call to make,” she said, placing her glasses on her nose and taking up his chart.
              “Like hell it’s not,” Kris said, hopping down from the table, the soles of his boots slapping against the tile floor.
              The comment and the sound both drew Kirby’s gaze up to him, watching stone faced as he twitched in front of her. “Mr. Hopkins, you saw the scans.”
              Kris shook his head, frustration rolling off of him. “So let’s take another scan. They’re not always right.”
              For a moment Kirby started to respond before stopping. She put the chart down and took up the chair beside the bed, motioning for him to do the same.
              “That scan was done two days ago, and it showed exactly the same thing as last week.” 
              “But I feel better,” Kris said, shaking an open hand in her direction. “Or, what did you call it? Well.”
              Once more Kirby started to respond before pausing. She drew out the penlight from her chest pocket and held it by her ear. Using the other hand she held a single finger between his eyes.
              “Look right here, please.”
              With a click of the thumb she turned the light on, aiming it between his eyes. She watched as his pupils barely responded at all, but held the light up a few extra seconds to prove her point. Across from her Kris’s body went rigid as he stared back at her, moisture glazing his eyes.
              For several long moments Kris gripped the sides of the bed and forced himself to stare back at her, his entire body quivering as he fought to hold the pose. The same thoughts he’d had a few moments before returned to his head, fueling him as he tried to remain unwavering, but the searing pain behind his eyes was too much.
              Unable to take it any longer, he shook her off and bent at the waist, twisting his body to the side. He pressed his right thumb and index finger to his eyes, moisture rolling over them. 
              Taking advantage of his position, Kirby stepped forward and smacked her palms together a few inches above his ear. The sound was like a firecracker ignited at close range, ringing through his head. Kris snapped himself up to full height, a hand pressed to his ear as anger flashed on his features.
              “Ah, Jesus! What the hell was that?”
              Kirby stared right at him a moment before retreating to her chair. The look on her face softened to the border of sympathetic, almost imploring Kris to calm down.
              “Kris, I’m sorry, but you’ve suffered a pretty serious brain injury. This isn’t the kind of thing you can will yourself back from. Right now all you can do is wait and see how your body responds.”
              The look, her words, did not have the effect she was angling for.
              Kris twisted his face in anger, shaking his head to the side. He pushed himself up to a standing position, pacing back and forth across the tiny space.
              “Dammit, don’t tell me that. You’re a doctor. Isn’t there something you can do?”
              Kirby remained silent a moment, watching him pace. She waited until he stopped moving and looked at her before nodding. “Actually, I think there might be something that can help you.”
              “Anything. Name it.”
              “Can you meet me here tomorrow?” Kirby asked, her voice low, borderline soothing.
              “No,” Kris said, shaking his head to the side. “The team flies out for Albuquerque tomorrow morning at nine.”
              With that Kirby stood, pushing her chair back into place alongside the bed. 
              “I’ll see you here at noon.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
              The morning sun filtered in through the open curtains, casting a milky white pallor over the living room. It reflected off of the gleaming hardwood floors, illuminating a path from the bedroom to the living room as Kris exited, pulling his arms through a leather jacket.
              On the television was a morning news report, the continuation of the weather forecast Kris was watching a moment before. He lifted the remote from the arm of the sofa to turn it off, pausing as he saw the emblem of the Portland Warriors flash in the top corner of the screen. Turning the volume up a few bars, he waited as the studio crew cut away to a correspondent reporting live from Portland International Airport.
              A middle aged man with a clipped mustache and glasses stood in front of the camera, holding a schoolboy cap down atop his head. In the background was the chartered bus the team used to travel from the stadium to the airport, players filing off one at time. Kris watched as Adler, Mills, and Dickson departed from the oversized coach, laughing together, all dressed in suits as they headed towards the plane.
              The sight of them brought a smirk to Kris’s face as he tried to imagine what smartass remark Mills had made to make the others laugh.
              It slid away as Kris realized it might have even been at his expense.
              Beside the correspondent stood Dumari, his hands shoved into the jacket pockets of a plaid blazer. A striped tie hung in a misshapen knot at his throat, the customary glower in place.
              “Good morning,” the reporter said, forcing a smile into the camera. “I am standing on the tarmac here at PDX with Warriors Coach Marc Dumari, ready to head out for their last away game of the season in Albuquerque.”
              He turned away from the camera to face Dumari and said, “Thanks for taking a minute with us, Coach.”
              “Sure,” Dumari said, almost belching out the word.
              The reporter pulled the microphone back to himself and said, “Last week the offense seemed to sputter a bit in a 13-10 win in Los Angeles. What do you foresee happening this Sunday?”
              Dumari leveled a glare on the man and said, “We’ll do what we have to to win this weekend, just like we did last weekend.”
              The reporter nodded, again pulling back the microphone. “How much of what happened last week could be explained by the absence of Kris Hopkins?”
              Dumari took a half step backwards, already starting his retreat towards the plane. “Jon Walsh is a very solid and capable quarterback. Our approach hasn’t changed at all with him at the helm. Thank you.”
              Turning on the ball of his foot, Dumari spun out towards the plane, the tail of his coat kicking up behind him.
              “And there you have it,” the reporter summarized, the camera shifting back to frame him in the middle of the screen. “The Warriors should be back to their old ways this Sunday in the desert.”
              Kris turned the television off and stood in the living room a moment, letting the silence of the house settle in around him. The images of his teammates boarding the plane without him ran through his head again, all of them grouped up and laughing together, before Kris shook his head clear.
              “Dick,” he muttered, snatching his keys up from the counter and heading for the door.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
              Dr. Kirby was already waiting by the front desk as Kris rounded the corner into the neurology department, resting her elbows atop the counter. She spotted him at the far end of the hallway and pushed herself to an upright position, waving at the nurse working there and heading his way.
              She met Kris halfway down the hall, walking fast in the direction he had just come from. “You’re late,” she said in salutation, motioning for him to follow her.
              Turning on the ball of his foot Kris reversed his course, jogging a few steps to catch up. “Like three minutes late. Where are we going anyway?”
              “Someplace where they’ll notice,” Kirby said, holding the elevator door open for him. She waited as he stepped on before following him in and pressing the button for the fifth floor. 
              They waited in silence as the elevator ascended, depositing them in an open lobby of white and grey tile. Before them a set of double doors stood open wide, natural light pouring in from every angle.
              “Come on,” Kirby said, walking fast with her hands deep in the pockets of her white coat. The tails of it fluttered behind her as she walked, passing through the double doors with Kris right beside her.
              The doors opened into an oversized skyway, glass walls on either side showing the interstate traffic scooting along beneath them. Kris stared out the window as they walked, transfixed as the lunch crowd buzzed by.
              “You know, I’ve driven under here a dozen times before but I never much thought about where this thing led to.”
              Kirby remained silent as they passed over the skyway, stopping just outside a matching a pair of double doors on the opposite side. She reached out and grabbed Kris by the sleeve of his jacket, signaling for him to stop, before motioning towards the door in front of them with a nod of her head.
              “Well, now you know.”
              On the door in front of them hung a square metal sign with white letters on a green background.
              Welcome to the Portland memorial va hospital.
              Kris mouthed the words in silence before turning his gaze down at Kirby, an icy stare on his face. “VA. You brought me to a veteran’s hospital.”
              The words held the biting clarity of a statement, without a trace of a question.
              Kirby ignored the tone, focusing on the words he chose. “Yeah, there’s some people here I think you should meet.”
              Again she took off at a brisk walk, passing through the double doors and on inside. Kris made no attempt to hide the frustration on his face before following her in, again jogging a few steps to catch up.
              More than once he debated turning back, or at the least arguing with her over their destination, but opted to let it go. His desperation to be cleared and get back on the field meant he was willing to go through a couple of banal exercises with her if it meant getting a signoff that much sooner.
              Without a word of explanation or forewarning, Kirby led him down a side hallway and stepped into a conference room. Inside was a long wooden table with high-backed leather chairs spaced in even increments around it. In the middle of it sat a few pitchers of water, a stainless steel container of coffee beside them. Already some of each had been taken, Styrofoam cups scattered across the table.
              On the opposite side of the table a group of twenty-something young men were grouped up. All of them wore similar military style haircuts, none appearing more than thirty years in age. Almost a dozen in total, they were circled around one with hair so blonde it was almost white, his shirt sleeve pulled back to reveal the tattooed image of a 40’s pinup girl on his arm.
              “What have you got, Betty Boop there?” Kirby said as a greeting, drawing the attention of all twelve at once. For a moment their faces ranged from angry to frightened, every last one shifting into a smile at the sight of her.
              In unison a chant of “Hey!” went up from the group, holding out the middle vowel to several syllables in length. At once the group dispersed, some of the men taking up seats around the table. 
              Kris watched as the young man with the tattoo and another guy with dark hair shaped into a deep widow’s peak approached. Both of them extended fists toward Kirby, offering bumps as a means of hello.
              “You’re late,” Tattoo opened with.
              “I know,” Kirby replied. She shook her head in mock disgust and gestured towards Kris behind her. “FNG.”
              Both of the young men looked towards Kris and gave him an apprising onceover, dismissing him just as fast.
              “Fucking new guy,” Widow’s Peak said. “They’ll do it every time.”
              “He one of ours?” Tattoo asked, casting another glance towards Kris.
              “He’s a Warrior,” Kirby said, not once looking back at Kris, talking as if he wasn’t even there. “But today he’s just here to listen. A new member of the club, if you will.”
              “Ah,” Tattoo said, nodding.
              “That sucks,” Widow’s Peak added.
              The entire time, Kris watched the back and forth, realizing they had no idea who he was. It was the first time in months he could remember being anywhere and not having people clamoring to get closer.
              The first time feeling that way in Portland in years.
              “Should we get started?” Kirby asked, clapping her hands together.
              At once, Tattoo and Widow’s Peak took up chairs, falling in around the table with the others. Kris waited as Kirby took her spot at the head of the room, sliding into the empty chair beside her.
              As his bottom touched the seat he could feel a tingling sensation traveling over his skin. While he appreciated what Kirby was trying to do, the thought of sitting through this made him skittish.
              He was a quarterback, a position by definition meant to hide all emotion. Thirty years had programmed him to always put up the solid exterior, no matter the circumstance. He was hardwired through decades of experience to, as Riggs put it, rub some dirt on things and keep going, not bare his soul to people ten or more years his junior.
              More than just that was the harsh reality that there was nothing he could say about his time in a jersey that could compare with the stories this room undoubtedly held. He had made an exorbitant amount of money playing a game for years.
              These young men were being robbed of their primes doing something most people could never fathom.
              “Alright,” Kirby said, bringing the group to order. “Here we are again. So nice to see many of you back with us. Just to go over the ground rules here for everybody new and old, these sessions are as open or as closed as you want them to be. 
              “We all know we’re here because you’re working to heal some unseen wounds. Beyond that, there are no parameters. If you want to share, you may. If you don’t, you don’t have to. Names, dates, experiences, it’s all up to you.
              “All we do ask is that whatever you share be the truth. HUA?”
              “HUA,” the group answered in unison. 
              The exchange was out and over before Kris even realized it, nobody so much as glancing his way as it passed without his participation.
              “Alright, who wants to go first?” Kirby said, peering around the table. She swept her gaze from left to right, getting through the progression twice before a young man with red hair and a heavy splash of freckles jerked his chin up a few inches.
              “Please,” Kirby said, motioning towards the center of the table.
              The young man slid himself forward to the edge of his seat and propped his forearms on the table, his fingers laced in front of him. He kept his gaze aimed at the coffee urn before him, focused on his own distorted reflection in the smooth steel side of the pot.
              “I know I haven’t been here in a while. I recognize a couple of faces around the table, but I admit that most of you I don’t know. If we’ve met and I just don’t remember, I do apologize.”
              He paused for a moment as a visible quiver passed over his face, his bottom lip beginning to tremble. Kris did his best to avoid eye contact, to keep his focus shifted away, though none of the others did.
              They stayed locked on, waiting, almost willing him to continue.
              “I have my good days and my bad,” he said. “Some days, the whole world is just too...amplified. Lights are too bright. Sounds are too loud. I just want to sit in the shower with the lights off, the warm water falling around me.”
              The young man stayed in the same position for several long moments before looking up, the tension of the moment broken. He unlaced his fingers and sat back in his chair, nodding at the others around the table, a non-verbal sign that he was through.
              On the opposite side of the table Widow’s Peak flicked his hand into the air, his index and middle finger swinging upward in a makeshift peace sign. Kirby pointed to him, giving him permission to take the floor.
              “I’m not trying to jump in on you,” he said, glancing across at the redhead. “I just wanted to add that I know the feeling. Some days I wake up, and it’s clear. I feel just like I did before all this, you know?”
              He paused, looking around as a few heads bobbed up and down in understanding.
              “Other times though,” he stared off a moment, letting his voice fall away. “Sometimes it feels like the pressure is so strong, I just want to take a drill and drain it all away.
              “I mean, I know I can’t, but that’s what it feels like. There’s just so much pounding around the inside of my skull and if I could just let it out, I’d be alright. Is that normal?”
              Another head or two nodded in assent. 
              “You know, it’s important that you all remember, there is no such thing as normal,” Kirby said, her voice somewhere between skilled clinician and concerned friend. “The brain is a terribly complex thing. Just a few millimeters can separate memory from vision, motor function from feelings.
              “Every one of you has suffered some form of trauma and it would be almost impossible for any two to be the same.”
              Some of the men stared back at her as she spoke, held in rapt attention. Others, like Kris, stared down at the table or the opposite wall, listening without looking.
              Kirby let her words hang in the air a moment before pushing forward again. “Okay, who else would like to share today?”
              The slightest hint of an impulse formed in the back of Kris’s mind, nudging him towards raising his hand. For just the briefest of instants he considered telling the group how he hated what his body was doing to him. That he couldn’t stand looking in the mirror because all he could see was someone letting down his friends and teammates.
              That every day he wasn’t able to play, Marc Dumari was getting the better of him.
              Luckily, a hand went up before he ever had the chance.
              “I have something I’d like to share,” Tattoo said. He was reclined completely back against his chair, his hands flat on the armrests, staring straight ahead. 
He waited several long moments before saying anything, pushing himself upright in his seat. His right leg began to move up and down, beating out an incessant pattern beneath the table.
“Two nights ago I had a dream,” he said, his gaze aimed down at his lap. “You all know the kind.
“I was on guard duty, hunkered down in my foxhole on the graveyard watch. For the first couple hours I was good. The stars were out, the night was clear, but somewhere in there I drifted off to sleep.”
His voice betrayed the slightest bit of a crack as he looked down at his thighs, the top of his head visible to Kris. He stayed bent over for several long seconds, the only sound a deep sniffle.
When he raised his head again, his eyes were bloodshot and glassy. Moisture sat in pools at the bottom of them, threatening to slide down at any moment.
“I came to a few hours later with some Haji in the hole with me. He had a knife out in front of him, a long serrated blade that flashed in the moonlight.
“I stayed right where I was, pretending to still be asleep until the last second, then I shot forward and swatted the knife away with the butt of my rifle. I pinned him down and drew my fist back, ready to take his head off.”
As he spoke, he balled his hand into a fist and cocked it back, holding it next to his ear.
“And then he screamed. Not the death cry we all know. Not an angry, violent yell. A scream. 
“My mother’s scream.”
Tattoo lowered his cocked fist back to his lap, his shoulders rising and falling with heavy breaths. The tears below his left eye finally gave way, sliding down the length of his cheek.
“In my state, I couldn’t tell who she was,” he said, his voice lowered to almost a whisper. “I could have killed her, you know?”
The tear on the right side matched the left, leaving behind a thick streak on his skin. He raised his gaze to the faces around him, checking each of them in turn, finally landed on Kris.
“And that would have killed me, you know?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
The pace back was much slower, Kris and Kirby unimpeded by the empty hallways of the VA hospital. The Friday afternoon crowd had thinned out to nothing more than a few sparse handfuls of people, most of them already wearing coats and heading for the door.
Kris walked with his head aimed at the ground, his heels dragging along the tile. His face was twisted up in thought as he chewed on what has just transpired.
Deep inside he wanted to believe that he was different than the young men he’d sat and listened to. They were soldiers, combat veterans that had been subjected to enormous physical and emotional trauma. He was a quarterback, a man paid to play a game.
There was no way the two were on the same plain.
Still, as he sat and listened to the stories being told, he couldn’t help but notice the parallels. While he had never woken up frightened, arm cocked to punch a loved one, he knew the feeling of bright lights and loud sounds. He’d felt the sensation of his body swaying back and forth, even as he stood rooted in place.
He even recognized the feeling of so much pressure building up in his head that he wished there was some way, any way, to release it.
“You’re being awfully quiet,” Kirby said as they passed through the double doors of the hospital and out into the skywalk.
Kris worked his tongue around the inside of his mouth and nodded. “Wasn’t that the point of bringing me here? To make me stop and think?”
“Depends,” Kirby said, glancing over at him. “Did it work?”
Halfway across the walk Kris stopped and turned towards the wall. He leaned forward and gripped the black metal railing running waist-high along it, letting his body rock forward until his forehead was pressed against the glass. It felt cool against his skin as he looked down at the traffic below, thick with the afternoon rush, backed up for miles in both directions.
“What do you think?” Kris asked, a hint of bitterness in his voice.
Kirby stepped up alongside him, her hands thrust into the pockets of her white coat, the railing resting across her hips. “I think right now you’re torn. You’re caught between trying to come to grips with your situation and still wanting to prove everybody wrong.”
“Standard stuff, right?” 
Kirby shook her head from side to side, her hair brushing against her shoulders. “I’ve been doing this a long time. The first thing everybody thinks is they can beat it, and then they want to go out and try.”
Kris tilted his eyes up to look at his own reflection in the glass, knowing full well she was right.
“So what should I do?” Kris asked.
Kirby turned away from the window and rested her backside against the railing, her body just a few inches from his. “I can’t tell you what to do. Every case is different.”
Kris’s eyes slid closed as his head nodded up and down. It was exactly the response he was expecting to hear. 
“Tell me something at least,” Kris said. “Anything.”
A long moment of silence passed between them.
“Well,” Kirby finally said, the word sliding out with a sigh, “it is Friday night.”
“Okay,” Kris said, pushing himself back away from the glass a few inches. “Meaning?”
“Meaning you keep focusing solely on football,” Kirby said.
