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CHAPTER ONE



BEATING THE SYSTEM


The system is one of trapdoors and tricks, meticulously rigged at its core. The appeal for its thirty-two participants is that all of them have an equal chance of winning; the trick is that it is the same game for all of them until one of them actually wins. Then the system warps, resets, and becomes half mathematical formula and half social science. So the losers gain and the winner is squeezed and told to get lost. It is a system corporately sponsored by Give Someone Else a Chance. The worse you are, the easier the course. The better you are, the more mazes you have to master. It is intentional mediocrity: identify a shining star and then bring it back to the middle.


In a sense, the National Football League has a multi-billion-dollar system built on a participation trophy premise.


Each September, at the beginning of the sixteen-game NFL season, the previous year’s champion feels the systematic drag. The reward for conquering the hill is to be stranded there. The first-place team is given the most difficult schedule in the league, assigned the college draft’s worst slots (where, theoretically, the least-desired young players are), and forced to balance the most challenging budgets as a result of winning. The league is so awash in cash now, so Ivy League and MBA, so public-relations spin and appropriate business etiquette, that it can’t plainly announce what it truly wants: No repeat winners. Please. Return to the end of the line.


There are success penalties at each step, some as obvious as daylight and some hiding in crevices. The league’s computerized scheduling system doesn’t like you when you win, but the league’s human beings do. There is usually a lucrative landing spot for a good free agent player on a great team. His connection to greatness gives him a favorable profile in the market, and now he is too expensive for his old team to keep and too intriguing for someone else to pass up. The market is abuzz with conversations about winners, especially those who have escaped the system’s engineering and discovered how to win consistently. There is always a knock at the door from an opponent, seeking permission to talk to, hire, and sometimes triple the annual salaries of top assistant coaches, administrators, and scouts. They want a piece of something, even if it’s a piece of the vision, because the code-crackers don’t come along very often, and they want to be sure they’re not missing the next one.


This system was born twenty-two years ago. It’s when the NFL introduced two things: true player free agency and team salary caps, which it never previously had. Since that moment, participants in the game have wrestled with the same questions:


How do you create separation from someone who, initially, was designed to be just like you? Same money. Same rules. Drawing from the same talent pool. How do you get away?


How do you become a standout in an atmosphere that gives no air to sustained excellence?


How do you outrun a twin?


The NFL’s owners all take their portion, nearly 53 percent, from a stunning $13.3 billion revenue pool. Whether the owner is in New York City, Chicago, or Jacksonville, the national revenue portion is the same for all of them, $215 million apiece. That figure mostly comes from smart television deals and, based on America’s passion for pro football, that number will be rising, sharply, each year. With a salary cap of $155 million per team, it is possible for every franchise to easily make payroll and the bulk of expenses before it sells a single game ticket, hot dog, parking space, or jersey in its gift shop.


To turn a profit in the NFL, all an owner needs to do is be still. The league is a jungle of muscle and money, where hundred-dollar bills descend from advertising trees and into choice accounts and funds. Just as the NFL began to relent to free agency and put on its cap, Robert Kraft, a lifelong Boston fan and businessman, bought the New England Patriots for $172 million. In 1994, it was a record amount paid for a football team; that record has been broken thirteen times since. Today, the Patriots are one of the richest sports franchises in the world, worth $3.2 billion. Going into his twenty-third season of ownership in 2016, Kraft has seen his team’s value increase $144 million per year. The story is similar for all of Kraft’s colleagues. There is no such thing as overpaying for a team. If you can’t make a profit in this business, you can’t make a profit anywhere.


Kraft was making money, but he wasn’t happy in January 2000. He was fifty-eight years old then, older than the pro football team that he owned. He needed to figure out a way to rescue that team, which had begun an undeniable slide from very good in 1996, to good in 1997, to above average in 1998, to the muck of the middle in 1999.


Even if Kraft had been content with that production in early 2000, the people in his hometown would have rebelled against it. They had the same calloused sports outlook that he did. They were raised in a city that was long known for American history and had gained a reputation for sports heartbreak. They took the essence of the two, history and heartbreak, and made a necklace to be worn at all times, whether at the stadium, Symphony Hall, or the halls of Harvard. That was being a sports fan in Boston in a nutshell. They didn’t follow the local teams as much as they possessed them. The teams and their moves and their histories were a part of life, part of their identity, and it could become personal very quickly if there was a sense that their team’s owner or head coach or star player didn’t feel the same way.


Kraft understood that it was time for one of those press conferences that New England sports fans had gotten too used to hearing and mocking over the years. How many hearts had been hardened by the Red Sox across the generations, with eighty-two years of teases and promises of a championship next year? The Bruins, in a twenty-eight-year Stanley Cup drought, always seemed to be a dollar short. The Celtics, eight years since Larry Bird retired and fourteen years since the last title, were earthbound, constantly looking up at a laundry line of Boston Garden stars and championship banners. And then there were the Patriots, who had never won anything and, for that reason and more, were in the worst shape of all.


They were millions of dollars over the projected salary cap. They finished last in their division, five games worse than the Indianapolis Colts and star quarterback Peyton Manning. They were awarded extra draft picks from the New York Jets, as compensation for former coach Bill Parcells going there, but even that felt like a wasted opportunity. They used the picks because they had them, but the selections were random and lacked vision. Most of the kids they drafted couldn’t play, and a couple of young veterans that they liked, Tedy Bruschi, twenty-six, and Troy Brown, twenty-eight, were free agents. There wasn’t a lot for a new head coach to look forward to.


Kraft would deal with that later. Three days into the twenty-first century, when the owner fired coach Pete Carroll, he gave a brief statement that looked and sounded like dozens of others delivered by some of his disillusioned colleagues.


“This is a business of accountability and two years ago we won the division,” he said that day. “Last year we barely made the play-offs, and this year we were 8-8. We need a momentum change.”


The change happened three weeks later when Kraft hired Bill Belichick, who had spent the previous four seasons as an assistant coach to Parcells. It was a momentum change for Belichick, too, who had worked for Parcells a total of twelve seasons. That was exactly half of his NFL existence. He had his own ideas and personality, but they were often muted by the policy and personality of Parcells. But Kraft’s move, which required the Patriots to relinquish their first-round draft pick in 2000, wasn’t just about momentum. It was the beginning of a partnership that forever changed the Patriots, New England, and all of football. It would lead to coverage, both fawning and withering, unlike anything in the history of professional sports. No, it wasn’t a momentum change. It was a generational shift.


Four years before being hired by the Patriots, Bill Belichick was one of the undervalued gems on the shores of Lake Erie. The coach had been replaced by the Browns, on Valentine’s Day no less, and even the breakup was a struggle. The worst season in Browns’ history, a season that ended with no play-offs and a franchise move to Baltimore, concluded on Christmas Eve. Yet, for seven weeks, there was no announcement on the status of the head coach. When it was finally time for the Browns to speak, Belichick didn’t appreciate the way they tried to do it. The coach and representatives of owner Art Modell spent hours arguing back and forth over the wording of the press release because, essentially, it seemed as if the organization wanted him to absorb the blame for everything. They still owed him $1.6 million, and they were going to get their money’s worth. They timed his official firing with the formality of their address change, letting him share, one more time, the brunt of rage from their abandoned fan base.


It certainly wasn’t his idea to relocate the team his own father had cheered for and admired. In 1991, when Belichick took the job, he approached it as if he would have it for a lifetime. He went heavy on infrastructure, light on cosmetics. He overhauled the scouting system, knowing that it would be years before there would be the perfect marriage of the older scouts accepting the new and the younger scouts understanding it. He was a football historian and he knew that the godfather of the Browns, Hall of Fame coach Paul Brown, had modernized the NFL with his teaching and classroom work. Belichick wanted to do the same thing. He emphasized note-taking and attention to detail for his players, sometimes to the point of micromanagement.


“As soon as I got there from Atlanta, I felt I had gone from kindergarten to graduate school in a day,” recalls Louis Riddick, a former Browns safety. “Belichick and [assistant coach] Nick Saban were smart as shit. You never relaxed. Never. You’d get quizzes in the middle of team meetings. You had to take a written test every week. You were always on your toes.”


Belichick was thirty-eight, the youngest coach in the league. His plan was to search for the brightest and hungriest football souls, many of them in their early twenties, and teach, train, and promote the hell out of them. He reasoned that they would weed themselves out by embracing his demanding tasks or backing down. At the menial level, the only motivator was football adoration because the money was better in several other places, including burger joints.


