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			I dedicate this book to my parents, 
Terry and Nick Buoniconti, 
both of whom I love very much!! 

			They gave me life 50 years ago, 
and the strength to be born again in 1985 
after my life-threatening injury. 
They are the foundation upon which 
I continue to fight for a cure for paralysis 
and to help change the world!
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			FOREWORD

			 

			Many years ago, I was invited to visit the spinal cord injury wing of a Boston hospital. I declined, saying, “I don’t think I can take it; as an active outdoorsman I have an aversion to those kind of injuries. I can’t imagine being immobilized.”

			My host persisted. 

			“You really should see these people,” he said. “They know you love rock climbing, running rivers, backpacking, skiing. You’ll learn a lot from them.”

			I went, reluctantly, and the first patient I met was doing wheelies in her wheelchair. She had been hurt in a diving accident but she was still gung ho and upbeat. So was the guy paralyzed in a motorcycle accident. Ditto the skier. Yes, they were all living differently than they had been a few years earlier, but they had not given up on life.

			It was the beginning of a personal fascination with, and a commitment to people with spinal cord injuries and the science of trying to advance progress toward a cure. 

			My involvement went to a new level when I became friendly with the Buoniconti family. The father, Nick, was a generational contemporary. We’re the same age, and I had watched his playing days with awe and admiration, first as an All-American at Notre Dame, then as an All-Pro linebacker with the fabled unbeaten Miami Dolphins.

			When Marc was gravely hurt playing football for The Citadel, I read the accounts of the family rushing to his side and Nick vowing to find a cure for spinal cord injuries. 

			It was so much more than an emotional outburst. It was the beginning of The Miami Project to Cure Paralysis, a state-of-the-art laboratory, clinic, and rehabilitation center that has advanced the knowledge and treatment of spinal cord injuries far down the field. 

			Dr. Barth Green and his associates have given the world and all the families with spinal cord injury concerns more than clinical trials of exciting new cell therapy techniques, drugs, surgeries, advanced rehabilitation practices, and compassion, always compassion. 

			They have given us hope.

			In the process, the Buoniconti family has given something else just as important, just as precious. They have given us all lessons in how to be a family. How to love one another even when the strain is great, how to stay a family even when the structure changes, how to have a common goal and pursue it with such passion and commitment to excellence that it becomes a force unto itself.

			At the center of all this is Marc, one of the bravest, most decent and giving people I know. He was injured as a young man playing a game he loved. His life has been a struggle through every waking moment from that time forward. Yet he refuses to accept that constant condition as a burden. It has become for him a way of life and, more important, an opportunity to change the world of spinal cord injury.

			This is his story.

			Read it and weep, cheer, reflect, and come away knowing you’ve been in the presence of a young man with a power no paralyzed limb could diminish.

			Read it and hope that you could be so brave.

			Read it and stand, as Marc cannot, and cheer him on.

			 

			–Tom Brokaw

		


		

			INTRODUCTION 

			 

			I can’t begin to relate the high regard I have for the Buoniconti family. I am in awe of their indestructible bond and the love they have for each other. Nick and Marc’s phenomenal father/son relationship is one I can relate to, having shared a similar bond with my father, Joseph, a dedicated family man and compassionate individual whom I loved and respected at the highest level. 

			For the past thirty-three years, the Buoniconti father/son team has been passionately involved in supporting and directing a world-renowned research facility, The Miami Project to Cure Paralysis, dedicated to finding a cure for paralysis. I was introduced to this most worthy cause some years ago at the Great Sports Legends Dinner in New York City, and since that day I have pledged to Stand Up for Those Who Can’t. I have been the presenting sponsor of the New York Dinner and made a $2.2 million gift to The Buoniconti Fund as well a $1 million donation at The Buoniconti Fund’s Destination Fashion event in Miami. 

			I was pleased to join this father/son team again in our mission to find a cure for paralysis. I stood up at the Great Sports Legends Dinner to commit another $1 million in celebration of their twenty-fifth anniversary of the Dinner as well as the creation of this incredible book.

			My indefatigable hope is that Marc and others who are paralyzed will someday be able to step out of their wheelchairs and walk again. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to stand alongside my friend, Marc, when he takes those first momentous steps.