Kris drew himself to full height, trying to parse out what she was telling him. When no answers came to mind he turned towards her, letting his confused face relay his question.
Kirby turned her head to face him, the right side of her mouth curled up in a smile. “There are other life affirming activities you know.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
The scent of plumeria filled Kris’s nostrils. It drifted up from Kirby’s hair splashed across his shoulder and chest, finding its way into his nose. For a moment it took him back to a trip a few years before, to Maui for the all-star game. 
At the time, the scent had driven him crazy, inescapable as it floated on every island breeze. Now, lying in his satin sheets still damp with sweat, it seemed to fit his mood perfectly.
Beside him, Kirby lay on her side, her hips pressed tight against him. Her left leg was draped over his, her fingertips idly grazing his right hand. She lifted his palm to face her and slid her fingers between his, locking them together and giving a light squeeze.
“So this is the most famous right hand in Portland?” she asked.
The question pulled Kris from his memory, drawing a small snort from him. “Didn’t realize there was such a thing.”
Kirby kept their hands locked, rolling them from side to side atop his torso. “Do you know of any others that have thrown over four hundred touchdowns in this town?”
Kris cocked his head to the side and glanced down at her, only managing to see the thick dark hair atop her head. He held the pose a moment, an eyebrow arched, before dropping his head back onto the pillow.
“Been boning up on your Wikipedia, huh?”
“Ha!” Kirby said, sliding her fingers out and using them to poke him in the palm. “Just because I’m a woman I’m not supposed to keep up with football?”
“Who’s our starting running back?” Kris shot back.
Kirby sat in silence for several moments, trying to place a name. “Uh, well...”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
“Okay, fine,” Kirby said, balling her hand into a fist and punching at his hand. “There’s been quite a bit of talk around the hospital lately about you. Been hard not to notice.”
“About me?” Kris asked, again raising his head up an inch or two off the pillow. “What? Do they suspect...?”
“Oh, God no,” Kirby said, shaking her head against his shoulder. “They’re all still too busy jockeying for how they can find themselves in this position to even consider me being here.”
“You’re kidding me,” Kris said, dropping his head back down. Around him the satin pillowcase puffed up, grazing against his ears.
Kirby waved her hand and said, “Everybody has The One.”
“The One?” Kris asked, more than a little skepticism present in his voice.
“Yeah, you know,” Kirby replied, returning her fingers to his palm. “That one person that if the chance arises they are allowed to sleep with, no questions asked.”
Kris’s jaw dropped open, his mind formulating a handful of follow-up questions. One at a time they forced their way forward, each time to be shoved aside by something more pressing. After a full minute of mental roulette he gave up, convinced he didn’t want to know.
“And you all call men pigs.”
“You telling me that long pause there wasn’t you trying to think of some young actress you’d name as The One?”
“No,” Kris said, shoving out a chuckle with the response. “Not even close.”
Kirby raised her head from his shoulder and turned to face him, a quizzical look on her face. “Really?”
“Really,” Kris said, raising a hand in a fake oath for effect. “Besides, I already know it would be Maggie Grace.”
A wide smile spread across Kirby’s face, her even white teeth flashing in the semi-darkness of the room. “Pig.”
She dropped her head back down to his shoulder, the scent of plumeria again wafting up around him.
“Mhmm,” Kris muttered. “Let me guess...Clooney?”
“No,” Kirby said, returning her attention back to their hands. “But a reasonable guess. As you can see, I do like older men.”
“Ouch,” Kris said, pulling his hand back and giving hers a playful slap. 
Kirby pressed back into it a moment before sliding her fingers down into his palm, the pad of her index finger tracing a thin white scar at the base of his thumb. 
“What happened here? I don’t remember seeing any hand injuries in the file.”
“Wikipedia and my medical history?” Kris asked. “That effectively means you know more about me than any person alive.”
Kirby kept her finger on the scar, tracing the length of it. “Should I be feeling pride or pity right now?”
Kris ignored the question, his gaze drifting to the plain white ceiling above. His eyes glazed over a bit as he stared upwards, remembering the incident from years before. 
“Hay baling accident when I was kid,” he said, his voice low, his thoughts far away.
“Oof,” Kirby replied.
“There was this old retired doc that lived down the street from us,” Kris continued. “Pop got him to stitch it up, paid him cash for the job.”
“Ah,” Kirby said. “That’s why it didn’t make the file.”
The words barely registered with Kris as he stared at the ceiling, recalling the incident. 
“After it happened, Pop made us both take showers and put on clean clothes before we went to get it taken care of,” Kris said, an easy smile stretching across his face. “Never show up anywhere without being presentable. That was always his style.”
A matching smile spread across Kirby’s face. “Sounds like a real throwback.”
“Oh, he was. Loved being that way too, took pride in it. Thank God he’s not around to see all the new technology out there these days. He’d be going crazy.”
The smile faded a bit from Kirby’s features. “Is that who you point to after touchdown passes?”
“It is.”
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Don’t be,” Kris said, wrapping his fingers down around the outside of Kirby’s hand and giving it a soft squeeze. “We had a good long run together. Man taught me more than every other coach I’ve ever had combined.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
Kris pulled up in front of the two-bedroom house outside of Hillsboro, the brakes giving a slight squeal as he came to a stop. It was the first time in several weeks that he’d driven the SUV, a solid black Eddie Bauer edition Explorer. He’d made it as far as the door with the keys to the Porsche in his hand before turning back and swapping them out.
Along the way he’d tried to convince himself the reason for doing was because the elevated angle would make it easier on his eyes, that the SUV would be quieter, even that it was getting too cold for the Porsche.
The truth was that he knew where he was going, the reception would be chilly at best. Showing up in the Porsche would only make it worse.
Climbing from the SUV, Kris crossed onto the sidewalk and approached the front door, a hint of nervousness passing through him. Twice he nearly stopped and turned around before forcing himself onward, climbing the three steps to the front door and knocking before he had a chance to turn back.
Shoving his hands in the pockets of his coat, Kris turned to look back at the SUV, checking the neighborhood around him. Most of the homes were single story brick affairs, much like the one he was standing in front of. All of the lawns were uniformly mowed, the trees cut back overhead.
The sound of the door opening jerked Kris around to face forward, the red wooden plank pulling back to reveal his son. In his early teens, he had a mop of curly hair and rounded features, somewhere on the upward slope of adolescence. The look on his face went from curious to disgusted in less than a second as he saw Kris standing before him, his body retreating back a half step.
All in all, it was better than Kris had expected.
“Hey, Kyle,” Kris said, keeping his hands shoved in his pockets. 
“Mom, it’s for you,” he said, turning and disappearing without responding to Kris.
Off to the side Kris could hear Emily ask, “Who is it?” a moment before she appeared in the doorway.
Her expression passed through a similar gauntlet as her son’s, starting with questioning and ending with complete surprise. She stood with one hand on the edge of the door and the other on the frame, staring out.
“Hi,” Kris said, nodding a tiny bit.
“Kris, wow,” Emily replied, her eyes open wide. “What a surprise.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry to drop by unannounced. I was just out driving around and thought I’d say hello,” Kris said, fighting to keep his voice even and light.
“You were just out driving around Hillsboro?” Emily said, a look of complete disbelief on her face.
The combination of her look and the words found their mark. Kris nodded in understanding and inched back a bit. “I mean, if it’s a bad time...”
“No, no,” Emily said, shaking her head. “Come on in, please. Sorry.” She stepped to the side as she spoke, motioning for Kris to enter. 
He hesitated a moment before glancing back over his shoulder at the SUV and stepping through. A puff of warm air passed over him as he crossed into the house, his feet sinking into plush carpeting.
“Should I?” he asked, pointing down at his shoes.
“Oh, no,” Emily said, closing the door behind him. “Sorry the place is such a mess.”
A knowing smile drew up the corner of Kris’s mouth as he glanced around. The house was exactly as he remembered it, the embodiment of everything he’d always known about Emily. An overstuffed couch sat along the back wall, matching recliners on either side. In front of them was an entertainment center, a large flat screen television in the middle console.
The entire place was outfitted in a menagerie of dark red, gold, and forest green. Every piece of furniture was done with extra padding and soft exteriors, the place almost begging to be lived in. The smell of cinnamon hung in the air.
Not one thing was out of place.
“Place looks great,” Kris said, his gaze settling on an eight by ten photo sitting on the entertainment center. He took a step forward and focused in on it, Emily and Kyle seated behind a restaurant table. In front of them was a pizza the size of a manhole cover, the entire thing loaded with various meats.
“That was his birthday last year,” Emily said, circling behind Kris towards the couch. “Kid loves the Carnivore pies from Gino’s.”
“Never had one,” Kris said, turning back from the picture. “Looks good though.”
“Yeah,” Emily said, more disbelief in her voice. She motioned to the bevy of chairs around her and said, “Sit?”
“Sure,” Kris said, crossing over to a recliner and lowering himself into it. The enormous padding of it seemed to swallow him whole as he sat back, the entire chair rocking under his weight.
Across from him Emily took up a spot on the couch, pulling her bare feet up beneath her. Blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a little shorter than the last time Kris had seen her. She was dressed in jeans and a long sleeve t-shirt, looking much closer to the twenty year old girl that Kris first met than the thirty-six year old woman he knew her to be.
“So, no more Porsche?” Emily asked.
“I like the SUV better,” Kris lied. “Quieter.”
“Ah,” Emily replied, rocking her head back in faux understanding. “So, just out for a Saturday drive?”
Kris nodded twice, the movement causing his entire chair to rock back and forth with him. “Yeah, been getting a little stir crazy. Not sure what to do with all this free time these days.”
Kris noticed as several different thoughts crossed over Emily’s face, though she refrained from sharing. Just as fast she put on a look of sympathy and asked, “How’s that going? Feeling better?”
“As my doctor likes to say, better, but not well,” Kris replied. “Thanks for calling to check on me the other day, by the way. I’ve been meaning to call you back.”
The look grew into open concern as Emily looked at him, cocking her head to the side. “Kris, you did call. We spoke a few days ago.”
For a brief moment Kris let his face go flat, the realization that he had no recollection of doing so settling in. Just as fast he rallied, shaking his head with a smile. “Oh, right. Sorry.” 
“Are you sure you’re getting better?” Emily asked, extending a questioning look his way.
A feeling somewhere between embarrassment and longing passed through Kris’s stomach as he looked at the woman that was at one time such an integral part of his life. Even if there was no actual love between them anymore, the fact that she still cared enough to feign concern meant there was no way he could lie to her.
Instead, he ignored the question, turning his attention towards the hall.
“Kyle keeps getting bigger every time I see him.”
Emily paused a moment, making sure Kris was really moving on without acknowledging her, before shaking her head. “They tend to do that around this age. Especially when you only see them a few times a year.”
The quip drew Kris’s attention back from the hall, the sting of the shot passing through him. 
It was no doubt in response to his blowing off her earlier question. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to answer it truthfully.
“Yeah,” Kris said, nodding, “I’ve been thinking. I’d kind of like to work on that.”
He watched close for her response, seeing as she rolled her eyes. He could just make out the slightest bit of muttering beneath her breath, masked by a hand passing over her face.
“What?” Kris asked, feigning he didn’t hear her.
“Your therapist tell you to say that?” Emily asked, turning to face him full.
A momentary flash of fire lit behind Kris’s eyes as he stared at her, angry for the insinuation that he had, or would even need, a therapist. Just as fast it dissipated, made so by the realization that her insinuation wasn’t entirely wrong.
“No,” Kris said. “Actually, I’ve been thinking about Pop lately.”
“Ah,” Emily said, nodding in agreement. “Yeah, Bruce was a good man. A good father.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
“Watch the Mike! Watch the Mike!”
Kris bellowed the command as if he was at the line making play calls. Poised on the balls of his feet he stood in the living room of his home, football palmed in one hand, fingers outstretched and pointing on the other. The bottom hem of his mesh shorts drug against his knees as he stood in place, the back of his Warriors t-shirt stuck to his sweaty skin.
Despite Kris’s admonishments, onscreen Walsh ignored the middle linebacker, keeping his attention downfield. The Rattlers ran a delayed stunt, letting their defensive linemen twist and opening a clear lane into the backfield.
With his focus on the deep receivers, Walsh never saw Hank Millett of Albuquerque until his facemask was buried into the front of his jersey.
“And Walsh takes another hard sack at the thirty-two,” the announcer called, his voice a mixture of arrogance and condescension that had long since worn thin on Kris’s nerves.
“The clock continues to tick down,” the color man added, “as the Warriors rush to get back up to the line.”
On screen the Warriors, dressed in their white away jerseys, scrambled around in a haphazard tangle. Receivers held their arms out to their sides, trying to get the play call, as linemen turned and stared at their quarterback.
“Don’t try to call a play!” Kris barked. “Just stop the damn clock!”
In the corner of the screen the clock ticked steadily backward from eleven, punctuating the score at 21-13 Albuquerque. 
“Come on, come on, come on,” Kris rattled off, swinging his finger in a circle, willing them to hurry up.
Before him Walsh drew the team into formation, grabbing the snap and slamming the ball down into the turf.
“Walsh gets them set and spikes the ball,” the announcer intoned, “stopping the clock with just six ticks remaining.”
“Boy, the Warriors really wasted a lot of time there Harold,” the color man added. “With no timeouts left, you have to think this is the last play of the game.”
“Yeah, no shit,” Kris muttered, slapping the football in front of him. He leaned forward and balanced himself as if he were about to take the snap, his weight even as he rocked back and forth.
Onscreen the Warriors came out in a bunch right formation, four receivers staggered in pairs. Already Kris knew what was coming, a sinking feeling telling him it wasn’t going to end well.
“Walsh in the shotgun,” the announcer said. “He takes the snap and rolls right, the Rattlers rushing just three.”
Kris’s breath caught in his chest as he watched the play unfold, the Rattlers offering token pressure up front. Walsh rolled out to his right, walled off by his offensive line. He waited as the game clock struck zero, allowing his receivers to get downfield, before taking three shuffle steps and heaving the football as far as he could.
“Walsh lets it fly,” the announcer called.
“That’s going to be well short,” the color man added.
The dread Kris was feeling a moment before reached a deeper level as the ball hit its apex and began to descend, the players grouped up around the ten yard line. 
“And here it comes,” the announcer said, “Adler and Mills both in the area, along with a host of Rattlers.”
Kris watched as the ball fell two yards short of the ten, the only person laying a hand on it being the Albuquerque strong safety that batted it to the ground.
“Feldman knocks it to the ground,” the announcer said. “And that’s how it will end here in the desert tonight, the Albuquerque Rattlers knocking off the visiting Portland Warriors 21-13 and keep their once fading playoff hopes alive.”
Kris watched as the two sidelines flooded into the middle of the screen, shaking hands. A pair of Albuquerque defenders that had played with Walsh in college converged on either side, slapping him on the back. Dumari reached midfield and exchanged a quick shake with the Rattlers coach, both men heading in opposite directions as fast as they could.
“As for the Warriors,” the announcer continued, “they fall to 1-1 without quarterback Kris Hopkins, their playoff positioning taking a hit with just two weeks left in the regular season.”
“Right you are,” the color man added. “Let’s take it down to Carrie Winkel, on the field with losing coach Marc Dumari. Carrie?”
The screen cut away to a girl in her late twenties with porcelain skin and a stub nose, her carrot-orange hair blowing behind her. Dressed in some sort of fur Kris had never seen before she clutched the microphone in her hands, looking like she might freeze solid at any moment.
Beside her stood Dumari, a matching set of heavy bags under each eye giving him the appearance of a bloodhound. In the background players and various field employees milled about, many of them trying to get on television without being too obvious about it.
“Thanks, guys,” Carrie said, shifting her shoulders a bit towards Dumari. “I’m here on the field with Warriors Coach Marc Dumari. Coach, can you tell us what happened out there today?”
“We got beat,” Dumari said, his voice little more than a grumble, “straight up. The Rattlers are a good football team and they outplayed us today.”
Carrie jerked the microphone back to herself and said, “This is the second week in a row your offense has failed to gain much traction without quarterback Kris Hopkins.”
“Atta girl,” Kris muttered, watching as Dumari rolled his eyes.
“Can you tell us about his status for the last two games of the season?” Carrie finished.
“Given his age and his injury history,” Dumari said, “right now we’re operating under the assumption that he won’t be available.”
“My what?” Kris sputtered, his eyes narrowed with incomprehension.
“In the meantime,” Dumari continued, “we’re breaking in a new quarterback and that takes some patience. You’re seeing him take a few lumps right now, but he’s going to be fine. We brought him here because we believe he can succeed at this level.”
Once again he took off towards the locker room without finishing an interview, jogging on a diagonal away from Carrie. Her eyes widened a moment in surprise as he departed, before turning back to the camera.
“And there you have it from Coach Marc Dumari,” she said. “We’ll see how Walsh and the Warriors doing next week at home against Boise. Back up to you in the booth.”
Kris flipped the football back onto the couch behind him and laced his fingers atop his head. He watched with detachment as the broadcast cut away to the studio show, a panel of talking heads set to run through the scores and highlights of a full day of games.
“Dick,” he muttered, turning the game off and heading to the kitchen for water.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
The city lights of Portland twinkled below, the entire panorama of Kris’s bedroom windows filled with tiny sparkling orbs. They glowed orange and white in the night sky, stretched out for miles in every direction.
Kris sat in a straight backed chair covered in black leather, his feet propped on a matching ottoman in front of him. His elbows rested on the arms of it, his fingers beneath his chin.
Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the pop-shot Dumari had lobbed his direction six hours earlier. Playing through pain was something he had always prided himself on. More than just a suck-it-up bit of male machismo, it was a maxim that had been instilled in him for as long as he could remember. His father had insisted from day one that if he was going to play, he was going to have to endure some bumps and bruises along the way.
In almost thirty years, Kris had missed four games. Hardly enough to warrant the comment from Dumari, even if his goal was to use the injury as a scapegoat to bring in a new quarterback.
“How long was I out?”
Kris flicked his gaze up at the windows in front of him to see the reflection of Kirby approaching. The black satin sheet from the bed was wrapped around her, the makeshift gown held in place by a hand pressed to her chest. 
“Not long,” Kris replied. “Maybe an hour.”
“Damn,” Kirby said, her bare feet silent against the floor. “I have to get back to the hospital soon. Everything alright?”
She turned sideways and lowered herself onto Kris’s lap, her bottom flush against his thighs. She positioned her shoulder into the crook between his chest and arm, the sheet spreading atop both of them.