He loved students. Students of football, students of people, students of things. It often threw folks off. They couldn’t read his expressions amid his silence, although all he was doing was listening and thinking about how something worked. Or how it could work better.


One thing the coach didn’t do was dwell in the past. Even if the “past” was thirty-five minutes ago. Riddick was one of the defensive standouts in Belichick’s lone play-off win with the Browns, a victory over the Patriots. The safety had an interception and several timely tackles. He was given a game ball. As he was walking out the door, all the head coach wanted to know was if he could do it again the next week. “He was all about sustaining it,” Riddick says. “He couldn’t stand the inconsistency, the players who were up and down.”


In his first year with the Browns, Belichick interviewed Lionel Vital, a former running back who wanted to become an NFL scout. At one point the two men began watching college football game film, and Belichick asked a question about a player. Vital didn’t know the answer and admitted as much in front of the head coach. He left the interview, convinced that he had blown it with that foolish I don’t know. Three days later he got a call back and a job offer. He was ecstatic and confused. Why had they hired him?


“One of the most impressive things you said in that interview,” Belichick told him, “was ‘I don’t know.’”


The coach brought a new wrinkle to the job each year. He knew what he didn’t know, and he had begun to correct the deficiencies.


He was his father’s son when it came to money, or any type of capital, and that meant he didn’t believe in spending without regard for tomorrow. He’d officially earned an economics degree at Wesleyan University in Connecticut, but anyone who knew his parents realized that the unofficial degree was in Belichick Family Business. They were an efficient trio, free of excess. Dad didn’t believe in buying what one couldn’t afford, and therefore was against credit cards. Mom so loved language that she taught it in school and, as a devoted reader of the New Yorker magazine, preserved the best of it in her basement. Belichick had never subscribed to financial waste; a lot of people in the league, including Modell, were the opposite. It was the by-product of a lot of things: lack of financial discipline, impatience, and an overreliance on what was being said in the media. By the time Belichick reached his final season in Cleveland, he had evolved enough to view draft choices as one of the foundations of organizational wealth. You could trade that draft capital and invest for the future, or you could maximize that singular capital by trading it for more, albeit less glamorous, pieces.


By the time he had reached that level of understanding in 1996, it was too late. There was no desire or need to dig for the real Bill Belichick. Since he was part of the NFL’s dominant Sunday afternoon and evening programming, he had become a TV character just like everyone else in the league. He didn’t win enough, nor did he carry on and smile for the cameras, so he was easily typecast. Coach Hard-Ass. His dismissal was seen as another dysfunctional transaction between a franchise and head coach, neither worthy of serious analysis.


But the league didn’t know Belichick or itself. He was a football and economics savant, and that’s what the game was all about now. It had changed with the smack of a federal court judge’s gavel, granting true free agency to the players. It changed when the TV networks kept demanding more of and paying more for the NFL. Modell, of all people, should have seen that one coming. He had made his money in advertising. He was on the league’s TV committee, for goodness’ sake. More available money, more available players, and more cameras to capture it all. You had to be quick and decisive in this game. The skill wasn’t just in acquiring good players anymore. It was an athlete/asset puzzle now. You had to know the players, know their market value, and know precisely when to either commit big dollars or say good-bye for better, and cheaper, options.


The Browns didn’t see it that way, and neither did anyone else. Clevelanders were convinced that their head coach didn’t know a thing about offensive football, especially quarterbacks.


As Belichick packed his bags for a long drive east to once again assist Parcells, this time for one season in New England, a story that would eventually affect him was developing on the Michigan side of Lake Erie. There, a two-hour drive from Cleveland, an eighteen-year-old college quarterback named Tom Brady was the subject of a magic trick. He had been recruited by one of the best-known programs in the country, yet he was an unknown. And not just by the public. Those who saw him daily at the University of Michigan had no idea that he thought about the game as deeply as he did, and that in his mind, the matchup of Football versus Almost Anything would result in a victory for Football. He loved preparing for practices, being better than yesterday, and bonding with his teammates.


He was a California kid, six feet four inches tall, and handsome, and it was as if there was disbelief that he actually chose to be there rather than somewhere on the West Coast. Michigan football made you grow up fast. More was expected of college kids than the pros in Detroit. At least the Lions played inside, protected from the too-cold-to-think midwestern winters. Michigan football was big, straightforward, and all outdoors, with “down south” being Indiana, Illinois, and, of course, the hated Ohioans.


How was the California kid going to deal with that?


He was low on the quarterbacks’ depth chart, way down in the nether regions of legacy athletes (yep, the coach’s son was there) and walk-ons. In his freshman year, the starting quarterback, Scott Dreisbach, got hurt and had to miss a game. That meant Dreisbach’s backup, Brian Griese, would start. And when Griese, the son of Hall of Fame quarterback Bob Griese, got hurt, next in line was the coach’s kid, Jason Carr. Had anything happened to Carr, then and only then would number 10, Brady, get a chance to play.


Sure, this was a teenager’s typical introduction to life on a big-time football campus. Brady didn’t think like that. Underneath the sunny disposition was the sun itself. The kid would be hot if someone picked off a pass in practice. It would stick with him for far too long, hours after his teammates and coaches had found another distraction, and he’d be back in the dorms in tears. Anyone who competed with him in video games or cards could see it. It was another magic trick. The movie-star smile was flashed, and then, in an instant, flash point. He didn’t just expect to win. He had already planned for it, envisioned it, and collected it. Not winning, frankly, was a surprise.


At his core, there was an intersection of things that had been argued about for years. Nature versus nurture. The idea of the debate was that you had to pick a side. The problem with Tom Brady was that he was both, a real-life example of what happens when those disparate worlds collide. Yes, he was a natural athlete, considered to be one of the best football and baseball players in the country. His three older sisters were all exceptional athletes, too. He saw excellence in the house as well as when he left it. His family had San Francisco 49ers season tickets, and no sports fan his age could have asked for a better deal. From preschool to senior year, Brady watched his Niners go to five Super Bowls and win them all. The team had two quarterbacks in that span, Joe Montana and Steve Young, both worthy of the Hall of Fame. The architect of the teams, Bill Walsh, was nicknamed “The Genius.” Many suggested that the top receiver, Jerry Rice, was the greatest player in NFL history. Even one of San Francisco’s down years, at 10-6, was good for one of the best records in the league.


How could you have those talents and watch those talents and not be affected?


He briefly thought of leaving Michigan and transferring to Cal, the school most people expected him to attend after high school. But the challenge, or the need, of getting to the top of that depth chart was far greater than the urge to go back home and play. People were too caught up in appearances. They didn’t understand that this place, the anti-California, was home now. He was going to play at Michigan. It was another competition, climbing that chart, and thus another opportunity for him to get a win. All he had to do was make everyone see it and get it.


Michigan coaches and others saw some of it when they recruited him, but not as much as they should have. On national signing day, when the country’s championship contenders beam over their rising stars, the Wolverines got credit for securing four players among the nation’s top 100. Brady was obviously good, just not mentioned with those four: Daydrion Taylor, Josh Williams, and two athletes who could seemingly play any sport in the world, Tai Streets and Charles Woodson. Streets once long-jumped twenty-three feet and seven inches in high school. Woodson was a record-setting running back, Mr. Ohio from nearby Fremont, who had it all. But he wanted to be something new in college, so he decided to be a defensive back. Just like that. And he was immediately an impact player. It’s supposed to be a hard game, but those guys and their supreme adaptability made you wonder. Brady’s athleticism seemed quiet next to those outsized two, and so it went for the rest of his time in Ann Arbor.


With all the things happening on campus, it would have been intolerable for Brady if he lacked a sense of humor. He enjoyed pranks as much as anyone, even though if you traced the anatomy of his jokes, there seemed to be a lesson for the good of the group. He and buddy Aaron Shea once got hours of entertainment at the expense of brash teammate David Terrell. They called the receiver, pretending to be reporters from a fictitious Michigan paper, the Brighton Bee. In the course of their mock interview, they managed to be put on hold several times by the player and they also got Terrell to quickly acknowledge that one of his big goals at school was to win the Heisman. The kicker: It was just his first week on campus. The message, if they had chosen to share it with the rest of the team, was to stay humble. But they laughed so hard at the outrageousness of the interview that they couldn’t share its contents with anyone but themselves.