			 

			–Stewart Rahr*

			 

			*Stewart Rahr became a supporter of The Buoniconti Fund when he was the President, CEO, and sole owner of Kinray, the largest privately held pharmaceutical/generic distributor in the world. Mr. Rahr’s success story has been over a forty-year journey, back to when he took the reins of Kinray Pharmacy from his father, Joseph. The company since has grown from five employees and less than $1 million in annual revenue to more than 1,000 employees and more than $5 billion in annual income. Mr. Rahr has since sold the company and has been a loyal and generous contributor to many charities. His philanthropy has benefited hundreds of organizations, including The Buoniconti Fund to Cure Paralysis, which holds a special place in his heart. 

		


		
			Prologue

			Third and One

			Few of us know in advance the moment that changes our lives. It’s only in retrospect that we identify a crucial twist embraced, or avoided. We operate largely without a map, turning right or left at the next intersection on the basis of experience, speculation, or random curiosity. The “choices” are often unconscious, and beyond our awareness. We feel our way through life’s contours. 

			Fate is nothing more than the public performance of accumulated decisions. Turning left to avoid a life-threatening accident has less to do with the instinctive action than the life experiences up to that moment in time. Do we take implied consequences “like a man,” or do we confront whatever is in front of us with guile, grit, and cunning? 

			Life is a series of third-and-one situations, though we often aren’t aware of the significance one way or another. That’s the beauty and the curse of sports. The moments present themselves on the basis of a clock, the score, distance, preparation, and strategy, all of which are subject to dozens of nuances. In football, the object of the game is to move the ball downfield to score against the other team’s defense. The offensive team has four downs to move ten yards to gain another four downs. Each play is important, but games turn on third down. If the offensive team fails to gain another first down, then it’s forced to turn the ball over to the opponent. On third down with a yard to go, everyone digs in a little deeper. 

			For most people that doesn’t mean a thing. But for a football player, it’s the difference between success and failure. For the offense, it’s the opportunity to extend the possession. For the defense, it’s a chance to stop the drive. There are no illusions. It’s one side trying to impose its will on the other. The stakes are straightforward and self-evident to every player, coach, and fan. 

			In effect, the essence of the game is compressed into a single play. A more intense new rush of adrenaline and bravado rises to the surface. The crowd becomes louder because the moment creates the same chemical reaction in them. The noise a player hears, even inside a small domed stadium with the ground covered in artificial turf, is more of a low rumble. It’s the vibration of sound more than anything familiar or discernible. Heart rates rise, focus narrows. 

			I lived for those moments. I thrived on the challenge, the extra degree of difficulty. It wasn’t just on the football field. I lived my life in that context, pushing limits, eager to see what was around the next corner, or where I might find myself after one test or another. Dive deep into the ocean for two or three minutes without oxygen? I can do that. Climb forty feet to the top of a tree and jump off executing a flip into a narrow canal? No problem. Defy rules designed to limit very broad ideas of fun? Of course, why conform when not conforming provides so much entertainment? Test the limits of drugs and alcohol, skip school, hang out with dangerous dudes, buy drugs in the neighborhoods those guys did business in, even when some of those “friends” ended up dead, or in penitentiaries? Come on, danger is part of the fun, man. 

			What looked out of control to others was a confirmation of control to me. I wasn’t dead. I wasn’t in jail. I was in college, the starting linebacker for a hard-ass military school devoid of females and full of hard-ass guys. 

			What’s going to happen next? Some people try to control life. Not me. You might as well try to grab a handful of air. What could be more inspiring than the confrontation directly in front of you? 

			On third-and-one it all comes together. At the most basic level, it captures the nature of the game and to one degree or another life itself. Who’s tougher? Who’s smarter? Who’s more talented? Who wants it more? Who’s willing to endure more pain? Who can feel the rhythm of a game, the sway of momentum? Who can focus in so narrowly that figuring out what the opponent will do next is reduced from speculation to near certainty? 

			In less than ten seconds it all plays out and the questions are answered. That’s the allure of sports. There is instant gratification. Every decision is resolved almost immediately. Life is different that way. A decision made without a second thought can change the course of a life a week later. 