“Yeah, just thinking,” Kris said, allowing her to get comfortable without doing much to assist.
“About?”
              “Just something that prick Dumari said earlier,” Kris replied. “Something about breaking in a new quarterback.”
Kirby turned her head to look up at him, a frown tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You know, just because we’re doing this doesn’t change my status as your doctor. I can’t suddenly...”
She let her voice trail off, the end destination implied.
“I know,” Kris said. “That’s not what I meant.”
He pulled his attention away from the lights below and stared at the reflection in the glass, seeing their intertwined bodies cloaked in shimmering black satin. His gaze swept over their silhouette for several moments, his mind trying to formulate how to best approach what he was thinking.
“How would you describe yourself?”
Kirby turned her head towards him a bit, resting her ear against his shoulder. “What do you mean?”
Kris paused again, wanting to best arrange his thoughts before proceeding.
“I mean, when you look in the mirror, when other people look at you, what is the best summation of what is seen?”
Kris realized even as he was asking it how awkward the question sounded, but hoped she picked up on his train of thought enough to be able to follow anyway.
“I don’t know,” Kirby replied, her gaze focused straight ahead, not really locked on anything. “Hopefully I’m a good person, a good doctor. A sister, a daughter.” She paused, allowing herself to come back into the present. “Why? What is your best summation?”
“A quarterback.”
There was no pause, no hesitation. There was only one possible answer to the question, the same answer as there had been since Kris was just a child.
“Since I was eight years old,” Kris said, keeping his attention on the windows before them, not looking down to match Kirby’s gaze, “I have been a quarterback. In high school, in college, here in Portland. 
“I’ve never been Kris-the-neighbor, or Kris-the-guy-at-the-coffee-shop. I’m Hop, or Kris Hopkins, quarterback of the Portland Warriors.”
Kirby snaked a hand out from beneath the sheet. She slid it along his forearm and down to his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.
“There’s a lot more to you than that.”
Kris didn’t try to pull back his hand, but he didn’t attempt to return the squeeze either. Instead his focus remained outside, his thoughts square on the conversation at hand.
“Is there?” he asked. “Do you think there was any chance that man and his son at the steakhouse even glance our way if I couldn’t throw a football?
Kirby paused a moment, stopping to consider his question. Her head shifted a bit against his chest, rolling from side to side in agreement with his assessment.
“No, I guess not,” she conceded. “But is that such a bad thing? To be known for something that millions of people would love to have?”
She pushed herself up a few inches and turned to face him, a hand pressed into the chair back holding her in place. Her gaze focused tight on him, earnestness gripping her features.
“Think about how many little boys like Ernie wear your jersey because they want to be just like you. Or how many dads get to sit with their sons and watch you play on Sundays.”
“I know all that,” Kris said. “I’m not sitting here and trying to complain about any of it. The point I’m making is, what happens when it gets taken away?”
Slow realization spread down Kirby’s face, the crux of his thinking settling in on her. Her mouth drew into a small circle as she rolled her head back, processing.
“Then you get something even more people hope for,” she said. “You get a second chance at life. You can reinvent yourself, become whatever you want.”
Kris matched her gaze for several long moments before shifting back to the lights of Portland below. 
Kirby remained in place a moment before lowering herself back down against his chest. “I mean, there has to be something else you want to be besides just a quarterback, right?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
Kris pulled into the parking lot, making a face as he stared up at the dilapidated structure before him. Wedged into a strip mall between a dry cleaning shop and an electronics store, the entire façade was done in a retro-style combination of orange and yellow. An oversized decal was plastered to the front window of it featuring a caricature of an Italian chef with a bushy moustache carrying a pizza box on his shoulder. 
Beside him the words Gino’s Pizza were written in oversized script.
“This must be the place,” Kris said, climbing from his SUV and heading inside. 
The smell of garlic and oregano hit him full in the face as he entered, encircling him in a cloud. To the right were six tables, half full with clusters of high school and college aged students grouped up around pizzas and plastic cups of soda. None of them even bothered to look at Kris as he walked in and stood behind a sagging counter with the same orange and yellow color scheme as the front windows.
“Just a second,” a voice called from the back, the top of its owner’s head visible through the open window into the kitchen. A moment later he appeared, dressed in jeans and a Gino’s t-shirt, a white apron tied around his waist. He was busy wiping his hands on the apron as he approached, shaggy hair falling down into his eyes.
“Help you?”
“Yeah, I need to pick up an order for Craig please,” Kris said.
The young man turned and checked the orders lined up below the window, reading through two others before picking up the third. He whirled and set the matching pair of large pizzas down on the counter, snatching the receipt away and holding it out in front of him.
“Two large Carnivores. That’ll be thirty-eight even.”
Kris extracted a money clip from his pocket and peeled two twenties off the outside, handing them over.
“Out of forty,” the young man replied, taking two singles from the register and extending them towards Kris. Halfway there his hand stopped, the money still clutched between his thumb and forefinger. “Holy shit.”
A familiar bit of dread coiled in the pit of Kris’s stomach as he slid the pizzas an inch or two back off the counter. He’d seen this scenario play out enough times to know how it was going to end, an eventuality he wasn’t quite in the mood for.
“You’re Kris Hopkins.”
A flush of blood pressed to Kris’s cheeks, bringing with it a thin sheen of sweat. Most of the time dealing with the occasional fan was something that just came with the job.
But not now, not with his status up in the air like it was.
“Naw, I think you have me confused with someone else,” Kris lied, backing away another half step.
The young man jerked his orange Gino’s t-shirt up to reveal a black Warriors shirt beneath it, the sleeves cut away. He smiled broadly as he did so, nodding in confirmation of his spotting.
“Like hell I do.” He turned over his shoulder towards the window and yelled, “Hey Lou! Get out here!”
A clatter of pans could be heard in the back, culminating in a short guy in his late-thirties emerging from the kitchen. He bore a strong resemblance to the man on the front window decal, with a bushy moustache and sideburns, a mop of curly dark hair on his head.
“What in the hell is so...” he grunted, stopping himself mid-sentence at the sight of Kris standing behind the counter, pizzas in hand. “Is that...?”
Kris glanced over, noticing that every table had stopped eating, many of the patrons turning in open curiosity to see what was taking place behind them.
“Kris Fricking Hopkins!” the young man said, his excitement pent up behind a red face and oversized smile. He bounced up and down on the balls of his feet as he spoke, synching the movement with his words. “In our shop!”
Lou stood with eyes wide for a moment before snapping himself awake. He waved a hairy arm at Kris, jamming his other hand into the front of his apron. “Come on, you’ve to take a picture with us. The guys will never believe this.”
Who the guys were or why they wouldn’t believe it didn’t concern Kris in the least. The last thing he wanted to do was pose for a picture in a greasy pizza while his team was getting their ass kicked in Albuquerque. 
Still, he knew better than to say no. There were too many people watching, no doubt all with cell-phones carrying video capability.
“Aw, I don’t know guys,” Kris said, knowing even as he said the words it was in vain. “I really need to be going.”
“Just take a second, really,” Lou replied, shrugging off the attempt and circling around the counter. He extracted an iPhone from his apron and walked directly over to a young girl in a hooded sweatshirt supporting a local high school soccer team. “Miss, do you mind?”
“Not at all,” the girl replied, looking at her friends and giggling. She stood and held the phone in front of her, looking out through the screen.
Kris remained rooted in place as the young man took a spot on one side and Lou on the other. He knew this picture would no doubt end up in an ad or on the wall somewhere before long, that even trying to put the pizzas down would only prolong the process.
Instead he remained rigid as Lou threw a sweaty arm around his shoulder and the young man gave a thumbs-up, both smiling as if Kris was Miss Universe instead of a middle-aged man.
“Alright, on three,” the girl said. “One...two...three.”
The girl snapped the picture and held the phone out in front of her, offering it back to Lou. He released his grip on Kris’s shoulder and took the phone back, the young man joining him to make sure they got a good shot.
Seeing his opening, Kris stepped backwards towards the door, pressing himself against the glass and out into the night before either had a chance to ask for another one.
He didn’t even bother to collect his change back from the young man still clutching it. The two dollars just weren’t worth it.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
The sound of the doorbell echoed through the house, followed a moment later by the heavy click of a deadbolt being unlocked. Kris stood back a few feet from the door, pizzas in hand, a ball in the pit of his stomach.
This was his second unannounced stop in as many weeks. The first had not gone so well, but he was hopeful that the peace offering in his hands might go a long way in helping along the second.
The door pulled open to reveal Emily standing before him wearing a pair of sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt. She glanced down at herself a moment before looking back up at Kris, a hint of embarrassment on her face.
“Just out driving around again?”
A small smile grew on Kris’s features. “Yeah, something like that.”
“At least you remember our last conversation this time. That’s improvement.”
The smile on Kris’s face faded a bit. “It is. I even remembered you saying that the Carnivore from Gino’s was you guy’s favorite, so I thought I’d drop a couple off.”
Emily’s jaw fell a fraction of an inch. For a moment her trademark wit vanished, surprise spreading across her features. “Oh. Wow. That’s very...nice of you.”
“You don’t have to sound quite so surprised,” Kris said, raising his eyebrows.
“Well,” Emily said, forcing out a laugh as she regained her bearings, “I kind of am. Unfortunately, Kyle’s not home right now.”
“Oh,” Kris said, disappointment and relief fighting for top position within him. “Okay. I can just drop these off here then.”
He took a step forward and extended the pizzas towards Emily, holding them away from his body.
She looked down at them a moment, seeming to debate something, before raising her gaze back up to Kris. “He shouldn’t be long. Would you like to come in?”
“Oh,” Kris said again, lowering the boxes back against his thighs. “Sure.”
Kris followed her inside, the living room exactly as it was a week before when she claimed it to be a disaster. The only difference of any kind Kris could detect was the scent of cinnamon had been replaced with apples, the effect much the same.
Emily closed the door behind Kris and headed back to her perch on the couch. Kris waited until she was seated before setting the pizzas down on the coffee table and dropping down into the same recliner. Once again the oversized item seemed to swallow him whole, enveloping him in puffy softness.
A far cry from the appointed furniture in his home for sure.
“So, what’s Kyle up to this evening?” Kris asked.
“Practicing with his band,” Emily said, adding a heavy eye roll to help convey her thoughts on the matter. “They have a gig coming soon they’re getting ready for.”
On the word gig she used air quotes, flexing her index and middle finger on either hand. It was the same move she’d been making since Kris first met her, one that almost made him smile before catching himself and holding it in.
“Still playing the guitar?” Kris asked.
“Bass,” Emily corrected, doing her best not to make it too obvious.
For the second time on the evening a flush of blood rushed to Kris’s face, coloring his cheeks. “Right. Are they any good?”
Emily squinted with one side of her face and said, “They sound kind of like old Garth Brooks.”
“Nice,” Kris said, his eyes widening a touch. “That’s pretty good.”
“I think they’re going more for Pearl Jam,” Emily said, leaning forward and nodding as if sharing some sort of insider secret.
“Ouch,” Kris said.
Silence fell between them for a moment, both staring off at nothing, processing what was at hand.
The two had met at a pep rally in Kris’s sophomore season, less than a day before he would make his first start for the Sooners. Emily was semi-local, a freshman cheerleader from Tulsa.
It wasn’t a conventional storybook love-at-first-sight type of thing, or even the romantic movie staple of them both hating each other and slowly realizing it was love. Instead it progressed the way most real-life romances do. 
They started by attending the same football functions. Over time they got used to seeing each other’s face and started to notice when it popped up at parties or on campus.
It took over a full year for Kris to ask Emily out, another two months for her to say yes.
“Man that smells good,” Emily said, twisting her head down to stare in longing at the pizzas not two feet from her.
“Go right ahead,” Kris said, extending a hand towards them.
Emily bit her bottom lip for a moment, her gaze flicking between Kris and the food. Slowly she reached out and lifted the corner of the top box no more than an inch, peeking inside. A plume of aroma seemed to emanate from it the second it was opened, engulfing them both.
Just as fast Emily smashed the lid shut, her fingers still resting atop it. “I don’t think he’ll mind if we start, do you?”
“Not me,” Kris said, waving a hand in front of him, “but you? Please, have at it.”
That seemed to decide whatever internal discussion was happening inside Emily’s head. In one flip of her wrist she tossed the lid back, revealing an eighteen inch pie loaded with pepperoni, Canadian bacon, Italian sausage, and salami.
“Oh no,” Emily snapped, “this is your chance to try a Carnivore. None of that training diet crap tonight.”
Eschewing plates or napkins Emily went straight in, pulling away a large triangular slice. Grease dripped down her fingers as she held it in front of her, looking it over before going in after the tip.
Kris remained entrenched in his spot in the recliner, eyeing the pizza with suspicion. “That looks like a lot of pork.”
“It is,” Emily said, her words stilted from the heaping bite of pizza in her mouth. “And salt, and grease. Now shut up and eat.”
Kris raised his eyebrows and watched Emily eat a moment before smirking and sliding himself forward to the edge of the chair. Pressing his fists down into the arms, he lifted his backside just a few inches and twisted around, lowering himself down onto the end of the couch.
With his left hand he reached into the open box and extracted the smallest piece he could see, the thin crust drooping beneath the combined weight of the meats piled atop it. 
He held the crust in his right hand and used his left to support it from the bottom up, eyeing the slice.
“Oh, come on,” Emily said, already halfway through hers. “What happened to the guy who used to eat ribs by the rack?”
“That guy got old,” Kris said, drawing a laugh from Emily as he opened wide and pushed a full third of the slice in.
A flood of flavors rushed to Kris’s tongue as he chewed, many of them associated with memories from a lifetime before. The associated effects of melted cheese and crisp crust with grease and salt set his body to buzzing. The first bite was barely chewed before he shoved more in, filling his mouth to capacity.
“Oh, my God,” he muttered.
The comment drew another laugh from Emily as she worked on her crust, turning it sideways and coming at it from the end. 
“See what you’ve been missing in that self-imposed salad hell of yours?” she asked.
“I forgot how good melted cheese and dead pig can taste,” Kris said, his gaze already moving towards the box to select his second piece.
For the next twenty minutes, there was little talk beyond the occasional moan of food-induced euphoria. Most of the way Emily matched him piece-for-piece, not until the very end slowing down to concede defeat. 
By the time they were done the first box was gone, nothing remaining by a grease spot in the bottom.
“I think I’m going to burst,” Emily said, flopping herself back into the corner of the couch and laying her hand flat atop her stomach.
“With pride I hope,” Kris said, matching her pose, minus the hand. “That was impressive.”
“That was delicious,” Emily added. “But I’m going to regret it in the morning.”
“A sure sign of a night well spent,” Kris said. For a moment he allowed himself to think back to the last time they had eaten until miserable together, a night a full fifteen years before. 
At the time Emily was just over halfway through the pregnancy, her growing stomach starting to cause some discomfort. Kris was a rookie on the Warriors, not yet starting, or even seeing the field.
One evening after a tough loss he came home and together they ventured out to an all-you-can-eat Chinese Buffet. The only two Caucasians in the place, they ate until they ached, both of them ignoring the looks of open shock around them.
“Were you really so surprised to see me again tonight?” Kris asked, pushing the memory away.
“Well, I mean, Kris, you haven’t exactly been around the last fourteen years.”
Kris rolled his head along the back of the couch towards her. “I’ve never been more than twenty minutes away.”
              “And yet this is only the, what, fifth time you’ve ever been here?” Emily countered.
Kris stared off, trying to do the math in his head. There might have been one or two more visits than that, but she wasn’t far off.
“Yeah, that’s fair.”
              “Shame it took a shot to the head for you to remember you had a kid,” Emily said.
Kris could tell the moment the words left Emily she regretted them. She raised the hand from her stomach to her mouth, covering it with the palm.
Kris let his lips part a fraction of an inch, but kept his composure as he stared off. 
Again, she wasn’t terribly wrong.
“I’m sorry,” Emily said. “That sounded a lot angrier than I meant it to.”
Kris pushed a long breath out through his nose and said, “No, your statement was right. Angry would have been saying you wished it happened years ago.”
Emily opened her mouth to respond, but was interrupted by the back door opening in the kitchen. She and Kris both sat up on opposite ends of the couch, listening as Kyle shuffled into the kitchen.
“How was practice?” Emily called, already moving past the conversation she and Kris were having just a moment before.
“It was good,” Kyle said, his response punctuated by heavy bags hitting the table. Footsteps grew closer as he approached the living room, saying, “Tell me that smell is what I think it-“
Kyle popped around the corner, his gaze landing on Kris.
“Is,” he finished, his face flat.
“Hey, Kyle,” Kris said, remaining seated on the end of the couch.
“Hey, Honey,” Emily chipped in. “Look what Kris brought by for us.”
“Yeah, I can see that,” Kyle replied, his tone a mixture of indifference and hostility.
“So practice was good?” Emily asked, still trying to force some civility.
“Fine.”
“Your mom tells me you’ve got a show coming up,” Kris added, looking from Emily to Kyle.
“A gig,” Kyle corrected, his body rigid, just a step or two into the room. He shifted his body at the waist to Emily and asked, “Can I eat dinner in my room tonight?”
A frown tugged at the sides of Emily’s mouth as she shook her head from side to side. “You know the rules.”
Already sensing what was unfolding, Kris patted his palms against his knees and stood. “That’s okay,” he said, “you can stay. I should be going. Enjoy the pie.”
Stepping out from behind the table, Kris crossed the living room floor to the front door. Kyle remained where he was, his face flat as he watched Kris go.
“Kyle, what do you say?” Emily asked, pushing herself up from the couch.
“Thanks,” Kyle offered, the word said so low it was barely discernible.
“Mhmm,” Kris said, nodding. “Good night.”
The cool rush of night air passed over Kris as he stepped outside, his stomach feeling the effects of the pizza he’d just eaten. One at a time he walked down the steps, ambling towards his SUV parked on the curb.
Halfway there the front door opened behind him, a slash of light spilling out onto the lawn. Kris turned over his shoulder to see Emily shuffling forward, a pair of plaid slippers on her feet. She wrapped her arms tight across her body and hugged herself for warmth as she walked towards him.
“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” she said, stopping just a couple feet from Kris, her voice low. “He’s actually a pretty sweet kid, he’s just a teenager. And you showing up like this...”
She let the words fade away, the direction they were going obvious to them both.
“No, I get it,” Kris said, shaking his head. “I’d react the same way.”