At quarterback, Michigan always seemed to be looking for something else. Even when Brady took over the job and won his teammates’ trust by being named a captain, head coach Lloyd Carr and his staff had roving eyes. Brady was a winner and a good athlete. The coaches seemed to view “winner” all wrong, as if it were a pejorative linked to “limited” or “unathletic.” There was a sense that good athletes weren’t enough; they wanted athletes who wouldn’t be out of place in the Olympics. That’s how Brady, despite a 20-5 record as a starter, wound up sharing time with a highly recruited Michigan native named Drew Henson. Henson was viewed as a serious two-sport threat, football and baseball, while Brady, who had technically come to Michigan with the same credentials, was… well, all Brady had done was win.


If the presence of Henson didn’t undermine Brady as a captain, it crushed his stature in the job market at the end of his Michigan career. He played his final college game two days before Pete Carroll was fired by the Patriots, and it was one of his best. He passed for 369 yards and four touchdowns, and he helped his team overcome two 14-point deficits on the way to an Orange Bowl win over Alabama.


There were some commonsense hints in that game and others that, at the very least, suggested that Brady wouldn’t embarrass himself in the NFL. His teams won in college, and he was a respected leader on those winning teams. The scouts said he was skinny, which was true. He was twenty-two years old and college skinny, a condition that could be cured easily with consistent meals, training, and rest. He was smart and composed in any situation, whether it was taking a sack or an unspoken slight from the coaching staff. His hands were unusually large, and fitting for a former baseball catcher, he was adept at securing the ball when it was anywhere near him. This was not going to be a high-turnover quarterback in the pros. Finally, there was the weather. He had passed the weekly tests of playing in some bad-weather towns, from Hoosier country in Bloomington, Indiana, to Happy Valley in State College, Pennsylvania. He wasn’t a polished pro yet, but all the elements were in place for exactly that, which made him a prospect in whom a team would be wise to invest.


Shortly before the 2000 NFL draft, he temporarily moved to Metairie, a New Orleans suburb, so he could work on his body and impress the experts. As it was, they were more impressed with some of his roommates and training partners. Corey Simon, Adrian Klemm, and Tee Martin were all there with him, with the pull of the French Quarter testing their collective self-restraint. Simon, from Florida State, was being discussed as a top 10 selection. Klemm, a Los Angeles native who ambitiously went to the University of Hawaii, was optimistic about being called late in the first round or early in the second. Martin, a Tennessee quarterback, had a higher ceiling than Brady, and therefore was targeted between rounds three and four.


The best news for Brady actually happened 1,500 miles away in Massachusetts, and it was described in a brief Boston Herald article. Belichick had hired a new quarterbacks coach for the Patriots and, as the story highlighted, the coach had picked “a veteran NFL assistant who’s never before coached quarterbacks.” The coach’s name was Dick Rehbein. He had played some college ball himself, at center. While he didn’t have the perspective of someone who had played quarterback, he was often the quarterback of the offensive line. Even better, he was an informed outsider. He had coached for fifteen years, but analyzing quarterbacks was new to him. He’d bring fresh eyes to the job. He was hired eight weeks before the draft, and there was plenty of work to do. One of his assignments from Belichick was to study college quarterbacks and find one who could potentially back up Patriots starter Drew Bledsoe.


On April 16, 2000, the second day of the draft (as well as Belichick’s forty-eighth birthday), many selections had unfolded as planned. Simon went sixth overall to the Eagles. Klemm, the kid whose wardrobe had consisted of flip-flops and surfer shorts in Honolulu, was going to need some winter boots and a parka now. The Patriots called his name in the second round. Martin, who followed Peyton Manning at Tennessee and won a national championship, was expected to go shortly after Klemm. But the next quarterback taken, Gio Carmazzi, was the embodiment of the road less traveled. As in, the Long Island Expressway and Hofstra. That was a long way from Martin’s prestigious Southeastern Conference, but the draft could be funny that way. He slid all the way to the fifth round and went to the Steelers.


Brady was watching it all in California with his parents. Once again, there was a sizable gap between the way Brady viewed himself and the way professional evaluators like Belichick viewed him. The same thing happened to Joe Montana. Well, almost. He was also a great college player who had to wait for someone to verbalize what he already knew: He could play. But Montana had gone in the third round. The Bradys had watched the third round pass hours ago. They got some joy in the fourth round when a couple of Michigan guys, Shea and Josh Williams, one of those top 100 recruits from freshman year, went off the board. In the fifth round, there was a smile for Martin. At the beginning of the sixth round now, two men who had never met, Belichick and Brady, were thousands of miles apart, going through various anxieties.


For Brady, it was a matter of being drafted before all the selections were exhausted. He hadn’t made the top 100 players as he entered college; it was officially worse on the exit because the arrow was on pick 167 and his phone still hadn’t rung. For Belichick, now three months into the job, the reality was sinking in. His new team stunk. It was the unfortunate kind, too, when the public thinks you’re a couple of players away from being good and the truth is that most of the roster needs to be on a curbside.


Belichick had managed to re-sign those talented veterans, Troy Brown and Tedy Bruschi, but the team needed much more than that. It needed everything except a quarterback. Bledsoe was twenty-eight and had already been to three Pro Bowls. The general sense in New England was that he needed help, not competition for his job.


At pick 177, Dhani Jones, another Michigan player, was drafted by the Giants. Those player reunions in Ann Arbor were going to be something. All of Brady’s old teammates could talk about the NFL and Brady could ask them about their insurance. The thought had crossed his mind. He was a college graduate, and he was going to need a job. If not football, premiums. Luckily for Brady, the new quarterbacks coach in New England, Rehbein, had a few things going for him. He was wildly respected by his boss; he had been remarkably thorough in his first quarterbacks analysis; and he loved what he saw from Tom Brady. As a result, Brady’s name and draft grade practically shouted from the whiteboard in the Patriots’ war room. He was clearly the best remaining talent.


The economist, Belichick, weighed the team’s needs and resources. He was trying to extract the team from financial mismanagement, and the Patriots needed cheap talent to fill out roster spots. He reluctantly passed on Brady at 187, instead taking Antwan Harris, a defensive back from Virginia with sprinter’s speed.


Just to add more intrigue to Brady’s already dramatic Sunday, the two picks before him weren’t players he played with. This time they were opponents, from Michigan State and Iowa. In this prank, God was on the phone and Brady played the role of the unsuspecting David Terrell. Come on, now. Who else was going to have his name called before the starting quarterback of the fifth-best team in the country heard his?


There was an uproar on the West Coast, similar to a Montana-to-Rice celebration, when Brady was drafted by the Patriots at pick 199. It was the perfect Brady pick because no one could quite explain it. It was a compensatory selection that the Patriots had received as a result of NFL math, in which the league distributes bonus choices based on a value formula of players who left via free agency. Someone’s New England departure created a slot for Brady, but no one is sure whose. That didn’t dampen the celebration in the Bay Area, and it didn’t cause much of a reaction in the quiet New England war room.


Belichick hadn’t run his own draft in five years, and he was much more focused now than he was then. He had a vision for what his team in New England was going to be, and he had talked about it so passionately with his staff that the conversations flipped the calendar. A Saturday night could easily become a Sunday morning, with the main topic being organizational dreams. The new quarterback, Brady, could have added valuable insight to their conversations because his favorite childhood team is who the Patriots wanted to be. Belichick and his staff loved the rhythmic drumbeat of the 49ers, winning year after year. Some years they were the favorite to win it all, some years there were a few teams better, but in all years they were championship threats. Always. It was that way for nearly two decades. It was exactly the idea Belichick had for himself and everyone who played and worked for him.


They would be that one day, Belichick thought. The modern-day 49ers. They were a long way from that when they called Brady’s name at 199. At number 201, the Patriots selected a defensive end who would become one of Brady’s roommates. Soon after that, the team signed a local free agent, a tight end, who would also live with Brady. The quarterback had gotten a step closer to the pros, and he and his new housemates would have plenty to discuss at dinner. They had barely entered the league, through the back door. They weren’t expected to stay for long.















CHAPTER TWO



A NEW WAY OF DOING BUSINESS


As Bill Belichick prepared for work on April 17, 2000, one day after directing his first draft in five years, he was aware of something that ran counter to everything he believed in as a coach. He was rushing.