			As the middle linebacker, my eyes widened as I keyed on the center. When the center lunged toward me as he snapped the ball, his movements told me all I needed to know. I stepped to my left brushing him aside and locked in on the ball. There is almost no perception of sound. The arms and legs are those of people, but in the moment they are obstacles to be avoided, or to be shoved aside in pursuit of the ball. 

			I was running close to full speed when the quarterback flipped the ball to a low-slung running back with thick powerful legs. He knew what I knew: It was third-and-one. 

			Otherwise, we had nothing in common. He was African-American with a dark history born of a rough, dangerous childhood in a neighborhood that mirrored his experience. From the porch of the small house he grew up in, the running back watched as his father was shot to death in broad daylight in the front yard. 

			In my life, the sun shined nearly every day. I loved my childhood, my siblings, and my parents. Our house was on a canal with tall trees. We had our own swimming pool, a large lawn to play football, and a basketball court. My dad was a celebrity with trophies and championship rings from his life in professional football. My mother was a loving woman every bit as strong as my dad. I had everything that was important to a healthy, positive life. 

			But in that moment, there was no history. We were two people with a singular mission. Mine was the exact opposite of his. He needed the yard. Three feet. I needed to stop him. 

			The running back swung wide, gaining speed when one of my teammates flew into his legs. The running back flipped into the air. Instinctively I calculated where I had to slam into the hurtling body to stop his momentum. I took one final step in an all-out sprint, then dove straight toward the impact zone. I saw the number 20 upside down on his uniform. With the running back’s head nearly touching the ground and his legs straight up in the air, he lunged forward toward the first down, grasping for every inch. 

			I was locked in and loaded. I flew toward the target with every ounce of force I could generate. 

			Nothing about the moment was unusual or out of character with the tone and tenor of my life. All the daring and risky behavior came together thanks in part to an innate arrogance long cultivated by successfully navigating the consequences of a life lived free, and reckless. 

			Then, in an instant, it was over. 

			I never felt a thing. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			DAD: October 26, 1985, was a Saturday. My wife, Terry, and I were sitting on the terrace of my Notre Dame roommate Richard Catenacci’s Hunterdon County, NJ, farmhouse. Richard’s property extended over twenty-five or thirty acres and included a pond. Over the years he’d restored the house that looked out over the valley—just spectacular. We were kind of pinching ourselves. We had known one another and remained best friends for more than twenty-five years. We were doing well. 

			Richard was the managing partner in the biggest law firm in New Jersey. I had three children in college, and they were doing great. As we sat there we were saying, “How lucky can we be? How lucky can we be? Here we are. I’m doing well. You’re doing well. We’re drinking champagne, celebrating on one of the most phenomenal fall afternoons.” 

			It was remarkable.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Whose arm is that? 

			Bodies were scattered around me. The arm didn’t appear to go with any of them. 

			My body tingled. It wasn’t pain so much as an absence of feeling. With little success, and even that diminishing I gasped to catch my breath. Seconds passed. Reality flooded in. I consciously confronted my emotions. If I panicked, I’d die. 

			The trainer reached me first. He peered into my eyes. His calm demeanor was betrayed by the horror on his face. He could only imagine what he couldn’t see. 

			I mouthed three words: “I can’t move.” I knew what had happened. Still, the recognition was overwhelming. I didn’t need a diagnosis. It was written on the faces of everyone around me. 

			I lay on the artificial turf in a small domed stadium, somewhere between life and death, for thirty minutes. How I survived is unknown, a miracle inside a nightmare. 

			I recall only one thought: don’t panic. 

			The arm was mine. 

		


		
			 

			Part I

			OFF THE CHAIN

			 

		


		
			Chapter 1 

			A Rebel in Child’s Clothing

			When does a life story begin? There are monumental moments that signal beginnings; some we choose and some chosen for us. A few of them define us. Others test what we believe to be essential and meaningful. 

			My life was transformed by one of those moments, a specific point in time from which a new life emerged. 

			Decisions and choices are actions that have repercussions. Although we often sense that only the monumental moments define us, transformation can be triggered by an ordinary choice. It can happen in an instant, and it can appear to have no connection to the future. 