Emily took a step backwards, her body beginning to quiver with the cold.
“If you’re legit about this,” she said, “keep at it. He’ll come around.”
She took another step back, the gap between them beginning to grow.
“But if you’re not, please, just stop now.”
With that, she turned on her heel and went back into the house, using an exaggerated move somewhere between a walk and a run.
Kris stood where he was and watched as she disappeared inside, the light that was cast over the lawn blinking out, leaving him standing alone in the dark again.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
Even though it was Monday, Kris couldn’t shake the memory of what happened the last time he stopped by. Armed with three rolls of breath mints and a large orange juice, he made his way through the back hallway of WWAR, hoping his reinforcements would be enough to block any residual odors that might be lingering.
Weekend cleaning service or not, never again would he find himself unprepared, blocked into the tiny studio with just Jimmy and a week’s worth of body odor and Indian food.
“Morning, Mickey,” Kris said, stepping up behind the sound board and staring through the glass at Jimmy. He was perched behind his microphone in the same pair of red gym shorts, this week swapping out the white Warriors away jersey for the black one the team wore when playing at home.
Kris lifted his orange juice and took a small swig, using the cup to hide the smile on his face.
Fanatical or not, Jimmy’s dedication had to be appreciated.
“Hey, Hop,” Mickey said, moaning the words out in a pained cadence. He shifted and looked up at Kris through bloodshot eyes, a waft of alcohol breaking through the orange juice cloud.
“Damn, Mick,” Kris said, squinting his eyes and leaning back a few inches. He passed the juice in front of his face like a makeshift fan, trying to force the smell away. “You fall into a refinery last night?”
“Naw,” Mickey said, turning back to shift another dial in front of him, every movement slow and pained. “Yesterday Jimmy invented the WWKD drinking game. It didn’t go well for us.”
“W-W-K-D,” Kris said, sounding out each letter phonetically. “Do I even want to know what that is?”
Overhead the red light went on, Mickey cutting away from the live feed. Without looking back at Kris he said, “It’d be better if Jimmy just explained it to you in there.”
“So he’s in the same condition you are?” Kris asked, already feeling a dreadful sensation pass through him.
“Worse,” Mickey said. “Just take a look.”
As he spoke, he motioned through the window. Kris followed his outstretched finger to see Jimmy bury his face in a trash can, his entire body heaving as he expelled every bit of solid matter from it. 
Kris’s eyes went wide with shock as Jimmy pulled himself back and wiped away a long string of spittle, his face bright red from exertion. He passed the back of his hand across his face and motioned for Kris to enter, dabbing at his sweaty face with a handkerchief.
“Oh, shit,” Kris muttered, popping two breath mints into his mouth. Turning at the waist he pressed his shoulder into the door and passed through, catching a half-hearted thumbs up from Mickey as he went.
The smell hit him in a wave, enveloping him on contact. It penetrated the mints and the juice instantly, seeming to ooze into his clothes and pores. Nausea swept through Kris, a bit of moisture glassing over his eyes, before he steadied himself and walked on in.
Jimmy nodded and offered a wave as Kris pulled his chair as far away as possible and slid down into it.
“I’d shake your hand right now, but...” 
“I understand completely,” Kris said, keeping his hands far back out of reach. “What the heck happened to you guys?”
Jimmy shook his head and ran a black and red plaid handkerchief over his face once more. “Hold on just a second. I’m only explaining this once.”
Kris nodded and assessed Jimmy again, surmising that Mickey was right. Whatever had happened the night before, the host had gotten the worst of it.
“Alright, sports fans,” Jimmy said into the microphone the moment the red light went out, letting them know they were back live. His voice was an octave or two lower than usual, every word seeming to be pulled out from somewhere deep within him.
“Some of you heard me earlier allude to my state this morning, citing it as a direct result of my new WWKD drinking game. Seated at my right here is Kris Hopkins, the subject and inspiration for the WWKD, otherwise known as What Would Kris Do?”
A thin smile crossed Kris’s face as he leaned back, sensing where this was going.
“The way it works,” Jimmy continued, “is every time Jon Walsh makes a boneheaded play that makes us wish Hop was back out there on the field, we take a shot.
“Throw an interception? Drink. Miss an audible? Drink. Take a dumb sack? Drink.”
A chuckle started somewhere deep in Kris, a belly laugh that shook his entire upper body as he fought to keep himself from cackling over the air.
“Now, judging by my friend’s reaction here in the booth,” Jimmy said, “I’m guessing he doesn’t feel too guilty right now about getting me the most shitfaced I’ve been since college yesterday.”
 “Pleasure to be here,” Kris said, a broad smile across his face. For a moment he even forgot the stench in the air or the items he brought along to combat it as he stared at Jimmy in misery.
“Uh-huh,” Jimmy said, letting his skepticism show. “Let’s start right at the top then. How are you feeling?”
“Getting better every day, Jimmy,” Kris said, the smile still in place.
A lopsided smile that was equal parts bitter and mirth traced Jimmy’s face. “Have to be crawling the walls by now I imagine? Getting ready to be back out there?”
“And then some,” Kris said, the smile fading away as he nodded at the microphone. “You know, it’s tough. This isn’t like past injuries, where I could rehab and know exactly where I stood.
“The only medicine for injuries of this kind is time and patience.”
“Not exactly a trait you’re known for,” Jimmy added.
“Definitely not.”
Jimmy leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table, grasping the sleeves of the jersey in either hand. “I have to tell you Hop, after that game yesterday, I don’t know how much patience Warriors fans have either. We now need a clean sweep of the last two games to lock up the division and clinch a playoff spot.”
Out of pure habit, Kris took a long pull on his orange juice, using it to give himself a second of separation from the question. He and Jimmy had been through this talk enough times for him to know he was being baited.
No matter how much he hated Dumari, or how badly Walsh played, there was no way he could let that happen.
“You know,” Kris said, “I think what we saw out there says more about the kind of football Albuquerque is playing right now than any major condemnation of us. They’re a hot team, and sometimes on the road those things happen.”
A tiny hint of a grin passed over Jimmy face, seeing what Kris had done with the question. Just as fast it passed, replaced by the look of queasiness he’d worn all morning.
“Yet another reason we are glad to be back at home this weekend,” Jimmy said. “Tell me, can we expect to see you roaming the sidelines come Sunday?”
“Oh, yeah,” Kris said, nodding his head in earnest. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
“You’re going to have to open things up a bit,” Kris said. 
The words came out without Kris looking over at Dumari, keeping his face even and neutral. He knew there were no less than a dozen cameras covering every inch of the field, at least one of them aimed at the injured star quarterback and his head coach.
Side by side they walked the length of the sideline, past the team going through their halftime stretches. Neither one glanced over at the fifty guys spread in a massive circle, all bent at the waist, their noses aimed towards their left knee.
“I don’t remember asking you,” Dumari said, his voice low, just audible over the usual host of halftime sounds.
On the loud speaker, the stadium announcer directed people’s attention to the Jumbotron screen where a quartet of cartoon cars in various colors raced. The muted swell of the crowd rose nearby as fans cheered for the selected winner, gazes aimed skyward.
“You can’t ride Dickson the entire game,” Kris countered.
“Worked just fine in the first half,” Dumari said, the frown on his face growing deeper.
Kris chanced a momentary glance away from their straight ahead path over to his right. Clustered together were the Warrior cheerleaders, two dozen young ladies in their twenties wearing matching outfits. Adorned in tassels and sequins, the garments managed to cover less than ten percent of their total body mass.
A few watched Kris as he walked by. One even chanced a smile.
He did not return the gesture.
“Actually, it’s not,” Kris said, shifting his attention from the young ladies to the scoreboard above the far end zone. On it, the score was stretched over two feet in height, announcing the Warriors were trailing the Boise Bears 14-10. “It worked on the first drive. We haven’t done shit since then.”
Dumari pulled a rolled up play sheet from his back pocket and looked down at it, using the action to hide the growing scowl on his face.
“Just because you’re walking the sidelines and wearing headphones today doesn’t make you a coach, Hopkins.”
“I could say the same to you,” Kris countered.
Dumari snapped his gaze up at Kris, his right nostril raised in a sneer. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
Emboldened, Kris matched the sneer. Deep within him he knew it wasn’t wise to stand toe-to-toe with his coach, especially given Dumari’s existing ego problem and the cameras scouring the field, but he found himself without the will to care.
“I’m somebody that wants to win this game,” Kris said, inching a bit closer as they walked. “The kid can play. It’s time to take the training wheels off.”
The two men walked another ten yards, almost snarling at one another, before an assistant coach approached and handed Dumari his headset. He accepted it and peeled off towards midfield without another word, glaring at Kris the entire way.
Kris stopped his path on the edge of the field and folded his arms across his chest, matching the look.
“Dick,” he muttered, watching as Dumari turned and shuffled towards midfield.
“What the hell was that all about?” a voice asked, finally turning Kris back towards the sidelines. 
Jon Walsh stood behind him, helmet in hand, a towel over his shoulder.
“I just went to bat for you, Rook. Don’t make me regret it.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
The roar of the crowd was still audible inside the tunnel, a faint rumbling that echoed off the vaulted concrete ceiling and walls. It passed through the space, carried by the chilly autumn breeze, buffeting the entire procession of Warriors trainers and staff as they shuffled along in an excited convoy.
Tucked in against the wall Kris allowed the momentum of the throng to carry him along, following the current as it passed into the locker room.
Upon entering a second burst of noise greeted his ears, a thunderous ovation that engulfed the senses, pounding through his head. Pain coursing through him, he raised his hands to the side of his face and pressed his fingers down onto his ears, willing the uproar to subside.
There would be none of it.
The entire space of the locker room was filled with players and staff, all arranged in a swirl that resembled a human hurricane. Dressed in various forms of Warriors apparel, the players made up the inner ring of the room. The majority were already out of their shoulder pads, standing with their game pants unlaced and spandex undershirts stretched tight across their bodies.
Behind them were the assistant coaches, most of them bouncing around like oversized marionettes, finding their position players and congratulating them with heavy slaps and oversized grins. Dressed in matching red windbreakers, they stood out on sight, bright orbs in a sea of dark colors.
On the outside were the various other employees that accompanied the team whenever it played. Trainers. Interns. Security guards. Staff. All looked the part, standing a foot or two back from the rest of the room, clapping politely.
Behind even them, leaning against the wall entering the showers, was Kris. The level of noise around him had subsided enough to let him stand without covering his ears, but it was still uncomfortable to be any closer.
Not that he wanted to be.
Five minutes into the celebration, a path opened from the stadium door to the center of the room, creating a lane to the proverbial eye of the storm. At the end of it stood Dumari, an uncharacteristic smile on his face, a game ball held high above his head.
At the sight of him the team broke into another round of cheers, drawing the first two letters of his last name out into an interminable call of, “Duuuuu!”
Once more Kris covered his ears, watching as Dumari stretched a smug grin across his face and sauntered towards the center of the room. As he went, the path filled in behind him, almost propelling him forward.
The walk to the center of the room took a full minute, the ball raised high the entire time. Once he got there, Dumari lowered it and stood looking around, nodding his head in approval.
“I only have one thing to say to you right now,” he said, the smile fading away. He paused, continuing to turn in place, taking in the faces around him. “Thirty-one to twenty-one. Thirty-one to twenty-one!”
Once more a cacophony of sound filled the air. Players clapped and bobbed their head in agreement, some slapping each other on the back. The uproar reverberated off the walls around them, bouncing through the space.
Dumari let the jubilation continue for several moments again before holding the ball high above his head, calling for silence.
“Now, there are no less than a dozen guys I could give this to today,” he said, continuing to turn in a circle, addressing the team gathered around.
“Defense, thought you guys played your ass off in the second half. I mean, how about Smitty with that pick-six?”
A quick round of cheers went out as Smith took a step forward from the crowd, extending a fist high above his head. He stood stone still, resolute for a moment, before breaking into a smile, his long dreadlocks swinging free atop his shoulders.
“Montell Dickson,” Dumari continued. “What did you have today? Hundred and forty, hundred and fifty yards?”
Still in full dress, Dickson nodded, throwing a wave to the room. Beside him, Mills gave him a light shove, drawing a smile to Dickson’s face.
“You believe this stuff?” Adler asked, stepping up beside Kris. 
The sound of his voice caught Kris by surprise, turning to see the receiver already out of his uniform. His hair and skin was still wet from the shower, a towel wrapped around his waist.
“Same old shit,” Kris said, shaking his head. “You in a hurry tonight?”
“Family in town,” Adler said, running a hand back over his scalp. 
Kris nodded as Dumari raised the ball back over his head, calling for the room to quiet again. 
“This week’s game ball goes to a new face though,” Dumari said. “A guy we brought in because we knew he could play, and this week we decided to take the training wheels off and let him do just that.
“The man of the hour, Jon Walsh!”
“Waaaaaaalsh!” the entire team erupted in unison, players slamming their hands together in front of them. 
On the far side of the room, Kris watched as Walsh emerged, a backwards ball cap on his head, a sheepish smile on his face. He held his hands up by his side, receiving hand slaps from his teammates as he went.
Dumari paused a moment as Walsh approached, whirling in a tight circle until he spotted Kris in the back. He stood with his gaze aimed at the aging quarterback, a hint of a smirk on his face.
“Just the first of many, I’m sure!” Dumari announced, garnering more cheers from the room as he handed the ball over to Walsh.
From his spot, Kris let his applause slow to a complete stop in front of him. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket, his weight leaning against the wall as he held Dumari’s gaze.
“Hey, Hop,” Adler asked, shaking his head at the spectacle, “how many game balls Dumari ever give you?”
“Not a damn one,” Kris replied, not bothering to look over at Adler beside him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
The sound of bracelets clinking together rang in Kris’s ears, though it did little to penetrate his consciousness. Instead he kept his gaze aimed out the window, the interior lights of Warriors Stadium still shining bright in the evening sky. 
With his back against the headboard of the bed, he sat with the black satin sheet covering him, the hem of it bunched around his waist. Despite the dipping temperatures, the chill of his skin did little to penetrate his consciousness either.
Instead, his entire focus was on the stadium below.
“Where are you at tonight?” Kirby said, her voice several notches higher than usual. She pushed the words out like a bark, snapping Kris into the present. 
He jerked his head towards her, staring as she pushed a trio of bracelets high up her forearm and adjusted a black cashmere sweater over her breasts. Even though it was the first time he had heard her question, he could tell from its tone and the expectant look on her face it was not the first time she’d asked it.
“Hmm?” Kris asked.
Kirby paused, rubbing her hands together in front of her. “What’s going on? You guys won, I figured you’d be happy.”
Kris stared a moment longer before dropping his head back and letting it rest against the wall behind him. “You watched the game?”
“God, no,” Kirby said, pushing the words out with a snort. “But I do live in Portland. Kind of hard to avoid.”
“True,” Kris conceded.
Kirby turned her hip towards the bed and slid down onto it, her feet flat on the floor with her upper body shifted to face him. She reached out with her left hand, dropping it atop his.
“Seriously, what’s up?”
Kris glanced down at her hand, letting his gaze linger as he tried to choose his words. 
“Just, thinking about all it,” he said. “Today, being on the sidelines. I thought it would help, but it kind of made things worse.”
Kirby nodded. “Things are moving on without you.”
Kris noticed that it was a statement, not a question. He raised his focus back up to her and shrugged.
“Yeah, maybe.”
“Before, it was out-of-sight, out-of-mind,” Kirby said. “The team was away, it was easier to handle.”
“Exactly,” Kris said, nodding in affirmation. He shifted his head back to face out the window, again seeing the stadium lights in the distance. “Everything was the same out there today as it was a month ago.”
“Except you,” Kirby added.
“Except me.”
Silence fell between them, both staring off into the distance. They remained that way for a long moment, ending when Kirby squeezed his hand and stood.
“I should get going.”
Kris turned back towards her, a bit of surprise on his face. “You don’t have to take off. We could order some food or something.”
A wistful smile graced Kirby’s face, drawing her towards Kris. She placed one knee up on the bed and leaned into him, giving one last kiss before retreating.
“Kris, I don’t leave because I want to, I leave because I have to. I’m on call most nights, you know that.”
“Oh,” Kris said, pressing his lips together and nodding. “Okay.”
“I’ll see you in the office tomorrow?” Kirby asked, pulling back to a standing position.
“I’ll be there,” Kris said, offering a forced smile.
Kirby did the same, bobbing her head as she turned and strode from the room. 
Kris remained rooted in place, listening as her shoes crossed the hardwood floor. The sound grew softer with each step, pausing long enough to grab her bag from the island in the kitchen before heading on to the door. Still he waited until he heard the sound of the front door open and close before turning back to the stadium.
“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Kris muttered, glancing down to see the television remote on the nightstand beside him. Leaning over on his right hip, he reached out and snatched it up, calling the flat screen on the opposite wall to life.
The bright visual from the panel television flooded into the room, causing his eyes to scrunch a bit around the edges. He paused to let the initial shock of the light fade before turning up the volume and dropping the remote onto the sheet between his legs.
“Down 14-10 in the third quarter, the Warriors behind replacement quarterback Jon Walsh really came alive,” a late night sportscaster for the local news said.
On the screen, Walsh looped a spiral into Mills outstretched hands, the big tight end rumbling the last eighteen yards for the touchdown. Upon crossing the goal line he went into his patented end zone dance, a combination shimmy-shake that Kris liked to call the Epileptic Chicken.
“With no word on when Kris Hopkins may be available-“ the sportscaster continued, his sentence cut in half by Kris extending the remote towards the television and turning it off. He held the remote extended from his body for a moment, letting the newfound silence settle in around him before dropping it back to his side.
After a moment he again shifted his attention back to the stadium lights below. With a flick of the wrist he tossed the remote towards the nightstand, the plastic implement catching the edge of it and clattering to the floor.
Kris left it where it lay, making no effort to retrieve it. Instead he sat with his attention out the window, sitting motionless long after the lights of the stadium blinked out.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
The lip of the kitchen counter felt cold against Kris’s back, the marble top penetrating his t-shirt and sending an icy surge through his lower back. For a moment Kris considered pushing away before opting to remain in place, rolling himself from side to side, letting the cooling relief hit most of his torso.
The entire time he stared down at the phone balanced in the palm of his hand, the electronic phonebook within it already open. Using his thumb he scrolled down to the number he was looking for, waiting a full thirty seconds before hitting send.
Coming to a stop against the counter, Kris folded one arm across his waist and using the other pressed the phone to his face. 