Here he was, nearly five months into the year, and he still hadn’t taken the necessary deep dive into the Patriots, piece by piece. He was normally the guy who loved homework, so much so that when he finished, he’d find even more to devour. But not now. There wasn’t enough time.


He had spent most of January trying to free himself from his contract with the New York Jets. He had tried to do it first through a subversive press conference, in which he was supposed to be accepting the head coaching job but instead scrawled a desperate note of resignation/escape. “I resign as HC of the NYJ” was how he coded it. Next he threw himself at the mercy of the commissioner, and then the courts, failing both times until he finally landed in New England when his old boss came to a token truce with his new one. Bill Parcells agreed to trade Belichick to the Patriots as long as Robert Kraft included a first-round pick in the 2000 draft. February felt like a month of errands and catch-up. Hire new coaches. Hire new scouts. Re-sign players. Go to the scouting combine, heavily relying on information from scouts you don’t know and haven’t trained.


March was a monthlong cram for the test. By draft day, normally, he’d have had a handle on everyone’s story.


On April 17, when everyone took an early assessment of how great their draft weekends had gone, there were a couple of truths that football insiders didn’t even try to debate. One was that the Patriots had done an okay job on their draft homework. The other was that the Jets had gotten straight A’s. The Patriots’ closest and most hated rival entered the draft with four first-round picks, which was the most first-round capital in league history. They selected two defensive ends, a tight end, and, all the experts agreed, the draft’s best available quarterback in Chad Pennington from Marshall University.


Will McDonough, the legendary Boston Globe columnist and close friend of Parcells’s, captured the spirit of the day in a column entitled MASTER STROKES FROM GROH AND THE JETS. Parcells was still the Jets’ general manager, and he had turned to longtime assistant Al Groh to coach the team when Belichick very publicly displayed his defiance. Groh recapped the Jets’ plum draft choice with McDonough.


“At the start of the day we didn’t figure on taking Pennington,” Groh said. “On our board we had him going to Pittsburgh in the eight spot, which would let Plaxico Burress [Michigan State wide receiver] drop to us. But they took Burress, and when Pennington was still on the board at eighteen, his value was just too great to let go. Teams try for five or six years to get a quarterback this highly regarded, so we took him for the future.”


In yet another Globe article on the same day, New Englanders were told exactly what they didn’t want to hear: The New Yorkers, under the leadership of sure Hall of Famer Parcells, had done well. Parts of the article by football columnist Ron Borges downright taunted. “Sorry, Patriots fans,” it read, “the Jets did some damage.” There was another reference to Pennington and how his selection gave the Jets “possession of the only signal-caller who should have been in the first round this year.” Locally and nationally, the mentions of Tom Brady were dismissive. Borges’s and the Globe’s competition, Kevin Mannix at the crosstown Herald, found the selection of Brady incomprehensible: “With one of their three picks in the sixth round, the Patriots took Michigan quarterback Tom Brady. So what’s with that? Why another quarterback? The Patriots already have their franchise starter in Drew Bledsoe, a proven veteran backup in John Friesz, and a young developmental player in Michael Bishop.”


This wasn’t Michigan, just the professional version of it in Massachusetts. He was once again Tommy Anonymous.


Pennington was being lauded as a smart quarterback who didn’t have superior arm strength. The same label had been attached to Brady. Pennington’s passing statistics were gaudier, and his team had finished undefeated. But he was reading the defenses of Northern Illinois and Liberty and Western Michigan, earning a destination, the Motor City Bowl, that would get a Michigan coach fired if he wound up there more than once. Brady had just completed a season in which Notre Dame, Ohio State, and Alabama were on the schedule. His team had finished fifth in the country, and there was a sense of disappointment because it wasn’t first.


All things considered, he had dominated his opponents equal to the way Pennington had done his. But when it was time to pick… You could spin yourself into a dozen philosophical circles trying to understand the nature of the draft and the visions of the people who conducted it.


If the newest Patriots quarterback had been paying attention to the reports, he would have taken the advice given to many borderline talents, which is to rent and not buy. But what fun was that?


He needed a place to live, and so did Dave Nugent, a Purdue defensive end whom the Patriots drafted two slots after Brady. Chris Eitzmann, an undrafted tight end from Harvard, was also a friend of theirs who needed a better housing situation. Technically, Eitzmann resided in a lovely Canton, Massachusetts, home. The reality was that the home belonged to one of his classmates’ parents, and Eitzmann was living in the basement. Luckily for the three rookies, there was a condominium available in Franklin, about twenty minutes from Foxboro.


The place, located at 9 Cherrywood Lane, had been in the Patriots family for several years. It was originally bought by Scott Zolak, Bledsoe’s former backup, in 1993. It had over two thousand square feet, a couple of bedrooms, a nice basement, and a shared wall that often led an elderly couple next door to call the police in music-volume disputes with Zolak. Two years after buying the place, Zolak sold it to the team’s first-round draft pick, cornerback Ty Law.


Four years later, Law found himself in a different financial world. He signed a $50 million contract with the Patriots, which included a $14.2 million bonus. He wasn’t going to stay in the condo for long, and he found the perfect buyer when Brady was drafted. Like Brady, Law went to school at Michigan. He knew how competitive one had to be to thrive in Ann Arbor, so the quarterback from his alma mater got his attention. Law remembered his own fight to play immediately at Michigan. He had asked to go one-on-one with future first-round pick Derrick Alexander in practice. When Alexander caught a short pass, the freshman corner said, “Is that it? You’re supposed to catch that. That ain’t nothing. Where I come from, it’s the best two outta three.” He broke up the next pass and intercepted the third. He quickly became a starter.


In the pros, Brady was unlikely to be as bold in his first year as Law was in his. Once, Bill Parcells challenged veteran receiver Vincent Brisby to humble the talkative rookie. Brisby and Law went one-on-one in a drill, a drill that Law dominated. He celebrated by ripping off his Nike cleats and saying to his teammates, “Anybody got any goddamn Reeboks? Because this is my planet.” Law was a hard worker, and he respected Brady for always being in the weight room. Plus, he was a Michigan man. He was going to make a special condo sale to Brady.


“I knew he wasn’t making any money. I said, ‘You know what, I’m going to leave all the furniture for you,’” Law says now. “I left all the furniture, TVs, pool table, everything. I left him everything, move-in ready. I said, ‘Just bring your bags, man.’ Sold it to him for like a hundred grand less than what I could have gotten. I had just signed this new deal. He was a Michigan guy. And I saw the kind of work that he put in. This dude worked hard. I didn’t know if he’d ever get on the damn field. But he worked hard.”


This was part of life in the NFL now for Brady, hanging out on Cherrywood Lane and trying to hang on to a roster spot. Brady was the fourth quarterback, Nugent was a long-shot defensive end, and of the six tight ends the Patriots listed on the depth chart, Eitzmann was sixth.


They had fun, though. They’d shoot pool in the basement and have what they would call a house tournament playing an old Nintendo football video game called Tecmo Bowl. Nugent and Eitzmann had become wise to one of Brady’s signature moves while losing: throwing one of the controllers at a wall to reset the system. He liked to win at pranks as well. One day he and Eitzmann approached a napping Nugent and drew all over his face with Magic Markers. They then put on boxing gloves and hit the sleeping giant until he came to. The belly laughs came from Nugent’s reaction. He immediately got up and decided to go to the grocery store. He casually walked the aisles there with his face covered in elaborate markings, wondering why he was getting so many odd looks.


When they all went out together, Eitzmann would get the superstar treatment. He had gone to school locally, after all, and he had been the subject of several articles in training camp. Brady would watch at restaurants and gas stations when fans would approach and ask for his roommate’s autograph.


In a way, Brady and his friends were actually going back to school in the NFL. Anyone who was going to play for Bill Belichick had to be willing to engage in detailed study. He had to know his own playbook and the tendencies of his opponent’s, too. Despite what the public thought of it, Belichick knew that the team wasn’t a few complementary pieces away from a championship. This was a top-to-bottom renovation job, and it needed to happen physically and psychologically.


The first thing everyone had to realize was that Belichick’s perspective of what made a team good was different from theirs. He didn’t see the game the same way as his players, his bosses, or even Patriots fans and media. One side, either his or theirs, had to change because the only common ground they had was the will to win. The disagreements would eventually come in the How To.