			Choosing often has as many consequences as not choosing at all. Both are actions, even the seemingly inconsequential and mundane options that beget future events. 

			What is the extent of our agency? How much control over our lives do we have? How many neurosurgeons grow up in a house full of plumbers? Was it my idea to play football? Was the intensity and drive innate, or was it learned amid unique conditions? 

			To what extent do we get to choose? I was young, physically gifted, mentally prepared, and endowed with a family history that came with expectations, defined by ideas such as sacrifice, toughness, and personal responsibility. My brother was the starting linebacker for Duke University; our father was acknowledged as one of the greatest players in the history of professional football. I knew what excellence looked like. I knew the difference between commitment and contentment. I knew the game. And I knew how to define myself inside its white lines. 

			Our existence is based on an ideal. We have the illusion of free choice and full autonomy. Yet we are emotional beings uniquely predisposed to manipulation. When we choose, do we understand the difference between what we want and why we want it? Is it a deep need for acceptance that drives one decision at the expense of another? Is the act of rebelling against authority about me or, about the authority figure? 

			In my case, a series of moments isolated the person I had been from the person I was destined to become. The grand irony is it took the former to keep the latter alive. 

			I love to daydream. Even as a child, I would occupy myself for hours focusing on whatever was passing through my mind, except, of course, the future. I never spent much time thinking about anything beyond the next moment because there was always too much fun to be had in the present, even with the considerable bumps in the road that accrue to a nonconforming child. 

			Like love and trouble, life’s changes appear to come slowly before arriving all at once. Growing up the only thing I knew about change is that it always presented a brand-new adventure. 

			My earliest memories are of our house in Randolph, MA, about fifteen miles south of Boston. By 1969, my dad had played seven seasons of professional football for the Boston Patriots in the American Football League. Even as a toddler, I can recall my sister Gina, my brother Nicky, and me swinging on the neighbors’ swing set singing “Proud Mary” by Creedence Clearwater Revival and “Spinning Wheel” by Blood, Sweat & Tears. It’s easy to remember when I heard music for the first time. Music touched my soul and offered a means of escape—perfect for my daydreaming. Music would continue to bring meaning throughout my life, serving as a chronology with each genre marking the different periods.

			By the end of 1969, our family uprooted and headed to South Florida. The Miami Dolphins were a fledgling expansion NFL team. Ownership offered my father a deal he couldn’t refuse. Suddenly and quite unexpectedly, Miami was our new home. We lived in a small community of townhouses called The Villas, in the Pinecrest area of South Dade. As my mom tells the story, the excitement started on the day we arrived. The three of us kids, fresh from New England, and without one swimming lesson between us, jumped into the swimming pool, clothes and all. As we sank to the bottom, in went my mother—also fully dressed—to pluck us out one by one. Welcome to Miami!

			Several of the Dolphins players lived at The Villas, which made it a great playground. Every day, I ran to each of the neighbors, who loaded me up with cookies, candy, and whatever assorted goodies were within arm’s reach. It got to a point where I had so many snacks during the day that I wouldn’t eat my dinner. My mom adopted an ingenious, yet deceitful tactic. She greeted me one morning with a string attached to a cardboard sign. She proceeded to hang it around my neck.

			“What is it, Mommy?”

			“It’s a sign.”

			“What does it say?”

			“It says that you’re a good boy.”

			I was so proud that I ran around the complex showing everybody my sign. As it turned out, the sign actually said, “Please don’t feed me.” Two things resulted from that episode. First, I stopped receiving the treats. And second, I figured out that being a good boy doesn’t necessarily lead to reward. It was a foreshadowing of things to come.

			My first recollection of school was kindergarten at Kendall Academy. The days were filled with arts and crafts, playing outside, swimming, and just all-around good fun. Then came one of those defining moments that become seared into our memory. The teacher stood in front of the class and said something unbelievable.

			“If you complete this important project,” she announced, “you will get a chance to fly in a spaceship.”

			I was so excited. To the best of my ability, I completed the project. I wanted to go on a spaceship! This was 1971. Just two years earlier America landed the first humans on the moon. Every kid in the country wanted to be an astronaut. This was my chance! The day came for our work to be reviewed by the teacher. 