The call rang four times in his ear, long enough that he considered hanging up and trying again at a different time. He pulled the phone away and was about to disconnect when Emily’s voice cut through the line.
“Hello?”
Kris jerked the phone back to his ear and said, “Um, yeah, hi, Emily?”
On the other end Kris could hear the high-pitched whirring of what sounded like a kitchen appliance. He winced from the noise, keeping the phone an inch away from his head until the sound cut off.
“Kris, hey, how are you?” Emily asked.
“Is this a bad time?”
“No,” Emily responded. “Well, I mean, kind of. Just trying to get dinner on the table.”
Kris glanced over to the plain chicken breast thawing in the sink beside him, already certain that whatever Emily was preparing would be better than his meal.
“I’ll be quick then,” Kris said. “I remember you saying Kyle’s band was going for a Pearl Jam type of sound, right?”
“And failing miserably.”
A reflexive smile pulled up the right side of Kris’s mouth. “That bad?”
“Every fourth practice is here,” Emily said, letting her voice convey her annoyance at the entire thing. “The neighbors hate us.”
“Ha!” Kris spat, the reaction out before he even realized it. “The reason I’m calling is they’re actually in town on Wednesday and I was able to get tickets.”
Once more Kris could hear an appliance burst to life, a five second explosion of electronic sound that disappeared just as fast as it came.
“What?” Emily asked. “Who’s in town on Wednesday?”
“Pearl Jam,” Kris replied. “They’re doing a small acoustic show at The Badland.”
“Oh-kay,” Emily said, drawing the word out several seconds in duration.
“So I was calling to have you tell Kyle the tickets will be waiting at will call under his name.”
Kris spat the sentence out in one quick breath, waiting with a small wince on his face, hoping he hadn’t overstepped any unknown boundaries. He held the pose for several moments, the line silent between them.
“You realize he’s only fourteen, right?”
Kris let the breath he was holding slide out, his shoulders sagging with the effort. His heart rate evened a touch, the response not as good as hoped, but better than expected.
“Right,” Kris replied. “That’s why I left one for you too. I just figured it would go over better with his friends if they were in his name.”
For a moment, all was silent. Kris stood with an expectant look on his face, not sure what her response might be.
“You’re right. It would,” Emily replied, just a slight hint of trepidation in her voice.
Seizing on the opening, Kris forged ahead, content to let her non-refusal carry the night.
“Okay, well, that was what I was calling for. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Oh, no, you’re fine,” Emily replied.
“Have a good evening,” Kris said, his words coming in short bursts as he tried to get off the phone before she had a chance to reconsider.
“You too,” Emily said. “Kris?”
Kris’s eyes shut tight, his teeth reaching out onto his upper lip. He paused, not wanting to know what she might say next. 
“Yeah?”
Emily pushed out a loud breath, loud enough for Kris to hear it through the line. Still he remained clenched tight, awaiting the worst.
“Thank you. So much.”
Once more he released the tension in his body, one long breath pulling his stomach inward.
“You’re welcome. Both of you.”
“I didn’t just mean for the tickets,” Emily said, her voice low and even.
“I know.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
Five hours before the start of regular team practice, Kris sat alone on the bottom row of the small bank of aluminum bleachers parked in the corner of the Warriors practice facility. Outside a late autumn gale blew rain in from the Pacific, driving temperatures down into the low-forties.
Bent at the waist to lace up his cleats, Kris could hear the wind howling through an open door in the far corner. Overhead the sound of rain pelting the bubble surface of the practice facility echoed through the space, making it appear much darker outside than it should have been for eight a.m.
Dressed in workout shorts and a long sleeved dri-fit t-shirt, Kris finished with his shoes and stepped out onto the field. The rubbery surface of the artificial field turf gave a bit of a bounce to his step as he walked, his toes coming to a stop just inches from the white sideline.
For a moment he stopped and stared down at it before stepping over, breaking right into a jog. 
The first few steps were exactly the way he expected them to be, his knees and lower back emitting a series of pops that were audible even over the sound of the rain above. By the time he reached the opposite sideline though, the benefit of a full three weeks of rest was apparent, his body moving with ease.
A small smile crossed Kris’s face as he turned towards the far end zone, encircling the field twice before coming to a stop just a few feet from where he started. 
“That wasn’t so bad,” Kris said, pulling up and folding himself in half at the waist. He let his hands dangle towards the ground, his palms brushing against the soft plastic blades of grass on either side of his feet. He held the pose for several long moments before rising and spreading his legs wide, going first to his right knee, followed by his left.
“Alright, let’s see what we’ve got here,” Kris said, bouncing on the balls of his feet a few times and retreating to the sideline. He lined his left foot up on the edge of the field and drew in two deep breaths before bursting out in a sprint, pumping his arms in time with each exaggerated breath.
His legs churned beneath him as he crossed over the field, following the twenty-yard line painted in a straight path before him. He reached the first hash mark without any problems, his legs feeling strong as he hit full stride. 
By the time he made it to the second hash mark the line before him was beginning to blur, separating into two copies of the same thing. His breaths became slower and labored, his lungs fighting to pull in enough oxygen to keep him moving forward.
“No,” Kris whispered, forcing himself to focus on the far sideline ahead. Step by step he pounded out the last few yards, slowing just enough to make the turn. 
As he approached he turned his shoulders to the side, folding himself down to touch the sideline with his right hand. Halfway there his vision blurred again, his body toppling sideways to the ground. End over end he sprawled across the turf, bits of rubber flying up in a black spray around him.
Kris’s body came to a stop two yards past the sideline, his momentum dumping him flat on his back. He laid there for a full minute before rising to a seated position and holding a hand to his head, trying to shake away the cobwebs. The same dull buzzing sounded in his ears, drowning out all ambient noise within the facility.
He raised his gaze up to focus on the world around him, pausing as he caught the flash of a red windbreaker disappearing through the open door at the opposite end of the field.
Even in his state, there was no mistaking the shuffling gait of the windbreaker’s owner. Bile rose in the back of Kris’s throat as he forced himself to his feet, walking back across the field towards the bleachers.
“Dick.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
The industrial light bulbs in the thirty-six inch fixture overhead hummed steadily as Kris sat on the edge of the examination table waiting. It began as a dull, monotone drone that grew in intensity the longer Kris sat. 
To try and mask the sound, Kris started by slapping the heels of his shoes against the table. One foot at a time he pounded out a beat that sounded a lot like Deep Purple’s Smoke on the Water, the hollow plastic echoing out each time his feet contacted it.
By the third chorus he had given up on the song, going back to listening to the incessant buzz, his frustration growing by the second. 
After ten minutes with the sound he hopped down from the table and flipped the lights off, feeling his way with outstretched hands back towards the table and taking a seat. With a contented sigh he folded his hands in his lap and waited, his heels still lightly touching the table beneath him.
Eighteen minutes into his wait the door burst open, a flood of fluorescent light washing over him. Kris had steeled himself for the moment it would happen, forcing no reaction to the bright light, instead sitting upright and staring back at the silhouette of Dr. Kirby in the doorway.
“Um, good afternoon,” Kirby said, flipping the light on beside her. 
Cocking on ear towards the ceiling, Kris waited to make sure the buzzing was gone before shifting his focus back to Kirby. In one movement he hopped down from the table, resisting the urge to rush right over to her.
“Doctor,” Kris said. “Please tell me you’ve got good news in that envelope today.”
Kirby glanced down at the scans beneath her arm taken less than an hour before and held a finger towards the ceiling. “Is there a reason you were sitting here in the dark? Was the light too bright again?”
“Not at all,” Kris said, waving a hand. “The damn thing was buzzing something awful, so I just turned it off.”
Kirby twisted her head an inch to the side and narrowed her eyes, focusing her gaze on Kris as she drifted to the light board on the wall.
“Alright,” she said, her voice standing in opposition to her words. “Let’s take a look.”
Removing the scans from beneath her arm she pulled out a new film and jammed it up under the top lip of the light board. Using the switch along the bottom panel, she flipped on the backlight, the grid of nine images coming to life before them.
Folding her arms across her chest, Kirby pushed her glasses a bit higher on the bridge of her nose and stood in front of the scans, studying them intently. Behind her Kris moved in close to review them as well, his chest pressing against her back without even thinking about it.
“Well?” Kris asked, trying to ascertain what the film was telling him.
“How are you feeling?” Kirby asked without turning around, her focus still on the scans.
Kris took a step back and squeezed his eyes shut tight, giving his head a quick shake after staring at the bright light. 
“Good. Great. Best in weeks.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Kirby replied. “But that could be from the weeks of rest as much as anything.”
Kris retreated another step and folded his arms across his torso, already sensing from her tone that this was not going in a direction he wanted it to.
“Meaning?”
Kirby looked at the scans another long moment before turning the board off and pulling the film down. She threaded the corner of it into the envelope and slid it inside, tossing the package onto the counter and sinking onto the padded stool across from Kris.
“Meaning football is not an easy game for a man your age.”
Kris’s face twisted up in confusion as he stared back at her. “A man my...? What are you trying to say, Doc?”
Again he could feel the impending dread welling deep in his stomach, the foreboding feeling that something was awry even without quite knowing what it was.
Kirby slid her glasses down off the end of her nose, revealing a pair of tired eyes. She rubbed her thumb and forefinger over them, sighing deeply.
“Kris, maybe you should sit down.”
The air slid from Kris’s chest as he watched her. “I’d rather stand.”
“Okay,” Kirby said, nodding once. Gone was any trace of the woman Kris had come to know after hours, replaced entirely by the medical professional trained in delivering unsavory news. “There are some signs of improvement in your scans.”
Pressing his palms into the table on either side of him, Kris pushed himself to an upright position. “That’s great! I can play this week?”
“But it’s nominal, at best,” Kirby said, holding her hand up to him, her palm facing out. “There’s no way you’re going to be ready this season, let alone this week.”
Kris’s jaw dropped open as the bottom fell out of his stomach. Twice he tried forming a response, his mouth working up and down in silence, before finding any words. “Uh...how long are we talking?”
“It might be time to start giving serious consideration to life after football.”
The words landed like an overhand right to Kris’s temple, blasting every thought from his head. His entire body went rigid as he stood staring at her, trying to process what she’d just told him, staring at him with a look of complete sympathy.
It was too much to bear.
“I have to go,” Kris said, going straight for the door and passing through without looking back.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
              The ball rose and fell no more than a couple of feet, rotating on its axis in a slow spiral before dropping back the way it came. It slapped against Kris’s outstretched hands, the movement so natural he performed it again and again without even looking down.
              Once it laid flat against his palms, his fingertips traced over the dimpled leather, finding the laces. Pure muscle memory held the ball there a moment, his arm ready to cock back and fire with piston-like precision, before tossing the ball back up into the air again.
              Around him, the confines of Warriors Stadium were silent. Gone were any groundskeepers or cleaning staff for the day, all starting at first light and finishing their work by early afternoon.
              Now, with the late day sun peeking out from behind the scoreboard, Kris was alone in the space he’d spent so much of the last fifteen years in.
              Closing his eyes, Kris continued to toss the ball up and down, the natural turf soft underfoot. He imagined the voice of long-time announcer Jed Hollingsworth working the PA system, calling out from the box overlooking the field.
              “And now, starting at quarterback, number 8, Kris Hopkins!”
              A rush of goose pimples traced Kris’s forearms as he walked, eyes closed, a smile on his face. It was the same exact introduction he had received over a hundred times, always followed by an appreciative roar of the crowd.
              “I should have known you’d be out here.”
              The cheer of the crowd died away in Kris’s ears as he opened his eyes, turning over his shoulder to glance at the voice’s owner.
              Walking with his hands shoved into the pockets of his trousers, Tom Riggs approached. He moved slowly, choosing his steps one at a time, as if sensing the gravity of the moment and not wanting to intrude. He looked at Kris as he approached, but kept his gaze angled towards the ground.
              “Why’s that?” Kris asked, a slight burn of embarrassment coloring his cheeks.
              “Dr. Kirby called a little while ago, told me the news,” Riggs replied. He made his way up to Kris’s side and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him at midfield, both of them staring across the Warriors insignia painted on the fifty yard line.
              Kris frowned, spinning the football in his hands, finding the laces, then spinning it again. “Like I told you three weeks ago, doctors aren’t always right.”
              Riggs glanced over at him, a trace of sadness in his eyes. “She seemed pretty certain.”
              “I’ll get a second opinion,” Kris said, the words sounding hollow even in his own ears.
              “She’s the best neurologist in Portland. That’s why we use her.”
              Kris nodded, knowing what the old man was saying was true. There was nothing he could say right now that would change that. All he had was time and hope, a prayer that things would improve.
              “You were the very first player I ever drafted,” Riggs said without glancing over, nodding his head in slow motion.
              “Yeah,” Kris said, no more than a whisper.
              “The day I bought the team ESPN asked me how I was going to turn this place around,” Riggs continued, not even hearing Kris’s response. “I gave them some song and dance about taking it one day at a time, but I went home and told my wife the key was to do everything I could to draft that quarterback from Oklahoma.”
              The ball stopped its movement for a moment, Kris’s head rocking back in a smirk.
              “You were just a cocky kid back then,” Riggs continued. “Barely weighed two hundred pounds. But when you threw that football...”
              Riggs pulled his right hand from his pants pocket and traced an arc through the air. He started in one end zone and spread it the length of the field, the angle rising and falling in perfect symmetry. 
              “Magic.”
              Kris followed the movement of Riggs’s hand, watching as it ended its descent in the opposite end zone.
              “I never knew all that.”
              “Nobody did,” Riggs said, again looking over at Kris as he jammed his hand back into his pocket. “I didn’t want to give anybody leverage, or Heaven forbid, reason to draft you first.”
              Kris pushed a loud breath out, the various possibilities shuttling through his mind.
              “I’m glad they didn’t. Could you imagine me playing in that crackerjack stadium down in Sacramento? Or standing out in the snow all season in Boise?”
              “Oh, God,” Riggs said, his bushy moustache curving upward above a broad smile. “Or LA?”
              “Ha!” Kris spat, his upper body quivering with repressed laughter. “Not LA. Anywhere but there.”
              Riggs matched the laughter, both of the men smiling as they tried to imagine Kris playing for the Lancers, spending every Sunday with a medieval jousting weapon stenciled on his helmet. 
              After a moment, the smile slid away from Kris’s face.
              “This isn’t goodbye you know. She did say there was improvement. It might take a while, but I could get there.”
              Hands still in his pockets, Riggs turned sideways, his body perpendicular to Kris. Gone was any trace of mirth from a moment before, his face a mask of seriousness, tinged with sadness.
              “And I sincerely hope you do,” Riggs said. “If not though, I want you to know, you’ve always got a place here with the Warriors.”
              Kris opened his mouth to respond, but couldn’t find the words. Instead he closed it, nodding in solemn acknowledgment. Deep within he wanted to say thank you, for the offer and for the previous fifteen years, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
              Saying the words would be too close to accepting defeat. Not yet.
              Riggs returned the nod and turned back the way he came, reaching out and patting Kris on the shoulder as he went. Kris remained rooted on the spot, his hands wrapped around either end of the ball, until Riggs was almost gone before looking back.
              “Hey, Riggs,” Kris shouted, his feet still facing forward, the rest of his body twisted around.
              Behind him the old man turned, shuffling backwards in exaggerated steps.
              “Was it worth it?”
              At that Riggs stopped moving. He raised his face towards the sky for a moment, drawing a deep breath in through his nose, before smiling.
              “Every damn day.”
              The right corner of Kris’s mouth turned up in a smile, a small nod rocking his head up and down. Across from him Riggs stood matching his gaze for a moment before turning away. 
              Kris watched as he walked off, the stadium tunnel swallowing him up, before shifting back towards the field. Once again his hands found the laces of the ball, his arm cocking back to his ear twice before dropping to his side and flipping it up into the air again. 
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four
              The interior of The Badland was nothing more than a single open room, a little bigger than a gymnasium but smaller than a warehouse. The entire back wall was consumed by a stage, the plywood sound deck taking up over two-thirds of the width of the room. The remaining space on either side was cordoned off by heavy black felt curtains, protecting the backstage area from the sound and lights of the club.
              The opposite end of the room had the same arrangement, an aging oak bar occupying the same breadth as the stage. On either end were the restrooms, obvious from the line of patrons that always snaked out the door and spilled into the venue.
              The entire center between the two sides featured hardwood flooring, dinged and scratched from years of drunken revelers performing all sorts of acts atop it. Tonight it was getting the relatively easy task of housing a hundred or so round tables, each with a half dozen or more chairs around them.
              As the premiere indie music venue in Portland, The Badland drew in acts from every walk. It was not uncommon to see bluegrass bands take the stage in the same weekend as a metal trio, each bringing with them their own unique audience. Any band that had ever found its way out of Portland had played more than a few shows on the fabled stage, just as any person living in Portland had seen just as many.
              Four years had passed since Kris last stepped foot inside The Badland, though little had changed. The stage looked a bit more beat up, the floor a touch more faded, but otherwise it was exactly the way he remembered it. 
              The last time he was on hand it was to see The Eagles do a live acoustic set on their way through the Northwest. Something told him tonight would be a little different experience, with a much different crowd.
              Standing against the far wall, Kris surveyed the room, finding what he was looking for tucked away in the opposite corner. Feeling a small flush of heat rise to his face and back, he threaded his way across the space, coming to a stop just a few feet away from the table.
              “Hiding out back here?”
              From her seat on the backside of a table Emily looked up from her phone, a bit startled. Just as fast it passed, a half smile on her face.
              “Oh, hey there,” she said. “No, I’m just trying to stay out of the way. You know, uncool mom and all that.”
              A smile crossed Kris’s face. “I highly doubt that. I’ve known a few uncool moms in my day, but you don’t seem to fit the bill.”
              The moment the words were out Kris drew back a bit, hoping Emily wouldn’t take the opportunity to lob a crack his way about some of the women he might have known. While almost always a little too classy for such talk, a time or two over the years she had unleashed a barb in his direction.
              To her credit, she let whatever she was thinking this time pass.
              “I didn’t realize you were coming.”
              Shifting to the side, Kris turned towards the bar and offered a half-wave to a man in his early-fifties with a greying ponytail and sunglasses too dark for the venue. The man waved back from his perch on the corner of the rail, revealing a gold tooth smile as he did so.
              “It was kind of a stipulation for getting the tickets,” Kris said. “Hans ask that I show up in person, shake a few hands, kiss a few babies, that sort of thing.”