“It’s hard to fool the players; you just know good coaching when you see it,” says Damien Woody, who was a second-year Patriots center in 2000. “Bill came into that first training camp and you could see his plan being executed. He was on top of everyone. It didn’t matter who you were, he was coaching you up hard. I had played the year before, but I felt like I was seeing a different NFL. I knew it was going to be tough. He was clearly weeding some guys out.”


He liked and appreciated the transcendent abilities of stars, but he did not have a star system. He didn’t promote players simply because they were first-round picks or even his picks. He didn’t hold on to players just because they had the reputation of being good. It’s one of the qualities he had in Cleveland, and it was a clear-eyed way of looking at team-building, a method eloquently and emphatically endorsed by Bill Walsh, the man who built the 49ers.


“I have seen coaches who are simply too sentimental, who allow themselves to be too maudlin about ‘breaking up the old family,’” Walsh told the Harvard Business Review in 1993. “They are going to lose sight of the bottom line. And there is another kind who are severe, tough, and hard-hitting. But they sacrifice the loyalty of the people around them. In that situation, people are always afraid that they are going to be the next to go. These coaches rarely have sustained success.


“Somewhere in the middle are the coaches who know that the job is to win, who know that they must be decisive, that they must phase people through their organizations, and at the same time they are sensitive to the feelings, loyalties, and emotions that people have toward one another. If you don’t have these feelings, I do not know how you can lead anyone.”


Walsh made those comments in the first days of the salary cap and free agency era, so the essence of them was true, although Belichick understood that he would have to tweak some methods to fit the modern NFL. He believed in seeing and building football teams in equally solid thirds. Financially, it meant that the Patriots would never have a top-heavy salary cap at the expense of the bottom half of the roster. On the field, it meant that the fans would be deeply dissatisfied if they expected him to pluck fleet receivers in the first round to help out Bledsoe. He thought a quarterback’s more important weapons were dependable offensive linemen, intelligent play designs, and solid receivers who could get open, catch, and stick their noses into blocks every now and then.


A former special-teams coach, he was a passionate advocate for the men who held the job he used to have and was compelled to have his best players be involved on “teams.” He was probably the only guy who, when speaking of former New York Giants great Lawrence Taylor, emphasized how dominant LT had been in “the kicking game.” His Patriots would never view being on teams as a demotion or an afterthought again. They would learn to see the creativity and game-changing potential in them like he did.


This was still a business, and a deep-pocketed one at that, so some of the things Belichick stood for were going to require significant trust from his players, and a relatively quick payout of wins. For example, he wasn’t concerned with the statistics that often launched defensive ends and linebackers into the Pro Bowl, although, for a player, those stats could be valuable leverage for a new contract. His position was that he valued winning, and the team, over everything else. Winning, the team, and the present.


“I think I understood him very early,” says former Patriots linebacker Tedy Bruschi. “It was short-term focus. It wasn’t new to me, but it was new to a lot of people. We had a lot of players who were thinking, ‘I want to win a bunch of Super Bowls.’ He wasn’t talking that way. I said, ‘I get this guy.’ I get it. I don’t think I’ll be going out to eat with him or anything like that, but from a very early point I understood it. I just need you to show me how to win. I mean, I’ve got a wife at home; I’ll be good. I don’t need you to love me. If it happens, that’s great.”


Belichick didn’t want his organization to be the first to run to free agency and set the market; rather, he spoke a new language, referring to players who had “good value” and “position versatility.” He emphasized conditioning and doing it together in Foxboro. He brought a boat anchor into the locker room to illustrate just how much extra weight the team was carrying. At a certain point daily, he was a media coach; he reminded his players to know what was important to the media (inside information and tension), to know what was important to the team (winning and inside information), and to know when to end conversations with the dead end of clichés.


Of course, there would be homework.


One of the frequent visitors to Cherrywood Lane, a linebacker named Matt Chatham, created a niche by studying and figuring out ways he and his teammates could apply what was learned. It began simply enough when Chatham and others, under the direction of assistant coach Pepper Johnson, were part of a subset they called the Ghetto Dogs. They were members of the scout team, and it was their responsibility to simulate the upcoming opponent.


“We would have to watch double the amount of film as everyone else,” Chatham recalls. “We would have to emulate different players and teams. They’d say, ‘This week you’re James Farrior.’ You’d have a list of notes of things that the player did and they’d want you to do it that way in practice. So they’d say, ‘He’s a guy who bites really hard on play-action, so every time you see this play, do it that way. You want to give the quarterback a good look. You’re not reading it as you, you’re reading it as them. Play how they play and not how you play.’ Now, you’ve got to learn all your stuff, too, because you want to be on the team. So you’re watching film of you being him and you being you.”


There were oral presentations from the Ghetto Dogs as well. They were expected to document their film study and then share all relevant information with the team. Imagine transitioning from college stardom to giving book reports in the pros. They were a helmeted research department. At times, the thought would sneak up on Chatham: Does this even matter? Are they really paying attention to this stuff? The question was answered over a sequence of film sessions when Chatham noticed that a Buffalo Bills player was doing the same thing each time there was a running play. One hundred percent of the time, it was the same. “This is the most ridiculous tell I’ve ever seen,” Chatham said to himself, and made a note of the detail. He shared the information with Johnson, who in turn had him share it with the defense. Chatham was good at film breakdown, so good that he had just studied himself into a job.


“They became more comfortable with me,” he remembers. “Every Friday I would come in and give a presentation to the entire defense, generally on tight ends and tackles. It’s something that gave me equity in the room. It kind of became my thing.”


For Belichick and Brady, the 2000 season was about training, mental and physical. Belichick had gotten such a late start on the job that his ideas of what his team was going to be didn’t match up with the personnel that he had. That was true of his players and his coaches. His offensive coordinator was Charlie Weis, an imaginative and acerbic Jersey guy, who had worked with Belichick in three organizations. Belichick trusted Weis and knew that he could coax the maximum out of what truly was a meager offense.


On defense, he needed someone who could teach what he wanted done, even if all the players weren’t capable of performing what they had learned in the classroom. Belichick agreed with Walsh’s point that it was important for employees within football operations to be empowered. There were coaches that he liked and hired, such as twenty-nine-year-old Eric Mangini and one of Buddy Ryan’s thirty-eight-year-old twin sons, Rob. He also had brought in a twenty-five-year-old coaching assistant, Brian Daboll, who had been recommended by Nick Saban. Belichick envisioned the coaching assistant slot as sort of an immersion program. The position would be held for a year or two, and then there would be a graduation to either coaching, scouting, or, in some cases, both.


“There was a lot on his plate that year,” Bruschi recalls. “We’d be on the sideline during the game, and he’d be talking to us on defense. I’d be thinking, ‘Bill, you’re the head coach, man. Big situation here in the game. You gonna punt that?’ In the beginning, it was just base stuff. He wanted to make sure that we got it. I can’t tell you how many times I heard him say, ‘Set the edge.’”


Brady’s progress was measured strictly in-house, and most of his teammates had little reason to pay attention to what he was doing. He still wasn’t the backup, nor was he the backup to the backup. It was fair to say, in September and October, that the rookie was effectively experiencing a redshirt year. He was expected to know the playbook and add some muscle to his thin frame. That was about it. Those who were paying attention noticed that he had the same curiosity as Belichick and competitiveness equal to anyone on the team. Members of the defense would taunt him when they intercepted him in practice. He’d talk back and then, after practice, he’d want to know, “What did you see? What did I give away?”


The Patriots had begun the season with four losses, won two consecutive games, and then bookended those with four more defeats in a row. They were just 2-8, once again the worst team in their division, after a November loss in Cleveland.


There was fan frustration with just about everything: the poor record, the dullness of the team, being stepped on by the 6-4 Jets, Bledsoe’s interminable patting of the football, and, honestly, the performance of the other Boston sports teams. The Bruins had traded Hall of Fame defenseman Ray Bourque the previous season and, in the fall of 2000, had fired popular coach Pat Burns. The Celtics were learning, painfully, that the energy and charisma of Rick Pitino wasn’t enough to revive the franchise, and that the young team actually was regressing under the president-coach with the $50 million contract. The Red Sox’ streak of running in place, paternalistically held back by the Yankees, had reached eighty-two years. There was a different twist to the misery every fall, and this year’s story was that the Yankees had lost fifteen of their final eighteen games and still finished two games ahead of the Sox to win the division… and yet another World Series title.