			Amazingly, she said everyone completed the task. It was thrilling. All I knew was that I was going on a spaceship. I didn’t care whether any of my schoolmates were joining me. Then came the disappointment. Our teacher unveiled a drawing of a spaceship on the wall. One by one she wrote our names on pieces of paper, pinning them onto the spaceship. It was all a hoax! All my hopes and dreams of being an astronaut were shot down by a calculated swoop of brainwashing and behavior modification. 

			From that point on, I saw school as a place where adults manipulated children. Teachers were nothing more than puppet masters. For me, school went downhill from there, though it was a rounding error in terms of the childhood fun meter. Growing up in Miami in the 1970s was great. 

			By the time I entered first grade in 1972, the Miami Dolphins was on the verge of becoming one of the most iconic teams in the history of professional sports, recording the league’s only undefeated season and winning the Super Bowl that season and the next. For the most part, though, the pomp was lost on a six-year-old. I had a sense that my father was different, but the idea of his celebrity and fame didn’t resonate with me until much later, especially since my Dad worked during the offseason, as did most of the other players back then.

			During the season, he would load Nicky and me into his green Cadillac and take us to the Orange Bowl on Saturdays for the walk-through—a dress rehearsal for Sunday games. The Orange Bowl, built in 1937, was the largest stadium in the state of Florida at the time. It was located just west of downtown in Little Havana. To my brother and me, though, it was the largest playground in the world.

			We ran around the field, or slipped into the locker room to steal rolls of white tape the players used to wrap their ankles, wrists, and fingers. The stadium was one big erector set to a kid. There was so much to explore and we had free rein. The entire scene was exciting. We held the ball while the Dolphins kicker, Garo Yepremian, practiced field goals. We watched from one end of the field as coach Don Shula took the team through plays at the other end. It was like going to the office with your father, except this one had seats for seventy-five thousand people.

			There weren’t a lot of other kids because my dad was one of the older players on the team. I ran around with Coach Shula’s sons, David and Michael. Many years later, Michael and I were teammates at Miami’s Christopher Columbus High School. No one worried about us because there wasn’t anything to worry about back then. Dick Anderson, an All-Pro safety, was one of our neighbors. Bill Stanfill, an All-Pro defensive end, used to offer us “candy,” which was actually chewing tobacco. I remember attending a golf tournament in Marco Island, Florida, one summer. My mom had Nicky and me dressed up for a poolside cocktail party. Two Dolphins players decided it would be fun to throw us into the pool. It was just men being men, and boys being boys. The players thought it was hilarious. Not my mom. Still, it felt as though we were part of a big family in a way that probably isn’t possible in professional sports today.

			Although she didn’t appreciate the off-the-field shenanigans, when it came to the game, she was a fanatic. She knew the intricacies of professional football better than most men. When the team was on the road, the only thing we were concerned about was my mother making it through the telecast. No one could watch the game in the same room as her. She’d have a cigarette in one hand, a drink in the other, and would scream and yell like she was standing on the sidelines. I don’t think my mother ever worried about my father being injured. He seemed indestructible. Like him, she was only interested in the Dolphins winning. 

			Throughout my dad’s football career, he was considered small for a middle linebacker. Heck, at 5-foot-11 and 220 pounds he would be considered small for a safety today. I remember him coming home after games with various injuries—a busted hand in a plaster cast, for example. Another time, I was probably six or seven years old and my dad was sitting on the couch. I was surprised to see him, and I yelled “Dad!” as I ran into the room to leap onto his lap. As I flew through the air he put up his forearm so that I wouldn’t land anywhere near him. All I heard from him was, “Oh, my ribs. My ribs.” My dad was never seriously injured despite playing a position that was predicated on hitting people on just about every play. He played fifteen years and only missed part of one season due to injury. The game was every bit as brutal then as it is now. In some ways, it was even more so because of the equipment, or lack of it, and the often overlooked rough play. But my dad used his intellect and quickness to make plays and avoid injury. 