              “Ah,” Emily said, nodding in understanding. “Bet that was fun.”
              “More than you can imagine.”
              Again Emily smiled, extending a hand towards the chair beside her. “Please.”
              Nodding his thanks, Kris slid down into the seat and surveyed the room spread out in front of them. “Was he excited when you told him about the tickets?”
              “Ecstatic,” Emily replied. “It’s all he’s talked about for two days now.” She motioned towards the stage and added, “He’s seated down in front there.”
              Kris focused his gaze in on the area, rising a few inches from his seat to see Kyle seated at a front table. Three other young men were crowded nearby, all bearing the same general appearance.
              Shaggy hair, baggy jeans, Pearl Jam t-shirts. Every item a little too clean and well-kept to be considered grunge, but an honest effort for a group of upper middle class teenagers.
              “He said to say thank you,” Emily added, drawing Kris back down into his seat.
              “So you told him?” Kris asked, turning to face her.
              “I did,” Emily said, matching the stance. She drew in a quick breath, meeting Kris’s gaze. “Look, I don’t know why you’ve suddenly got it in your head to start trying, but I’ve been waiting fourteen years for it. I’m not about to stand in your way now.”
              They both held the pose a long moment before Kris shifted his focus to the far wall, his mind processing what she said. “You’re right. I haven’t been around much.”
              “You haven’t been around at all,” Emily corrected. “And it’s going to take time.”
              Kris drew his attention back to her, nodding in agreement. “I know.”
              He looked at her another moment before turning back to the stage. Along the front row he could see Kyle standing in front of his friends, performing a very bad imitation of a new dance move Kris had seen in the locker room. A smile came to Kris’s face as he watched, Kyle’s friends all doubled over with laughter.
              “The Loft.”
              “What?” Kris asked.
              “Sunday night,” Emily said. “His band is playing at The Loft.”
              Kris’s jaw dropped open a half inch as he shifted his body towards her, hoping he was hearing what she said correctly.
              “Seven o’clock, if you’re interested.”
              “For sure,” Kris replied. “We play the early game, but we’ll be done long before that.”
              “You know the place?” Emily asked.
              “No,” Kris said, shaking his head, “but I can find it. Did he invite me or did you?”
              Emily raised her eyebrows a bit. “Does it even matter?”
              “No,” Kris said, turning back to face forward. Up front he could see Kyle settling back into his chair, his friends still squirming with laughter.
              Beside the table a young couple paused, both dressed in expensive evening attire, holding hands. Together they stood looking out over the venue, speaking in low voices. The young man extended a hand in front of him, seeming to offer various seating choices as the young woman nodded along.
              Just moments before they made a selection, she glanced over to the table, seeing Kris and Emily. A look of pure horror washed over her face, causing her to turn back quickly to her paramour, both of them moving away at a quick pace.
              It was the first time Kris had ever seen Daria in public, the toned down attire and makeup doing wonders for her appearance. A wry smile crossed his face as he watched her go, shaking his head from side to side.
              “Well, that was subtle,” Emily said, confusion clouding her features as she watched them walk away. “Friend of yours?”
              “Not really,” Kris said, continuing to shake his head. “Can I ask you something?”
               On stage, a series of sound technicians made the final arrangements, attaching amplifier cables to the guitars and tapping into each of the microphones. On cue, dull thuds sounded through the venue, one after another.
              “Shoot,” Emily replied.
              “Is that why you stuck around all these years?” Kris asked. “Lord knows it would have been easier to go back home.”
              Emily scrunched one side of her face, nodding in a non-committal way. “Yes, but not for me. After you became Kris Hopkins, quarterback of the Warriors, and reached God-like status, I knew there was no hope for us.”
              “Oof,” Kris said, raising his eyebrows a bit.
              “But I guess I kept hoping that for Kyle,” Emily said, ignoring his comment, “you’d come around. Maybe return to being the guy I knew at OU.”
              Kris nodded, contemplating her words. 
              “What if I told you I still was?”
              A look that bordered on wistful crossed Emily’s face as she leaned forward, tapping the table with her index and middle fingers. “When we met, there were two guys inside you fighting for the upper hand. There was Kris Hopkins, and there was The Quarterback.
              “Through college and most of your rookie year, you were pretty good at always being the one in control, but after your dad died, and you won the championship...”
              Not once had Kris ever parsed himself out that way, though he could see where Emily might have that impression. He nodded with her, considering what she said.
              “The Quarterback took over.”
              “And he’s been in control ever since,” Emily said.
              There was a simple logic to the statement that Kris found difficult to argue with. There was never any one factor that led to everything in his life playing out the way it did, but rather a confluence of things that came together at once.
              Kris was still deep in thought as the overhead lights dimmed. A doughy Hispanic man with gold sunglasses and thick chains hanging from his neck came out on stage, taking up a microphone from the closest stand and holding it to his face.
              “Ladies and gentlemen!” he boomed, his voice echoing through the room, cutting through any remaining buzz of crowd noise. “Live for you here tonight, one night only at The Badland, please put your hands together for, Pearl Jam!”
              The emcee drew the words Pearl Jam out for a full thirty seconds, pulling the crowd into a cheer as he relinquished the microphone. Behind him, a quintet of middle-aged men made their way on stage, raising their hands to wave as the crowd stood and applauded.
              “Tell me something though,” Kris said, still planted in his seat beside Emily. “Would The Quarterback have ever put something like this together?”
              “No,” Emily said, shaking her head. “He wouldn’t have brought pizza over either. Damn sure wouldn’t have eaten any.”
              The crack brought a smile to Kris’s face.
              “It was good, though.”
              Emily head rocked back in an inch, a knowing smile on her face. “Kicked your ass, didn’t it?”
              “Up half the night puking,” Kris said. “You?”
              “Opposite end, same effect,” Emily said.
              The two shared a laugh as onstage the first chords of Yellow Ledbetter rang out, drawing them both in.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five
              The pictures lining the front windows had changed in time with the seasons. Gone were the images of summer days and sunshine, replaced by winter scenes. 
              People in oversized snowsuits. Pine trees blanketed in white powder. Snowmen stretched high, their bodies formed from trios of misshapen circles.
              “Alright, so when we get in here,” Kris said, walking fast along the front walk, “just hang back for a minute. They’ll all be squirming when they see us, but they have to wait until their teacher gives them the go-ahead before coming up.”
              He kept his hands balled into fists in the front pockets of his coat as he walked, his gaze aimed at the ground.
              “Sounds good,” Walsh said beside him, his hands swinging free by his side. Despite the cold he was dressed in gym shorts and a zip-up Warriors sweatshirt, his long hair tucked behind a ball cap.
              The joint venture had not been Kris’s idea, but rather a suggestion from someone in the organization. Who that particular individual was Kris didn’t know, though he had a strong idea. 
All he knew for sure was a voicemail was left on his phone when he got out of the shower that he was to pick Walsh up at the practice facility before heading to the school.
“And what’s the teacher’s name again?” Walsh asked as they reached the front steps, taking the short flight two at a time.
“Mrs. Elmont,” Kris said, keeping pace beside him.
“No, I mean what’s her real name?” Walsh said, pulling the front door open and sliding through.
Kris followed him inside and motioned with his chin towards the placard on the wall beside the classroom door, the words Mrs. Bonnie Elmont, First Grade written in white block letters against a black background.
“Bonnie. Nice,” Walsh said, lifting his hand and knocking against the glass on the top half of the door. The force of it was louder than necessary, the sound echoing like a shotgun blast through the deserted hallway.
Kris felt blood rushing to his cheeks as he stood back from the door, forcing one loud breath after another in through his nose. Deep within a tiny spark of animosity ignited, bringing with it the desire to reach out and grab Walsh, jerk him back away from the door.
              One breath at a time he forced the feeling down, keeping his face impassive as he stared at the door. On the other side of the glass he could see the children all squirming in their seats, raising themselves up to see who stood outside.
              “Smooth, Rook,” Kris mumbled.
              “What?” Walsh asked, twisting at the waist to look at Kris.
              Before Kris had a chance to answer the door swung open, the space filled by Elmont. She paused at seeing the two of them and pressed her fists in her hips, giving an exaggerated sigh in playful exasperation.
              “Oh, I should have known it was you out here, Kris,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning up in a smile. “Nobody else manages to get the kids so excited.”
              “Nice to see you again, ma’am,” Kris said, dipping the top of his head in a nod.
              “And who’s your friend?” Elmont asked, shifting her attention over to Walsh.
              “I know! I know!” a male voice cried from behind her, its owner blocked from view.
              At the sound of it a smile stretched wide across Walsh’s face. He raised himself up onto his toes and peered over Elmont to the throng of children already edging towards the door.
              “You know, huh?”
              An excited murmur swelled within the classroom. From where he stood Kris could see the children stepping out from around their seats, creeping forward an inch at a time.
              “And who am I?” Walsh asked.
              “You’re Jon Walsh!” the same little boy exclaimed, his voice going up an octave, the words coming out just south of a squeal. “I recognize your hair.”
              Behind him a chorus of voices joined in agreement, all of them murmuring the same words, each one in a different length and tone.
              “Hey, that’s right,” Walsh said, sliding past Elmont and into the room. The moment his foot touched the rug inside the room the children burst forward in a mob, all gathering tight. With excited jostling they jockeyed for position, trying to get close to Walsh, who stood in the center of the ring. 
“So you guys like my hair, huh?” he asked, sweeping the cap back off his head and shaking his long locks out for them to see.
Another collective sound of consent went up as he raised both his hands by his side, the children all slapping at them reckless abandon.
              Elmont watched the display for a moment, her features tinged with surprise, before turning to face Kris.
              “Who is Jon Walsh?”
              Kris kept his gaze aimed inside the room, resisting the urge to shake his head in disapproval.
              “He’s the rookie quarterback filling in for me right now.”
              “Oh,” Elmont said, the top of her head rising in a nod of understanding. “And how is that all going?”
              Kris slid his attention from the cluster of children to Elmont. His gaze traced over her features, a bit of sympathy, almost apology, gracing her face.
              “Better all the time, thanks.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six
              Gone was any residual evidence of the WWKD incident from just a week before. There was no vomiting into trash cans, no plume of foul-smelling aroma, no strings of yellowish spittle.
              In their place was Jimmy, beaming from ear to ear like a proud new parent. Per usual he was dressed in his Warriors workout shorts and home jersey, chewing on a stick of gum as fast as he could, the muscles bulging and clenching in his neck.
              Overhead the red light blinked out, turning the session live.
              “I tell you sports fans,” Jimmy began, his voice bordering on giddy, “it is a good thing this is radio and not television because I am sitting here with full-on wood right now, I shit you not.”
              From the opposite side of the glass Mickey tapped on the window, running a meaty hand under his chin in a throat slash gesture.
              “I know, I know,” Jimmy said, holding up a hand and nodding, “I’m not allowed to say that on the air, but you all out there in Portland have to understand how excited I am. Stopping by today for our last regular season show of the year, both of the Warrior quarterbacks, Kris Hopkins and Jon Walsh.”
              He turned in his seat, beaming at Kris and Walsh sitting across from him.
              “Welcome to the show guys, great to have you here.”
              Kris leaned in to his microphone to speak, beat to it by Walsh in front of him.
              “Great to be here, Jimmy.”
              Kris paused a moment, waiting for Walsh to lean back, before adding, “Thanks for having us.”
              Jimmy nodded at both of them, a toothy smile pasted across his features.
              “So, I guess we’ll start right at the top. Jon, what’s it like to be filling in for a legend?”
              Walsh lifted the backwards Warriors cap from his head and ran a hand back through his hair, flattening it against his skull. He smashed the lid back down in place and said, “You know, Coach D and I were talking about this the other day and...”
              He paused a moment, making a sideways gesture with his hand. 
              “We don’t look at it like I’m filling in. We just have a different identity now is all.”
              “Kris? Care to respond?” Jimmy asked, holding a hand out for him.
              “I mean, I think he’s right,” Kris said, leaning in and keeping his gaze aimed at Jimmy. “Sometimes, you have to bend your system to fit your personnel. Jon and I have different skills sets, so it’s to be expected that things would change.”
              Jimmy nodded in agreement as Walsh glanced to Kris and back again.
              “It looked like things were a little stagnant those first couple of games,” Jimmy said. “Heck, you even almost managed to kill Mick and I from alcohol poisoning two weeks ago.”
              “Sorry about that, Jimmy,” Walsh said, slapping the table with a laugh.
              “Not at all,” Jimmy said, matching the laugh. “We can chuckle over it now because it really seemed like you were able to put it together last week, Jon.”
              “For sure,” Walsh said, the smile still in place. “It took us a week or two to get our legs under us and figure out that maybe we can now do some things we couldn’t before.”
              The familiar sense of dread began to curdle in Kris’s stomach, a foreboding feeling that told him where this was probably heading.
              “Such as?” Jimmy asked.
              Another laugh rolled out of Walsh as he shook his head from side to side. 
              “Well, I’m not going to share any secrets, but I will say Kris was more of a standard pocket passer, whereas I’m a bit more mobile. It helps. Gives us a new dimension out there.”
              The feeling in Kris’s stomach expanded, moving from a tight ball into a coil of snakes, all fighting for supremacy. He aimed his gaze at the microphone in front of him, willing himself not to snap back on the air. 
              “Come on now, you can’t leave me hanging with that,” Jimmy said. “Give me something we can expect to see out there this weekend against the Vandals.”
              Walsh pressed his palms against the edge of the table, extending himself back away from it. He shook his head from side to side, the large smile in place, long hair swinging free behind him.
              “I’ll just say it’s a new era in Warrior football, Jimmy. Should be a lot of fun.”
              “Well, you certainly seem to be adjusting to it well,” Jimmy said.
              “Like a friend of mine once told me,” Walsh said, pulling himself back to the table and leaning in close to the microphone, “it’s good to be the king.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven
              Kris’s eyes were already wide open, his hands folded behind his head, when the alarm clock went off at seven sharp. Unlacing his fingers he reached out across the pillow with his right hand and slapped the top of the clock, the machine falling silent beside him. 
              A myriad of thoughts crowded into his head as he lay flat on his back, watching the thin strands of light poking in from around the closed curtains dance across the ceiling. One by one he tried to parse them out, but each time they only managed to entangle themselves further in his mind.
              With a heavy sigh he rolled to a seated position and dropped his feet to the floor, taking up the bottle of Vicodin from the nightstand and swallowing a trio of them dry. He dropped the bottle back into the drawer of the table and stood, his body protesting with a dozen pops and cracks. In a synchronized sequence he went through them one at a time, rolling his neck and back, followed by his shoulders and knees.
              Using the remote by the bed he opened the curtains and stood looking down at the stadium below, signs of life already apparent. Smudges of red and black could be seen in the distance, piercing the dull gray morning. Tendrils of smoke rose against the backdrop of the stadium, tailgaters getting an early start on the day ahead.
              The corners of Kris’s mouth tugged upwards as he stood and surveyed everything, remembering many a fall morning when he’d rose to see the same scene, so much energy surging through him he wanted to hop out the window and sprint to the stadium.
              Now, what he felt was a different kind of energy. It felt more like an appreciation, a realization that this moment was not his, that for the first time he would get to experience it from a different angle.
              It was an appreciation he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Doubted he ever would be.
              Turning his back on the windows, Kris showered and dressed quickly, finishing off a bowl of oatmeal and blueberries before climbing into his SUV and heading for the stadium. The two mile drive took him almost half an hour, most of that time spent covering the last half mile into the parking lot designated for players only behind the facility. 
Though cordoned off and manned by security guards checking his credentials every block, the route was still rife with fans on foot, all clamoring to see who was inside. Tucked away behind the dark tint of the windows, Kris slouched below the wheel, following the guard’s instructions into the lot.
Pulling into one of the last remaining spots in the back, Kris parked and climbed out, the gate swinging closed behind him. 
“Morning, Wally,” he said as he approached, extending his hand as he passed into the hallway leading under the stadium.
“Good morning, Mr. Hopkins,” Wally replied, reciprocating the handshake. “Sure is a glorious day for football, isn’t it?”
“Someone once told me every day is a glorious day for football,” Kris replied, releasing the handshake and slapping Wally on the back as he passed inside.
“Sounds like a wise man,” Wally called behind him, settling himself back down on to his perch overlooking the lot.
A smile crossed Kris’s face as he passed inside, a response to the same exchange he and Wally had had every Sunday for over a decade. 
The early morning buzz of the stadium was in full swing as Kris made his way through, the full litany of game day personnel onsite and ready to go. Vendors scurried back and forth along the halls, the smells of popcorn and pretzels already present. Scads of security guards in yellow windbreakers were positioned every fifty feet or so, most doing nothing more than standing with their hands clasped in front of them.
Stadium crews walked back and forth as Kris passed by, most of them ignoring him as they went about their business. Dressed in dark blue work clothes and carrying oversized key rings, they walked in straight lines through the crowd, intent on making sure the day went off without any hiccups.
With each step Kris took he could hear the din of his destination rising, drawing him in. More than just a blanket murmur of conversation, it carried with it an electricity that bordered on manic. He picked it up a few steps inside the parking lot, the pulse of it growing as he drew closer.
Rounding into the final hallway towards the locker room, he saw a handful of players walking in and out, most still wearing shorts and t-shirts. Several had fresh tape wrapped around their wrists and ankles, the first stop completed on a long build-up towards game time.
Without glancing down Kris could feel goose pimples rise along his arms, the familiar ecstasy of what was to come finally arriving. 
Sliding between a pair of defensive linemen, Kris crossed into the locker room, pausing on the edge of it and surveying the landscape before him.
In the corner, Mills lay flat on his back, a pair of oversized headphones jammed down over his ears. From where he stood Kris could see him bobbing his head along with the music, though he knew better than to even speculate as to what was pulsing through them.
In the center of the room Dickson and Smith stood in animated conversation, each of them acting out some play that had either happened in practice a few days before or was about to happen a few hours later. As each one demonstrated his heroics, the other stood shaking his head in disbelief.
An assistant coach sat on a folding chair in front of Walsh’s locker, a stack of play cards in his hands. Across from him Walsh set, his long hair tied back in a bandana, following along as the coach pointed things out.
It was the first time Kris had ever noticed a single thing beyond his own preparation. Glancing up at the digital clock on the wall, he ran through his own pregame routine, realizing that most weeks he would now be lying face down on a table in the training room, a trainer massaging his calves and hamstrings with warm towels.