What fans started to grumble about was entertainment and hope from the Patriots, especially since Bledsoe had hurt the thumb on his throwing hand. Belichick continued to give Bledsoe starts, although there was a public push for a young backup. No, there weren’t any requests for Brady. The exciting name was Michael Bishop, a Heisman Trophy runner-up while in college at Kansas State and an absolute rock-star performer in Patriots preseason games. He was all freestyling dynamic motion in the summer games, outrunning all who chased him and flicking the football, with perfect spirals, farther than any quarterback the Patriots had. The season was already lost, and there was nothing an inert Bledsoe could do to save it, so why not?


It was a popular sentiment, which is why the controversy of undercards going into a game surprised so many people. The constant studying and body sculpting had paid off for Brady, who had moved up in the crowded quarterback rankings. He was now third on the depth chart, still behind Bledsoe and John Friesz, but in front of Bishop for good.


Bishop was furious and wanted to be released. Instead, two weeks later on Thanksgiving, he got a chance to watch Brady play briefly in a blowout loss to the Lions. Brady was back in Michigan, once again trying to scale an intimidating depth chart. But those were the only parallels. As a teen, eighteen and away from home for the first time, his disappointment led him to consider running from the situation. He was mentally and physically stronger now, and maybe even a little outrageous in his ambitions.


Bledsoe wasn’t just one of the Patriots’ stars; he was one of the most recognizable personalities in New England. He was the highest paid player on the team and had endorsement deals with a local pizza company, a local truck dealer, and a local bank. He was geographically and symbolically a long way from the Chestnut Ridge condos and Cherrywood Lane. He and his wife had just built a nine-thousand-square-foot mansion in Medfield, with a $10 million price tag. Bledsoe was well liked, too. His baritone was the smart and articulate radio voice of the Patriots after wins, and the humble and well-balanced one after losses.


He was a former number one overall pick, just like division rival Peyton Manning, and the obvious truth, so obvious that it didn’t have to be spoken, was that New England would collapse without Bledsoe just as Indianapolis would without Manning. But this was just the type of situation of which Bill Walsh had spoken seven years earlier.


“Most people don’t realize it, but the players who get all the attention are usually the ones on the downside of their careers,” the coach warned. “Ironically, the organization is often paying the most money to the team members who are on the descending curve as players. When players are starting to wind down their careers but are still playing effectively, you have to remind yourself how to use them. You have to gauge how they practice, what you ask them to do on the field, what kinds of situations you use them in, how much playing time they get. These are all factors that ultimately lead to the point where you judge that a younger player could do the job as well. That younger player is on an ascending curve on the arc. That is when you have to make your move.”


What Dick Rehbein, the first-year quarterbacks coach, had seen from Brady in February was now apparent to the rest of the coaches in November and December. Brady had something. Maybe it was the element of surprise. He drove a canary-yellow Jeep that he had bought in Brockton, so there were a thousand jokes about the California kid in the sunny Jeep. Yet there was toughness just below the appearances, and an ever-present willingness to compete and win. It could be heard with the thud on the shared condo wall. It could be seen with a broken Ping-Pong paddle after a loss that he thought should have been a win. It could be felt, by a few, with the pursuit of that top job.


He was a climber. Eitzmann, the roommate from Harvard, certainly had seen his share of those in the Ivy League. So when Brady made that subtle move from fourth to third on the depth chart, the ascending player in flight, Eitzmann thought of a conversation they’d had in the summer. They were at a small college in Rhode Island then, staying late after their second practice of the day. Eitzmann was worn out, by the heat and the workload, and Brady continued to push. He asked for one more route. He made the argument for one more drill. One more, one more. Finally, the quarterback who had never played a down in the NFL looked at Eitzmann and told him what was going to happen.


“I’m going to beat out Bledsoe,” he said. “You watch.”















CHAPTER THREE



NO ONE SAW IT COMING


In the spring of 2001, no one was taking Tom Brady seriously. As usual, he was the king of the shadows. He worked out, quietly and constantly, determined to improve his balance by strengthening spindly legs. He studied the playbook, its language and concepts, because at least he was equal with Drew Bledsoe when it came to offensive philosophy: He and Bledsoe had been with Charlie Weis, the offensive coordinator, the same amount of time. So the advantage would go to the quarterback who could best comprehend, retain, and coolly run the plays amid the motion and violence of the games. Nothing against Bledsoe, but Brady liked his chances.


In every other category, viewed objectively, Brady’s quest appeared hopeless. After much media speculation about Bledsoe’s contract status with the Patriots, the deal was finalized the first week of March. The numbers said it all: ten years, $103 million. It was the biggest contract in league history. Bledsoe had just turned twenty-nine and was clearly entering the sweet spot of his athletic and business career. Bledsoe was a deal-maker now. He admitted as much during the celebratory press conference, when he mentioned that a couple of one-on-one conversations with owner Robert Kraft made it all come together.


This was gentlemen’s agreement territory, with the principals making big deals in private, and then summoning the lawyers much later for the mundane dotting and crossing tasks. This was next level. Bledsoe wasn’t just the Patriots quarterback anymore. He was a junior partner in the firm.


Kraft said that Bledsoe could be similar to New England icons Ted Williams, Bill Russell, and Larry Bird, all athletes who played for Boston teams their entire careers. “I remember feeling sad when Bobby Orr left,” Kraft said at the Bledsoe announcement. “I saw this as an opportunity to sign one of the great Patriots for the rest of his career.” Orr, the most dynamic performer in Boston Bruins history, ended his career in Chicago. Bledsoe was motivated to stay in one place. He said he signed his lengthy contract because he wanted to align his business and sentimental interests.


“I’ve expressed over and over again my desire to play my entire career with the New England Patriots,” he said. “It looks like that is a very real possibility.”


The month of March wasn’t being very kind to Brady. A couple of weeks after signing Bledsoe, the Patriots spent another $3 million on twenty-seven-year-old quarterback Damon Huard. And just for the purposes of psychologically piling on, the Denver Broncos signed Brian Griese, whom Brady backed up at Michigan, and gave him a $12.6 million signing bonus.


Bill Belichick wasn’t going to suddenly overshare and explain why the Patriots invested the way they did, so it seemed fair to draw conclusions by following where the economist put his money. He loaded up at quarterback, which Brady found interesting, since he was the cheapest and, in his mind, best one. Belichick insisted that he believed in competition in its purest form, with draft status and reputation not factoring into the decision. If that were truly the case, Brady was excited about the chance to compete against the two older quarterbacks on the field.


He was never going to be able to out-corporate Bledsoe. No way. Bledsoe could hold court with the owner any time he wanted. They’d talk football, current events, wives, kids. Bledsoe could wink at certain media members and they’d fight his causes for him on the air or in print, keeping him entirely clean. He was a wine expert, a business and family man, as influential and connected as any athlete in town. Fortunately for Brady, the Bledsoe signing was historic for a reason no one could immediately see. One day it would be viewed as the last contract of its kind with the Patriots, a massive deal that was a patchwork of paying for past performance, good public relations, and romanticism.


In fact, there were several acquisitions that more accurately reflected who the Patriots were becoming, but those deals were in the shadows, right there with Brady. All of the signings were similar in that they were either for $477,000, which was the veterans’ minimum, or they were relatively cheap deals with modest signing bonuses. Over the course of the offseason, there was a steady beat of these signings, featuring names that led to shrugs and indifference. Mike Vrabel, Larry Izzo, Anthony Pleasant, David Patten, Mike Compton, Antowain Smith… They seemed to arrive daily. They were welcomed the way floorboards are to a house that lacks them; more necessary than exciting.


Excitement for New England fans would have to come in the draft, where the Patriots held the sixth overall selection. Belichick had already made enough dollar-store purchases to last a lifetime of springs. Now it was time for a wide receiver for Bledsoe to throw to or an elite offensive lineman who could protect him.


Typical frustration could be felt in a Boston Herald article headlined PATS’ PLAN FULL OF HOLES. “So, other than showing fiscal restraint, what’s the plan?” football columnist Kevin Mannix mocked. “Don’t ask. The only answer involves the meaningless words of ‘improving the team every way we can.’ That’s not a plan, that’s a platitude. A plan involves doing what San Diego and both Super Bowl teams did. Get impact players… The Patriots? They’ve signed Larry Izzo and Mike Vrabel and re-signed Matt Stevens. So far, their chances of turning a 5-11 team into a winner don’t look too promising.”