Most weeks he found the task dull and tedious, just one more thing he had to do to be ready for game day. Now, standing on the outside of the room looking in, each day becoming more of a stranger in a place he had lorded over for a decade and a half, there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t give to have his face smashed down in the rancid leather of a massage table.
Beside him Adler appeared, just out of the training room himself. Fresh strips of athletic tape encased his lower legs from the base of his toes up to each calf, his walk a bit stiff from the uncompromising support.
“Nothing like a locker room on game day, eh Hop?” Adler asked, slapping Kris on the back, his hand connecting flush with leather and sending up a loud smacking sound.
A wan smile crossed Kris’s face as he looked back at Adler. “You said it, man.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight
Despite the seventy people all packed tight into the locker room, near silence permeated the space. Nobody said a word as they stood, repositioning their weight from one foot to the other, glancing back and forth. 
Overhead, the faint sounds of the stadium crowd could be heard. The PA system playing the Star Spangled Banner. The crowd chanting along with the Warrior cheerleaders. A trio of F-15’s flying overhead. An old Guns n’ Roses song, the volume raised to ear splitting levels.
Just a few dozen yards separated the players from the madness outside, nothing more than walls and concrete, but still the scene inside the locker room was controlled. Almost somber even.
“I shouldn’t have to say one thing right now,” Dumari said, standing in the center of the room, turning in a tight rotation to look at the throng of players bunched about him. “I shouldn’t have to say one damn word.”
Around him, players raised their heads towards the ceiling, a few bouncing up and down on the balls of their feet.
“If you don’t know what’s at stake here today, if you don’t know what you have to do,” Dumari said, “then I don’t have a thing to say to you besides get the hell out. Take off that helmet, take off that jersey, because you don’t deserve to wear them.”
As he spoke, the folds on either side of his mouth deepened, his frown intensifying across his features.
“Take them off, because we don’t want you.”
“Yes,” someone in the back called, a deep voice full of bass. At the sound of it a few heads nodded in agreement, the energy in the room starting to pick up.
“In this locker room, we want men,” Dumari continued. “We want men that we can go to war with.”
“That’s right,” another voice called out, spitting the words in anger.
“We want men that are going to walk out on that field, on our field, and do whatever it takes. That are going to walk out of here today knowing that they laid it all on the line.”
Around him more players began to bounce up down, many taking in deep breaths, pushing them loudly through their nose. The errant sound of a shoulder pad being slapped rang out, followed by a hand smacking against a helmet.
“There it is,” a third voice called from the back.
“Men that know if we want to play tomorrow, if we want to see next weekend, we’ve got to get it done today!” Dumari said, his face growing a deeper shade of red, his skin tone almost matching the windbreaker he wore.
Around him the team inched closer, the players starting to bounce with a growing fervor.
“Men that are going to walk out of here today as champions!”
The final word was no more than out of Dumari’s mouth before a roar rolled up from the team. Players yelled with guttural rage as they clamped their helmets down over their heads, slapping at each other, the sound echoing through the room.
“Now let’s go get it!” Dumari yelled, sending another wild cry up from the team as they streamed out into the tunnel, their cleats clacking against the concrete floor beneath them.
In the far corner, Kris waited until every last person was gone before walking out, pausing at the edge of the scene to give the empty room a glance before exiting out into the tunnel.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Nine
              The option to remain an honorary captain had been extended to Kris the week before, an invitation from Riggs in recognition of his fifteen years in the role and the fact that he was still a part of the team. He was, after all, injured, not retired.
              Kris, mindful of the fact that the offer came courtesy of Riggs and not Dumari, declined the invitation. Two distinct lines of thought went into his decision, one that took a total of six seconds for him to make.
              The first was that while he wasn’t quite in hiding, he had no intention of drawing any more attention to himself than necessary. The second, and more important, was that the role of captain came with playing quarterback.
              As much as it pained him to admit, today that wasn’t him.
              Smith, Adler, Walsh, and Amos Straley, a hulking defensive tackle for the Warriors, walked four across towards midfield for the coin toss as Kris exited the tunnel. He’d waited long enough to let the crowd greet the team and for the initial excitement die down, the stadium volume at its standard pitch as he slipped down the sideline.
              Across from the four Warriors captains a trio of Las Vegas Vandals walked towards midfield, dressed in their white away jerseys with purple pants and orange trim. The two sides converged together, shaking hands in every possible permutation. When they were done they stepped apart, the referee showing them the ceremonial coin and asking the Vandals to call it in the air.
              Making his way up the sideline, Kris crossed over the ten yard line, the cheerleaders warming up nearby. He could hear them going through their monosyllabic cadences as they practiced the same cheers he’d heard since he got there fifteen years before.
              “The Warriors have won the toss and deferred to the second half,” the referee announced over the loud speaker. “The Vandals have elected to receive.”
              Kris clapped his hands together, feeling the old surge of adrenaline course through him, looking over to see the captains jogging in off the field. Picking his way around the aluminum benches already dotted with offensive linemen waiting for their turn to take the field, Kris approached Walsh halfway down the sideline.
              Already the backwards hat had returned to his head as he warmed up, throwing fifteen yard darts to a receiver. After each catch the receiver tucked it under one of his arms before lobbing it back, Walsh catching it and firing it on again.
              “How you feeling?” Kris asked. Behind him he could hear stadium vendors hawking popcorn and sodas, smell hot dogs with mustard in the air.
              “Good,” Walsh said, grunting as a he hurled another pass away.
              “Remember, just like LA,” Kris said, “they like to bring that delayed blitz.”
              “Yep,” Walsh replied, his gaze never leaving the receiver.
              Kris started to add one last tip about watching the roving safety, but was cut off by the roar of the crowd. He glanced up to the Jumbotron to see Smith knocking away a pass, bringing up fourth and long.
              “Offense!” Dumari screamed from the edge of the field, sending a waving of the same call the length of the sideline.
              Walsh threw one last toss before waving off the return from the receiver and dropping his hat down onto the bench. He took up his helmet in both hands, sliding it down on to his head while walking forward.
              “And if you see them using that slant,” Kris said, walking stride for stride beside him, “don’t be afraid to run right back into it. The creases are there.”
              “Right,” Walsh replied, pulling up beside Dumari.
              The coach glanced once at Kris before looking down at the laminated play sheet in his hand. “Twins right, 27 Rock Lightning.”
              A half smile grew on Walsh’s face as he nodded, turning and jogging towards midfield, the rest of the offense already huddled up and waiting for him.
              Kris took up a post behind Dumari, folding his arms across his chest, the offensive substitute players crowded in tight around him, awaiting the call to go in. He watched as Walsh called the play and the huddle broke, both sides of the ball getting into formation.
              “Eight men in the box,” Kris said, his voice low and even. “They saw what Dickson did last week. They’re daring Walsh to beat them.”
              In front of him Dumari turned and glared over his shoulder, shaking his head in disgust. He shifted himself back to face the field as the ball was snapped, both lines slamming into each other.
              Hearing the smash of the pads sent another jolt of adrenaline through Kris’s body, the hairs on his legs standing on end. Without realizing it he bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, feeling as if he was deep in the pocket himself.
              From the first step he could see the defensive end had the jump on the Warriors tackle. He shot away from the line like he was fired from a cannon, his left shoulder on the tackle’s hip and pushing the pocket by his third step.
              “Get rid of it,” Kris said, his voice growing louder. “Get rid of it!”
              Two steps later the defender slammed into Walsh’s kidneys, the ball squirting across the turf. He finished the sack, smashing Walsh to the ground before scrambling onto all fours and diving for the ball, a half dozen players from both sides piling in around him.
              “Dammit,” Dumari said, the entire sideline watching as the referees untangled the pile. On the field, a trio of Vandals motioned towards their end zone, arms outstretched in the opposite direction. 
A moment later, the officials joined them. 
A groan went up from the crowd as the Vandals danced together on the field, celebrating the takeaway.
              “Shit,” Kris muttered, watching as the offensive line picked up Walsh from the turf and the team jogged towards the sidelines.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty
              Kris had been in the same situation as Walsh enough times to know how it worked. Everybody was always quick to point out that he had thrown for over four hundred touchdowns in his career. What often got lost in the shuffle were the hundred turnovers on his résumé as well.
              Standing off to the side, Kris waited while Walsh stood fuming, his hands on his hips. A pair of oversized headphones was mashed down over his head, framing a face that was twisted into a scowl. 
On the other end of the line was the offensive coordinator up in the coach’s box overlooking the field, going through the same tirade he did every time the ball changed hands. Kris had heard it so many times he could recite it verbatim, matching Walsh’s expression with the tongue lashing he was receiving.
Kris turned away for a moment, letting the rookie take his abuse like a man, instead focusing in on the other verbal beating being doled out nearby. The offensive line coach, a diminutive Irishman with a crew cut, was in the face of an offensive tackle twice his size, screaming spittle in controlled bursts.
 “Come on now!” he bellowed, a vein pulsating in his forehead. “You’re better than that! Get your feet right and kick his ass. I don’t want to see him in the backfield one more time all day!”
In front of him the hulking tackle nodded in anger, his wide Mohawk bobbing up and down in agreement.
              Feeling awkward and a bit out of place, Kris turned towards the Jumbotron above the field. He watched as the Vandals lined up in a single back set and swung a pitch out to the left, their running back taking it in for the score. The crowd behind him displayed their disapproval, a collective groan rising above the field.
              A moment later it grew even louder as the Vandals kicked the extra point.
              “Yeah...yeah...okay,” Walsh said, drawing Kris’s attention back around as he pulled the headphones off and dropped them on the bench. Without looking at Kris he grabbed his helmet, already heading towards the field.
              “Short memory,” Kris said, keeping stride beside him. “You’re alright.”
              “Yeah,” Walsh said, casting a sideways glance at him, “I got this.”
              Side by side they arrived beside Dumari, watching as the kickoff return team took the field.
              “That was the slant I was telling you about,” Kris said. “Don’t be afraid to audible into it. The creases are there.”
              “Damn it Kris, I said I got this!” Walsh spat, vitriol in his voice. He glared at Kris a long second before shaking his head and turning his attention back to face forward.
              Pure venom rose in the back of Kris’s throat as he stared at Walsh, a dozen retorts coming to mind. Around him several players openly stared, their expressions ranging from annoyed to astonished.
              “Stay out of this, Hopkins,” Dumari said, his mouth curled downward into a frown. “I don’t want my quarterback going off-script and audibling all the damn time.”
              Once more Kris felt ire well within him, but he bit back the words. Grinding his teeth together he set his jaw and took a step back, watching as Dumari relayed the play call to Walsh and the offense jogged out on the field.
              “I know you think this is your team,” Dumari muttered, shifting at the waist to peer down his nose at Kris, “but I’m the head coach. Your days here are done.”
              The veins in the side of Kris’s neck pulsed as fire threatened to explode from every orifice. He could feel the stares of the players around him on his skin, his hands bunched into tight fists in the pockets of his jacket.
              Still, he remained silent.
              Dumari waited a full second for a reply that never came before turning back to the field. Kris could hear him continue to mutter under his breath, the entire time fighting the urge to drop him with a sucker punch to the skull. He entertained the thought for just a moment before lifting his gaze to the field, watching as Walsh came to the line of scrimmage.
              On the defensive side of the ball, the Vandals shifted into a 3-4 alignment, the outside linebacker walking up on the outside. 
Kris recognized it the moment they moved.
              “Here comes the Will,” he said, his voice steeled. “He’d better audible.”
              “He’d better not,” Dumari spat, turning his head at the neck to make sure Kris heard him.
              In front of them Walsh called the cadence and took the snap, swinging right and faking the handoff. He carried it out for two steps before rolling back against the field, all alone on a naked bootleg.
              “Here he comes,” Kris said, already shaking his head, knowing what would happen next.
              Walsh made it a third step into the bootleg before the Will linebacker tore in off the edge, bearing down fast.
              “Take the sack, take the sack!” Kris called from the sideline, his voice still flinty.
              Not fifteen yards from where he stood, Walsh panicked as the Will closed in on him. Trying to elude the tackler he jumped into the air, lobbing a floater out over the middle towards Mills.
              From where he was standing, Kris watched as the ball seemed to hang in the air forever before being plucked down by the Las Vegas strong safety. The moment his hands touched it he turned towards the end zone, nothing but open field in front of him.
              Another groan echoed through the stadium as he raced by Kris and Dumari, covering the ground in just a few seconds before doing a front flip over the goal line.
              Kris watched as the Vandals converged in celebration for the second time, his gaze rising to the scoreboard announcing the Warriors were down 13-0 just four minutes into the game.
              Kris waited until Walsh approached the sideline, staring down the rookie as he came closer, jerking his helmet off in frustration. 
Once he arrived Kris looked at him and Dumari in order before shaking his head in disgust. 
“Yeah, you’ve got this.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-One
The sound penetrating the ceiling of the locker room was a stark contrast to that of just a half hour before. What was once 80’s rock music and anticipatory cheering had receded into boos, a collective moan of displeasure rumbling through the stadium.
The sound brought a wry smile to Kris’s face as he stood in front of his locker, a response equal parts melancholy and self-righteousness. It was a sad ending to fifteen years in the beloved old stadium, but a bit gratifying to see them combust without him at the helm.
Using the same Warriors duffel bag he’d brought home from the hospital the first time a month before, Kris went through the top shelf of his locker, collecting the things he wanted to take with him. A couple pairs of running shoes, his sunglasses, wallet, cell-phone. Anything with a Warriors insignia on it was left behind, step one in a past he was already looking forward to moving on from.
“So that’s it, huh?” Riggs asked, the old man dressed the same way he was every time Kris saw him. Gray slacks and vest, blue sport coat, a tie of some design mixing the two, a little red and gold thrown in for variety. He stood in the doorway of the locker room with hands deep in the pockets of his trousers, his mouth curved down at the corners.
Kris glanced over at him and continued loading items into the bag. “They said he’s got this.”
“Yeah, and I’ve got to take a shit,” Riggs said, walking forward into the room. “Doesn’t mean I want it playing quarterback.”
A smirk rolled out of Kris as he shut the top of his locker and slid the engraved nameplate from the gold ledge holding it in place. He tossed it into the bag and tapped his fingers against the wooden door of the locker that had been his second home for almost half his life.
“How’d you know I was here?”
“I saw you walk off the field,” Riggs said. “Figured you were done.”
“Oh, I don’t think it was quite that subtle,” Kris said, raising his eyebrows in resignation. “I had a little help in making my decision.”
Riggs aimed his gaze at the ground and circled out around Kris, nodding his understanding. “Worst thing I ever did was hire that prick last winter. He told me right up front he wanted to make some changes, but I never dreamed...”
The day Dumari was hired, Kris had wondered if it might go that way. It wasn’t uncommon for new coaches to want their own players, especially when the ones they inherited were a little long in the tooth.
Still, he wasn’t about to tell Riggs that. Instead, he lifted the bag from the floor and took two steps towards him, extending his right hand.
“Thank you, Tom, for everything.”
There was an unmistakable sadness in Riggs’s eyes as he returned the shake, his gnarled hand squeezing tight.
“Kris, it’s been my pleasure.”
Kris held the handshake a long moment before nodding and releasing it. He patted Riggs on the shoulder and went for the door, the bag swinging by his side.
“So what now?” Riggs asked.
Kris turned, continuing to move backwards towards the exit. “Friend of mine once told me I have two men inside me. Kris Hopkins, and The Quarterback. Figure it’s time I let Kris play awhile.”
The left corner of Riggs’s mouth turned up as he watched Kris walk away. He stood stone still in the middle of the locker room, his posture relaying the gravity of the moment.
“Tell me though, was it worth it?”
Kris paused by the edge of the locker room, his body framed in the doorway. He took one last long look around before nodding his head in the affirmative.
“Every damn day.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Two
The tile floor clicked beneath Kris’s boot heels as he strode through the Good Samaritan corridor. The sound echoed out around him in the quiet halls, the ward subdued on a chilly Sunday afternoon.
For the first time in weeks, Kris walked without pain or fogginess, his gait light and quick as he pushed his way forward. A decision years in the offing had finally been made, and now that it had been nothing would slow him down in his pursuit of it.
A young twenty-something in blue scrubs looked up from her text book on the desk as he approached. It was the first time Kris had ever seen her, no doubt a work-study student manning the empty desk on the weekend shift.
“Good afternoon, sir, can I help you?”
Kris came to a stop in front of the desk and turned to face her, his palms resting on the edge of the counter. “Is Dr. Alison Kirby in, please?”
“Yes,” the young girl said, nodding. “She’s in her office, it’s number...”
Her voice trailed off as she looked down to consult a listing for the office number.
“I know where it is, thanks,” Kris said, slapping the top of the desk once and walking on down the hall.
Behind him the girl called out, “You’re welcome,” but Kris kept on going without acknowledging her.
His pace picked up again as he walked on to the end of the hall and hung a left, the new corridor even quieter than the one before. Most of the doors stood closed and dark, a lone light spilling into the hall halfway down.
Raising his speed to just shy of a jog, Kris covered the remaining space. He came to a stop outside the door standing ajar a few inches, pausing long enough to wrap on it twice with the back of his hand.
“Come in,” Kirby said, her voice muffled behind the half-closed door.
Kris nudged it open to reveal Kirby seated in a chair behind her desk. She was leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, hands extended in front of her.
Opposite her sat a middle-aged man with brown hair just starting to pull back away from his face. Two days of beard stubble were spread across his cheeks, his skin tanned. He was perched on the end of a plastic chair, matching Kirby’s pose, her hands gripped in his.
              Kris swung his gaze from Kirby to the man and back again, his return glance just in time to see her jaw drop open. A flush of heat sprang to his face and armpits, a sheen of sweat encasing his skin. He stood no more than a few inches inside the door, his feet leaden. 
              “Oh, sorry,” Kris managed, his stomach in his throat. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
              The man was the first to respond, releasing Kirby’s hands and springing to his feet.
              “Holy shit, Kris Hopkins.”
              As he said the words a smile spread wide across his face, enthusiasm obvious. “Ali told me she’d been seeing you, but I never really believed...”
              He stopped himself mid-sentence, shoving a hand towards Kris. “Kenny Kirby, Alison’s husband. It’s a real pleasure to meet you, I’m a big fan.”
              Kris remained silent a moment, looking down at the hand and then over at Kirby. He could feel his lungs fighting for air, his chest constricting beneath his clothes.