The reality was that fans and media weren’t the only ones skeptical of what the Patriots were doing. Roman Phifer, a linebacker who had played for Belichick with the Jets, was released by New York in late February. His agent let him know that three teams, Oakland, San Francisco, and New England, had the most serious and consistent inquiries about him. Phifer told his agent to explore Oakland and San Francisco, but he didn’t want to go to New England. He had many personal and professional reasons for feeling that way. He was going through a divorce, and he wanted to remain close to his three-year-old son, who was living in Los Angeles. New England didn’t work, geographically or competitively. And the latter was really starting to affect Phifer.


He was thirty-three and had never won anything of significance. Ever. There were no state championships in high school. At UCLA, where he went to college, his teams never appeared in the Rose Bowl on New Year’s Day. In the pros, in his first eight seasons with the Rams, his teams never had a winning season. And then, as soon as he left for the Jets, his new team was rocked by injuries and his old team won the Super Bowl. He was tired of it. He wanted to win something, and the 2001 Patriots weren’t going to give him the opportunity. He told his agent he’d likely sit out a season before signing with them. He was still watching and waiting in April, when it was time for the Patriots to make their draft selections.


There were no surprises in the top five, with a quarterback, Michael Vick, taken first by the Falcons. When it was the Patriots’ turn, they had a menu of electric options before them: All of the top receivers were available, in addition to a left tackle projected to go in the top ten. It was fitting, though, that Belichick had his eye on the son of a mason. Richard Seymour was twenty-one, six feet six inches tall, and the namesake of a man who paid his bills by laying bricks. The younger Seymour, a University of Georgia defensive lineman, was exactly the cornerstone Belichick envisioned for his defense. Phifer understood what the presence of Seymour meant for Belichick and for himself. Guys that big who actually played to their size could protect linebackers in Belichick’s defensive system. They drew two and sometimes three players to them, allowing linebackers like Phifer to run freely and make unimpeded tackles.


Seymour, who grew up in South Carolina, had hoped to be drafted by a warm-weather team. His family was delighted that a young man who was lightly recruited in high school was even in position to be drafted. Many of them were Raiders fans, and they knew Seymour wasn’t going to fall all the way to twenty-eight, where Oakland was picking. But being in the same league that many of them had watched from afar was exciting enough. An elaborate country feast was planned. There were hogs and chickens roasted, cakes and pies baked. The guest list included aunts and uncles, cousins, neighborhood friends, and even Mark Sanford, South Carolina’s governor at the time. It was a joyful moment for father and son, who were best friends. Even though the elder Seymour separated from his son’s mother when the boy was six, the family bond was strong. As a teenager, Seymour worked in his father’s construction business. When Seymour went off to school at Georgia, nearly three hours away from home, father and son continued to spend time together. They would sit in the dorms and watch film of the Bulldogs’ games. This day, this opportunity, was validation of all the lessons, football and otherwise, that the elder Richard Seymour had given to the younger one.


According to the immediate draft reviews, Seymour had something in common with New Englanders; many of them wished he had landed elsewhere, too.


The Boston Globe’s Ron Borges, a longtime football writer and Hall of Fame voter, immediately panned the selection:


“Seymour has been compared most often to Packers defensive lineman Vonnie Holliday, whom the Patriots should have drafted two years ago; if they had, they wouldn’t have had to waste their first-rounder yesterday on a tweener like Seymour, who at 6’6½” and 298 pounds is too long in the leg to play inside in the NFL in the opinion of some league scouts and lacks the quickness to play as a pass-rushing end despite what you’ll hear over the next few days.


“However, Seymour’s odd build for the position he plays is not the real problem with his selection. The real problem is that Bill Belichick passed on greatness for need, a decision that has blown up in the face of more coaches than anyone can imagine.”


Across town, the Herald was even more succinct and caustic. Playing off the name of Kenyatta Walker, the talented left tackle passed over by the Patriots, a headline in the tabloid declared, BLEDSOE MAY END UP NEEDING A WALKER.


There was no praise, locally or nationally, for the maneuverings of Belichick. He had been on the job for fifteen months and had cleared a significant amount of refuse in the organization. In theory, it was akin to the approach he had taken with the Browns, but this time he was having more luck and more roster flexibility due to unrestricted free agency, which wasn’t available to him his first fifteen months in Cleveland. He and Brady were essentially doing the same thing: making huge strides, backstage.


Belichick was ecstatic with the sudden growth of the Patriots. He had been able to hire Romeo Crennel, a defensive coach he’d known for twenty years, away from the Browns. His first coaching assistant, Brian Daboll, had been a success, so now it was time to promote him and bring in two more low-level employees in their midtwenties, Josh McDaniels and Nick Caserio. Belichick and his top personnel man, Scott Pioli, had been able to rewrite the scouting manual, and they’d had a full year to train the scouts in their football hieroglyphics. The free agency haul, with lots of good players for a reasonable price, had been remarkable. And now the draft had yielded what Belichick believed to be a dominant defensive tackle in Seymour and, through a flurry of trades, a left tackle in Matt Light who could protect the quarterback for the next decade.


The quarterback. Well, if there was something negative to say about the changes in the franchise as spring turned to summer, it started with what was a trace of uncertainty at the position. It was a peculiar space, tucked between pleasant surprise and buyer’s remorse. Bledsoe was healthy, strong, and overwhelmingly professional. His name still meant something in the league, as most teams continued to rate him as a top-tier passer. That wasn’t the issue. What Belichick talked with his coaches about, in amazement, involved the kid, Brady.


His offseason had been phenomenal. His strength was up and his body fat was down. He challenged himself in the weight room with squats and leg lifts, knowing that his best throws began from the bottom up, with proper footwork and balance, and then on to arm position and follow-through. He was fluent in the offense. And if he had any bitterness about the generous paydays that had happened for other quarterbacks in Foxboro and around the league, he didn’t show it. He had natural leadership qualities, and he was rapidly developing a game that was in sync with his intangibles.


Brady was one year ahead of where the Patriots had projected him to be. That much was clear, as was the fact that Dick Rehbein hadn’t recommended an ordinary backup. If the push continued at this pace, Brady would move from third quarterback to second by September. Eventually, the progress of Brady would become one of the big stories of training camp. Another summer story had already been established in the spring: More low-priced veterans were on the way.


One of them was the unfiltered Bryan Cox, who had acquired the affectionate nickname “Loud and Wrong” due to his animated, split-second opinions. He signed at the beginning of August and immediately brought familiarity from all angles. He knew the defense intimately, and he often talked about it and other things like an R-rated uncle. Another linebacker, much more reserved than Cox, arrived at the beginning of August as well. His opportunities in the Bay Area had disappeared, and his best chance to play was in New England. So Phifer, who once hosted Willie McGinest on a recruiting trip to UCLA (McGinest went to rival USC instead), was finally teammates with his buddy in New England.


Phifer noticed an authenticity in the group. There was a collective love for football and one another. Phifer told Belichick about the situation with his son, and the coach gave him permission to commute weekly between Foxboro and Los Angeles, as long as he returned in time for practice on Wednesday. It was McGinest who became Phifer’s six-foot-five-inch tour guide, driving him around Providence and Boston so he could get a sense of the area. The two had kept in touch long after that recruiting trip in the early 1990s, and it was McGinest who gave him the final push and convinced him that the Patriots represented exactly what he had been searching for in football.


“What really hit me, as soon as I got there, was the blessing that God had for me,” Phifer says. “I had resisted it for six months. I had focused on the cold, the crusty locker rooms, the old stadium. I’d convinced myself that it was going to be the same old story. But I love football, and that’s what was so obvious when I got there. Willie, Ty, Tedy, Lawyer, Drew. Those guys were so inviting, so humble. I knew it right then: ‘This is where I belong.’”


There was genuine love on the team, and it seemed to go beyond football. It needed to, because the entire team would confront a wide range of issues that had nothing to do with blocking and tackling.


First, in August, there was tragedy. Rehbein had been working out at a local gym, with the younger of his two daughters nearby, when he suddenly lost consciousness on a treadmill. He went to the floor but quickly recovered and was able to stand on his own. Thirteen years earlier he had been diagnosed with a diseased heart muscle, cardiomyopathy, and was taking medication. But his condition had never hindered him in his exercise and, in fact, he ran several times a week. He was alert and communicative when he walked to an ambulance, and he checked himself into Massachusetts General Hospital.