              “Oh, yeah, right,” he said, extending his hand. “Always nice to meet a fan.”
              Again Kris looked over at Kirby, who was still seated in her chair, a look of horror on her face. Seeing the opening, Kenny reached over to the desk and took up a pen and paper, holding it out in front of him.
              “Would you mind signing an autograph for our son? He’s eight, a big fan of yours too.”
              Any remaining air in Kris’s body was driven from him, the comment striking him like a hammer to the stomach. The initial shock of the scene began to disintegrate within him, replaced by a white-hot rage.
              “Yeah, sure,” Kris said, accepting the implements while staring daggers at Kirby. He leaned onto the corner of the desk and signed without taking his gaze from her, extending it back to Kenny.
              “Honey, would you mind giving us a minute?” Kirby asked. Her voice betrayed the slightest crack as she spoke, her eyes a touch glassy. “I just need to share some private information with Mr. Hopkins.”
              “Right, for sure,” Kenny said, smiling down at his wife. Again he extended his hand to Kris. “Real pleasure meeting you.”
              “Yeah, you too,” Kris said, returning the shake, his grip much stronger this time.
              Using it for leverage, Kenny pulled himself close. He lowered his voice and leaned in, his mouth just a few inches from Kris’s ear.
              “Just so you,” he whispered, “I know.”
              Kris’s eyes popped open wide as he leaned away from him. “You know?”
              “There was nothing I could do about it,” Kenny said, offering a shrug. “She let me have my One, it was only fair I do the same.”
              For the third time in as many minutes Kris felt the wind choked out of him, standing with his jaw agape as Kenny winked and exited the room. Kris twisted at the waist and watched him go, waiting until the door was closed before turning back to face forward.
              Across from him Kirby had risen to a standing position, putting her chair between the two of them. She backed away until she was almost against the wall, cowering as if he might explode at any time.
              “Back to Mr. Hopkins, huh?” Kris asked, letting her hear the edge in his voice.
              “Kris...” Kirby started to reply.
              “That’s the good thing about going by Dr. You don’t have to differentiate between Miss and Mrs.”
              Kirby again tried to reply, not finding the words before looking down at her feet.
              “What are you doing here?”
              Kris ignored the question, his eyes narrowed. “You have a husband? And a son?”
              Kirby again glanced down at her feet, her mouth moving, but no sound coming out.
              “But I guess they don’t matter when The One comes available, right?” 
              “Don’t...don’t you have a game?” Kirby asked, her face quivering as if she might cry at any moment.
              Kris stared at her a long moment, long enough to let her know he was aware she was ducking his question.
              “I left. And then I came here to tell you I was done. I was ready to put football behind me, to try a normal life, a real life, with you.”
              Once more Kirby’s jaw fell open, a single tear joining it on the journey south. She stood in a trance as it made its way down her face, hanging from her jaw for a moment before falling to the floor.
              “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered.
              Kris stared at her, her tears raising the anger within him even further. 
              “Doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t believe a damn thing you said right now anyway.”
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Three
              The interior of Moose’s Bar was somewhat dim, the ambient light held in check by the décor being made entirely from rough hewn wood. There were no shiny lacquered table tops or polished floors to reflect anything upwards, the dark stained pine absorbing the overhead light on contact.
              No more than forty feet square, the bulk of the space was filled with small tables, designed to hold two to four customers at a time. A fair number of them were full, most of the patrons wearing Warriors apparel, staring up at one of the televisions mounted on the walls.
              Alone at the bar, Kris sat hunched over a tall glass of ginger ale. Every few seconds he glanced up at the alcohol lined along the back wall, his gaze settling again and again on the Glen Livet scotch on the top shelf. 
At the moment, even the cheap beer on tap beside him looked inviting.
              “And Taubman puts the extra point through, pushing the score to 35-3,” the announcer said on the TV above him, drawing Kris’s gaze away from the scotch. On the screen he could see Dumari standing with his hands on his hips, bellowing at his defense as they came off the field. 
              “Dick,” Kris muttered.
              “Already you can see fans heading for the exits,” the announcer continued, the camera cutting away to images of the crowd filing out. All around the stadium fans could be seen leaving, stretched like black and red snakes from the bottom rows up towards the gates at the top.
              Shaking his head in disgust, Kris dropped his gaze back down to the table. He propped his head up on his left hand, his right idly spinning the straw in his soda.
              His mind raced as he stared down at the ice cubes in his drink, watching them swirl around. In a span of less than three hours he had left the only job he’d ever had and been knocked on his ass by the only woman he’d ever considered having a life free from football with.
              Deep in thought, he didn’t notice the trio of young men that walked in together. All three in their early twenties and dressed in Warriors gear, they shuffled past the bar, their faces turned downward in dejection. 
The first two picked out a table in the far corner, heading towards it without looking around. The third stopped halfway there, pulling up with a look of pure astonishment on his face.
“Son of a...” he muttered. “Aren’t you?”
It was the first Kris had noticed any of them, deep in his own thoughts. He stared back at the young man, with his curly blonde hair and ruddy cheeks, certain he had never seen him before.
“Huh?”
“I’ll be damned, it is!” he exclaimed, bending in half at the waist in a makeshift bow, the move an awkward blend of reverence and elation. “My name’s Heath. Pete, Danny, get over here. It’s Kris Hopkins!”
Without looking back over his shoulder, Kris could feel the combined stares of everyone in the room. In no time at all the other two were by Heath’s side, crowding in tight. Both looked just as excited as Heath to be there, all three grinning like teenage boys seeing their first Playboy.
“Hey, guys, listen,” Kris said, leaning back a few inches from them. “Now’s not really a good time.”
In unison the looks of excitement slid from their face. On the left, Pete looked like he had been kicked in the stomach. Opposite him, Danny took on a dejected demeanor that hinted he might cry at any moment.
“Oh, yeah, that’s cool,” Heath said. “We understand.”
“Yeah, we didn’t mean to bother you,” Pete added, nodding for effect. “Just got excited, big fans and all.”
“It was cool meeting you,” Heath added, the three of them sliding away in unison, their movements synched together.
Kris let them get a few feet past him before leaning back over his ginger ale, again staring down at the ice cubes before him. He watched a string of bubbles rise to the top, weighing what was happening in his mind.
There was no doubt the three of them were putting him on, pulling a guilt trip to get him to invite them in. Given the afternoon he’d had it was the last thing on earth he wanted to do. 
At the same time, the afternoon he’d had wasn’t their fault.
“Damn it,” Kris hissed between clenched teeth, checking his watch. He still had a few hours before he needed to be at The Loft, and nowhere to go in the meantime.
“I mean, can you blame me?” Kris said, raising his voice so they could hear him. He turned on the stool he was sitting on, cocking on elbow and resting it atop the bar. “You see what that little prick Walsh has done to my season?”
The looks of faux dejection melted away as the group turned, all three rushing back with a burst of energy. 
“Right?” Heath said, the first to reach him. “Bastard just destroyed our playoff run.”
The other two nodded along, Pete adding, “How damn hard is it to hang onto the ball?”
“This game was over before it even started,” Danny said.
Together all three stood in complete agreement with each other’s assessments, waiting for Kris’s approval. He glanced at each of them in turn before nodding his assent, drawing a trio of smiles from his newfound friends.
“I mean, come on,” Kris said, “a month ago we were a lock for the playoffs.”
At that, all three threw their hands in the air, celebrating their victory in breaking through to Kris. They exchanged slaps on the back with one another as Danny pressed himself against the bar, flagging down the barkeep on the opposite end.
“Bartender! Shots!”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Four
Above the bar, the final seconds of the Warriors game ticked away, the hometown team on the short end of a 42-10 pummeling from the visiting Las Vegas Vandals. The few remaining fans left in the stands could be seen with open hostility, standing and yelling at the field, hands raised in indignation. Scads of paper cups and foil wrappers dotted the stadium floor, the frustration of a season lost playing out for all to see.
Not a single person inside Moose’s Bar was even watching. None of them displayed the same hostility as their brethren at the game. Nobody felt the need to throw anything in protest.
Instead, every last patron was grouped into a circle in the middle of the room. Every chair and table top in the place had been drug into the center of the bar, people seated on any available inch. Those that couldn’t find space were clustered tight behind them, standing and peering in, leaning close with hands draped over shoulders.
The combined effects of happiness and alcohol graced the faces of each person present. There were no scowls at the televisions on the wall, no disgusted murmurs about the way the year ended. There was only joy, at the bit of luck they’d stumbled into and the surprising way it was playing out in front of them.
Standing in the center of the circle, holding the rapt attention of all, was Kris. Fueled by three shots of Jaegermeister he was feeling loose, the artificial warmth flooding through his body, coloring his cheeks. In his left hand he held a plastic soda pitcher, his fingers threaded through the handle like laces on a football.
“So I come to the line,” Kris said, “my nose busted and bleeding everywhere, eyes half-blurry. Seriously, the only thing I could even see were those big yellow uprights in the end zone.”
“Yea-eah,” the crowd said in unison, dragging the word out twice its usual length. 
Kris paused, holding his hands out to his side, his makeshift football flapping from his palm.
“I got halfway through my cadence, and couldn’t even remember the damn play I was supposed to be running. I took a step back...”
As he narrated, he stepped back from an imaginary line of scrimmage, turning towards the opposite wall.
“And I yelled, ‘Hey! Z! Run straight at the goalpost!’”
“No!” Danny shouted from the front row, his smiling face relaying surprise.
“Swear to God!” Kris said, raising his right hand, the pitcher still attached. “Didn’t even call a play, just told him to run.”
Kris turned back to face forward, squatting down and gripping the pitcher with both hands as if taking the snap from center. 
“So I get back to the line...Hut! Hut!”
In short, choppy steps Kris retreated across the center of the barroom floor, shuffle stepping with his shoulders perpendicular to the line and the ball tucked under his chin.
“I dropped back to pass, still couldn’t see a damn thing.”
Kris bounced on the balls of his feet, the crowd inching in closer around him.
“So I counted one-thousand-one, one-thousand-two, one-thousand-three, and let it fly.”
In an abbreviated throwing motion Kris tossed the pitcher across the room, the pitcher twirling in a perfect spiral, the handle spinning out away from the main reservoir.
As it hung in the air, Kris smiled, remembering that day. For a moment he wasn’t standing in a bar outside of Portland, but on the field at Tucson Stadium.
“The next thing I remember was the sound of the crowd going crazy.”
The pitcher fell perfectly into Pete’s lap, his hands cradled under it. Every single person in the bar threw their hands in the air, thunderous cheering reverberating off the rough hewn wood, shaking the windows along the front wall.
Kris noticed none of it. All he heard was the sound of the stadium that January evening seven years before.
“The Warriors win the championship!” Heath called, his voice cracking with excitement.
“The Warriors win the championship!” the rest of the bar recited in turn, their combined voices reaching an eardrum-splitting level.
In the middle of the floor Kris stood in silence, a finger raised towards the heavens, just as he had on that night so long ago.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Five
              The alarm clock buzzed through the bedroom, drilling its way into Kris’s brain. It pounded into the deep recesses of it, bouncing around, forcing him from his alcohol-induced stupor with all the delicacy of dynamite.
              Kris opened one crusted eyelid at a time and peeled his face away from the pillow it was smashed into, raising himself just an inch or two off the bed. The square digits on the clock announced the time to be seven a.m., the exact same as it was every morning.
              His left arm snaked out across the bed and slapped the top of the machine, the noise falling silent as his head returned to the pillow. The taste of alcohol lingered in his mouth as he worked his tongue around, trying in vain to drum up some bit of saliva.
              Rolling over onto his back, Kris raised a hand to his brow, staring at the ceiling. Early morning light filtered in through the windows, dancing a pattern across the smooth white surface.
              Little by little pieces of the previous night came together in Kris’s mind, recanting what had transpired just hours before. Telling stories at the bar. Taking shots with everybody. Calling a cab to bring him home.
              The reason he was there in the first place.
              “Oh, shit,” Kris said aloud, jerking himself upright in the bed. He paused a moment to let the feeling of nausea pass before standing and going straight for the kitchen. Still dressed in the same clothes he’d worn home, he shoved his feet into a pair of loafers by the door and grabbed his keys, heading for the garage.
              The SUV was parked at Moose’s Bar, so Kris slid in behind the wheel of the Porsche and fired it up. His head pounded and his eyes burned as he circled out away from his community and pushed west away from town, checking the clock every few seconds.
              The traffic was light heading away from the city as he forced the car up above sixty, weaving past the occasional semi-truck. On the opposite side traffic was backed up to a standstill, the Monday morning crowd all fighting their way in to work.
              Fifteen minutes after leaving home, Kris slid to a stop in front of Emily’s house. He could see her already approaching her car as he pulled up, a bag over her shoulder, a cup of coffee in hand. He left the keys in the ignition as he spilled out, hung over and disheveled, and jogged towards her.
              “Emily,” he said, raising a hand to her. “Emily. Wait, I am so sorry.”
              Her response was to completely ignore him, putting her coffee atop the car as she leaned across the driver’s seat, dropping her bag down on the passenger side.
              “I can explain, really.”
              Emily jerked herself back out of the car, whirling on the ball of her foot to face him. Pure fire flashed behind her eyes, her hands balled into fists by her side.
              “Okay, go for it,” she spat. “I can’t wait to hear this.”
              The reaction sent Kris back on his heels, sweat forming on his brow, his mouth going dry. “I, um...”
              “You, um?” Emily said, her body almost quivering with fury.
              Kris’s head spun as he tried to string together the right words. He’d had fifteen minutes on the drive out to come up with the proper approach, but the entire time he had been more worried with watching the clock than thinking of the right thing to say. Now that his opportunity was at hand, nothing was coming together the way he wanted.
              “Yesterday, after everything happened, I was upset. It was too early to go to The Loft, and I didn’t want to go home, so I ended up at a place called Moose’s Bar. I was just there to kill some time, but-“
              “But there were fans,” Emily said, cutting him off. “And you all started talking. And you got to be The Quarterback again. And time got away from you. Right?”
              She sent the last word out at him, almost daring him to contradict her. 
              “Well, it wasn’t-“ Kris started to reply, again cut off by Emily. 
              The only difference was this time, her voice wasn’t fueled by deep rooted animosity. It was something else entirely, a tired resignation that relayed she was done, in every way.
              “Save it. I’ve heard it all before.”
              She turned back to the car and took up her coffee, sliding one leg in beneath the wheel.
              “Emily, please,” Kris said, taking a step forward towards her.
              “No, you please, Kris,” she replied. “Please go away, and don’t come back.”
              She dropped her bottom down onto the seat, pulling her left leg in behind her.
              “Can you...” Kris said, his head spinning, his mouth working up and down, trying to find the right words. “Can you just tell him I’m sorry?”
              Emily looked up at him with a look that bordered on pity and shook her head. “No need. I never even told him you were coming.”
              Kris felt the ground fall out from beneath him as he stood staring back at her, shock obvious on his face.
              “Somehow I knew you’d pull this shit,” Emily said, running her gaze the length of him one last time. “You always did.”
              “That’s not fair,” Kris said, his voice just above a whisper. “What the hell is that even supposed to mean?”
              “It means the game and the fans and all of it were always the only things that mattered to you. It’s who you are. So go be it, just leave us the hell out of it.”
              Kris stood in stunned silence as Emily pulled her door shut and backed out of the driveway, never once looking back at him standing slack-jawed behind her.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              Fifty four minutes. 
That was the sum total of the time Kris Hopkins had spent in his life not being a quarterback.
              The reporter for WMEM news smiled wide as the cameraman pointed at him, signaling they were live on the air. Dressed in a sport coat with the station insignia on the chest, he sat up tall in his chair as he introduced the segment to the viewers at home.
              “Good evening, I am Chip Grandel with WMEM sports and joining me today in the studio is the newest member of the Memphis Bulldogs, a living legend, Kris Hopkins.”
              The cameraman pulled the lens back to reveal Kris sitting across from Grandel, wearing a Bulldogs polo and a pained smile.
              “Kris, please let me first say welcome. I cannot tell you how excited we are to have you here.”
              “Thanks, Chip,” Kris replied. “And I have to say, I’m excited too. This is where it all started for me, just up the road in Nashville, so it definitely feels like I’ve made it full circle being back in Tennessee.”
              There was a brief window, just a couple of hours one Sunday afternoon in the late fall, that Kris tried to pretend he could be something else. For part of that time, he might have even believed he could be, but in the end the obvious was all too clear. He was only kidding himself in trying to ignore it.
              “Tell us,” Grandel said, leaning in a bit, “after fifteen years in Portland, what’s it like being here now?”
              “This is going to sound odd, “Kris said. “Everything is different, but it’s all the same too. There’s a new offense to learn, new teammates to meet, but when you come down to it, football is always football.”
              After Emily drove away that cold morning, Kris couldn’t help but believe she was right about one thing. This was who he always was, and who he would always be.
              “You know Kris,” Grandel said, lowering his voice just a touch, “after your last concussion, there was the widespread opinion that your days in a helmet were behind you.”
              “Yeah, well, you and I both know what they say about opinions,” Kris quipped, drawing a light chuckle from both men.
              Try as he might, Kris couldn’t help but think Emily had been wrong about something else though. She misspoke when she claimed there were two guys inside of him, both fighting for supremacy.
              “I think,” Kris said, the mirth of a moment before fading away, “there’s just a lot of concern when you deal with head injuries. I’ve heard every scare tactic in the book, but the doctors here did clear me to play, and I’m looking forward to a great season.”
              There was only The Quarterback. 
              He was born a quarterback, and he would probably die a quarterback.
 
 
 
 



Thank you for reading!
 
Dear Reader,
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to read Quarterback, which I hope you enjoyed. It is always a tricky proposition to write a story steeped in the sports world, as too much time spent there will alienate some readers while not enough to turn off others. 
 
In trying to strike that balance here, I decided to aim my entire focus on Kris and his journey instead of the world around him. Wherever his path took him I was content to let it go, hoping that in the end it would tell the most compelling story. While he is a football player, I think the feeling of identity loss that comes with a major life transition is something everybody can relate to. If you have any thoughts, questions, or comments on the matter, please feel free to contact me at authordustinstevens@gmail.com.
 
Finally, and I apologize in advance, but I need to ask a favor. If it is not too much of an imposition, I would welcome a review from you of Quarterback. Despite what some authors may say, I do read them all and take the comments very seriously.

 
Much love,
 
Dustin Stevens
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