That night, he talked with members of the coaching staff and told them that he would see them the next evening at a meeting. His family spent some time with him as well, and there was a sense that he was going to be just fine. He slept well that night and was given a stress test the next morning. After the test, his heart stopped. He was forty-five years old.


Rehbein was survived by his wife, Pam, and daughters, Betsy and Sarabeth, sixteen and twelve years old, respectively.


All of the Patriots and Giants, who happened to be in town for a joint practice, attended Rehbein’s memorial service. The coaches and especially the quarterbacks checked in on Pam and the girls. Someone came up with the idea that all player fines, which could total well over $100,000, would be put into a fund and given to the Rehbeins at the end of the season. And, without question, the team unanimously agreed that the 2001 season would be dedicated to Rehbein.


At the beginning of September, five days before the season opener in Cincinnati, the shadows that Brady operated in began to wane. He had passed Huard, and now the only quarterback separating him from his promise of the previous year, beating out Bledsoe, was Bledsoe. The phenom, Michael Bishop, was gone. John Friesz had been released. Huard had been leapt.


Locally, there still wasn’t a complete grasping of who Brady was. It was like that in high school, at Michigan, and now. His ascent was franchise-altering, and the Franchise himself, Bledsoe, didn’t sense it.


After all, Bledsoe had missed just six games in his first eight seasons. Bill Parcells was his first coach, and he once let Bledsoe play an entire season with a separated shoulder. When asked why, Parcells seemed insulted by the question and replied, “Players play on Sunday.”


That seemed to stick with Bledsoe a few years later when, with his index finger on his throwing hand broken and swollen, he tried to keep playing. He just didn’t like coming out of games, and it had nothing to do with insecurity. He’d never had a backup as good as Brady, but he still thought his job would be there. Even with Brady in the same room, the kid already an equal in processing the game, Bledsoe was relaxed. He was confident in himself, his durability, and that contract. What were they going to do, have him hold the clipboard and be one of those visor-wearing backups? Not a chance. Brady, then, was a nice story, even with the backup’s prophetic words when he talked about rising to second on the depth chart:


“At some point, they’re going to need all three of us, whether it be in practice or on the field. So I think that we’ve got a good quarterback position.”


Nice sentiment, but very few people believed it. On the first series of the season against the Bengals, CBS broadcaster Gus Johnson reminded everyone watching that Bledsoe had “signed a multiyear, multimillion contract that should keep him a Patriot through the end of his career.” It’s what people said and thought. It was just obvious. So when the Patriots lost that first game to the Bengals and looked bad on offense along the way, there was no suggestion that a change at quarterback needed to be made.


Two days after the game, the team was looking to its quarterback and other team leaders for guidance and structure. There had been a terror attack on American soil, in New York City, and the reality of airplanes being intentionally flown into skyscrapers needed context, discussion, and consolation. One of the Patriots linemen, Joe Andruzzi, had firefighting brothers in New York, and the brothers Andruzzi were fortunate to escape the wreckage of the fallen World Trade Center as they attempted to save lives. The entire team gathered at Bledsoe’s house to be together on such an awful day in American history. It was hard to think about football, and no one in the league had to; the games scheduled for September 16 were rescheduled for the twenty-third.


After a pregame display of unity of patriotism on the twenty-third, the Patriots and Jets got back to some degree of normalcy by acting the way they always did at Foxboro Stadium. It was 10–3, Jets, with five minutes to play when Bledsoe began to run toward the right sideline. He was trying to pick up ten yards on third down, and he was doing just fine until he picked up his eighth.


He was met on the sideline by Jets linebacker Mo Lewis, listed at 260 pounds. It was far from Lewis’s biggest hit of the day, given that he delivered the brunt of it solely with his right shoulder. But it was a shot to the chest of the quarterback, legal in terms of the game, and it was significant for football reasons and otherwise. Will McDonough, the Globe columnist with a penchant for getting people to talk, was eventually able to unearth the real story. The first several hours after the Lewis hit weren’t just confusing; they had been life-threatening.


Bledsoe had gone back into the game after the hit by Lewis, even though, unbeknownst to the quarterback, his blood pressure was falling. Blood was also draining from his chest into his chest cavity. That wasn’t known until after the game, when he was taken to Massachusetts General Hospital and diagnosed by a doctor, Daniel Berger, who had been at home watching the Patriots game. Obviously, Brady was going to be the Patriots quarterback for several weeks. But more than that, Berger explained to McDonough, Bledsoe’s injury could have led to the second Patriots tragedy in the span of six weeks.


“We were fortunate that the bleeding slowed down, and eventually stopped,” the doctor said. “If we had to operate, we would have had to try to check the area around his ribs and lung first to see if we could find the problem and repair the damage. If that didn’t work out, we would have had to operate, and make the incision in the middle of his chest, pull the ribs back, and make the repair that way. If that had to happen, then his career would have been in jeopardy.”


The Patriots were 0-2, and just 5-13 since Belichick became the head coach. There were lots of questions about Bledsoe’s return in 2001, why the quarterback had been allowed to reenter the game, and the readiness of Brady to rescue a team that was unlucky enough to have the high-powered Colts next on the schedule. Perhaps Belichick could sense the skepticism of the media crowd, representing the uneasiness of the region. Or perhaps it was a rare slip, where he uttered in public the same things he had said previously to his staff. Whatever the reason, Belichick gave his most honest Brady response during a particularly intense back-and-forth with the media.


“I don’t think we’re talking about John Elway here, but I don’t know how many of those there are,” the annoyed coach said. “He’s got a good NFL arm. I really don’t think I’m going to be standing here week after week talking about the problems that Tom Brady had. I have confidence in him.”


What the coach didn’t realize was that his statement had officially begun campaign season, and he had presented the first endorsement. For Brady. It’s all people talked about in New England for weeks and weeks. A simple question—Brady or Bledsoe?—would generate hours and days of discussion on sports-talk radio. The arguments never cut conveniently across generational lines. There was never a simplistic conclusion based on the value of experience versus the possibility of the new. The argument never stopped; it would be paused for a while and then resumed. It was on late-night sports shows where, going in, several segments had been planned, yet the participants had gotten stuck on this one. Brady or Bledsoe?


Players were asked about it, and they certainly had opinions, but they were too smart to answer. Belichick, after his initial honesty, was noncommittal. But just like at Michigan, there were hints about what was coming with Brady, some nuanced and some overt. Adrian Klemm, the offensive lineman who lived with him before the draft, noticed a distinct Brady style in the huddle. “There’s a certain presence that he has there,” Klemm says now. “He’s emotional, but he’s never out of control. He really has a command of it.” It probably was a reflection of what he truly was thinking about, opinions he shared only with those who were closest to him. He was actually the topic when several members of the defense got together shortly after Bledsoe was injured. They talked about picking the kid up, rallying around him, just doing whatever they could to give the team a chance until Bledsoe was ready to return.


Soon after that conversation, there was a fun team dinner during which the players laughed, drank, and teased one another. At one point, Brady and Law began to chat. The quarterback was calm and direct. “Ty,” he said, “I’m not giving that job back.”


“I was thinking of the business side of things,” Law recalls. “I thought, ‘Oh, yes you are.’ But I didn’t say that to him. I actually got a kick out of it. Lawyer was my boy, so I had to tell him. ‘Hey, this young dude, he’s got some spunk to him. He says he’s not giving that job back to Drew.’ But I didn’t think it would be his choice. There was a man called Mr. Kraft, there was Bill Belichick, and there was that big check that they were writing that all said otherwise. I thought, ‘When he gets healthy, he’s coming back.’”


Brady, showing his political acumen, played the role of someone who was just happy to be there and help the team. The public bought it. They hadn’t seen the real Brady, sweating behind the curtain to get himself ready for this stage. So why did they think they knew him now? The unknown from the discount bins of the previous season’s draft, just trying to find his way in the pros.


Cute. And pure fiction. He was smart, athletic, and gifted. Bledsoe or Brady?


Brady.


Of course. His circumstances in high school, college, and now the pros had given him an identity. He had been buried so much on depth charts and draft charts that, just to be noticed, he had been forced to climb. So he’d put that label with the one he already had. Now he was Tom Brady, climber and winner.
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