			He was also responsible for making my first year of grade school more positive than all other years of grade school combined. My teacher at Epiphany Catholic School, Sister Estelle, was a huge Dolphins fan. She gave me the treatment. She spoiled me to death. Sometimes my mother would come to pick me up from school, and I’d be at the convent eating cookies and hanging out with the nuns. It was a great year all around. 

			After a couple years, we moved from The Villas into a house in the Pinecrest neighborhood full of kids. This was an upper-middle-class area, a few miles south of downtown Miami, just east of US 1. A tourist attraction, the Parrot Jungle, isn’t far from where I grew up. It’s still a beautiful area. Most of the homes were built in the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s, on half-acre to three-quarter-acre lots.

			We lived in a single-story home with a small yard and a two-car garage on a busy corner of a short street. One day my brother and I are pushing toy cars from one side of the street to the other. It is the kind of creative, make-up fun kids don’t have these days. We push the cars across the street, then run to the other side and do it over again. I am six years old. I never see the car coming. The poor guy who hit me had just come back from the hospital after having had a heart attack. Running over a small child was the last thing he needed. My brother ran into the house screaming, “Mom, Mom, Marc got hit by a car!” 

			The next sound I heard was my mother running out of the house screaming, “Oh my God! Oh my God!” As a trained nurse, she expected the worst. I was more scared than anything, and I didn’t need medical attention. The fear around that incident resulted in a new house for us down the street, in a cul-de-sac. 

			Even by second grade, I knew my interest in school was wavering. The always-present memory of the kindergarten spaceship fiasco fueled my defiance. “Rambunctious” and “uncontrollable” were the first multisyllabic words I learned. They were as truthful as they were descriptive. I just liked being outdoors: free to run and play to my heart’s content. When I was old enough to sign up for organized sports in our community, I signed up for all of them. 

			Why not? Miami offers a climate that is conducive to twelve months of outdoor sports. There is no off-season. This is one reason South Florida has some of the best young athletes in the country. For me, it was all sports, all year-round. In the fall, it was football; autumn, basketball; spring, baseball, and in the summer, I went off to sleepaway camp.

			I started going to sleepaway camp when I was eight. Catholic Charities sponsored Camp San Pedro. It was located in a remote area of Orlando called Goldenrod. It wasn’t as if my brother and I had any choice in the matter. My parents said we were going to camp, and that was it, end of discussion. I guess they figured out that if they wanted some free time away from the kids, camp was a great solution. Unlike today when parents are overbearing and don’t let children out of their sight, it was quite the opposite in the 1970s. We were encouraged to leave the house and not bother coming back until dinnertime. Camp gave my parents a few weeks off. It was a practice that continued until I went to high school.

			After a couple years at San Pedro, my brother was done with camp. I was growing in independence and confidence too. I was ready for a new adventure, and a new camp called Twin Lakes offered me even more freedom.

			Twin Lakes was a coed camp located a few miles outside of Boone, North Carolina. Surrounded by the Blue Ridge Mountains, Twin Lakes had an expanded variety of sports and activities. Most significantly, it also provided the novelty of girl campers. For four years, it was the place I went to get away from home. Not only did I become proficient in all the activities, including rifle shooting, horseback riding and jumping, canoeing, hiking, and all the sports, but my biggest and most impressionable experience was the introduction to the wonderment of women.

			The beauty of Twin Lakes was that everybody—especially crucial, the girls—attended a different school than I in Miami. This gave me the opportunity to rebrand myself. I had a fresh start without the labels and bad reputation that I was earning at home. I had a clean slate. I served up a new image and personality to match my new setting. The girls were a different breed. They hadn’t been brainwashed in the Catholic doctrines. They seemed more liberal when it came to sexual relations. Without getting into specific details, and to be able to have my three nieces read this book, let’s just say that I was still a virgin when my four summers at Twin Lakes Camp terminated, but only technically. 

			Needless to say, I loved camp! But it was time to move on. High school was beginning and my childhood was ending. Time to become a man.

			It was also a time when the wheels of growth were slowly grinding. The Miami of the 1980s and 1990s was just starting to emerge. Miami Beach was predominantly a retirement haven. Put it this way: the only real sign of life on South Beach was Joe’s Stone Crab restaurant and a haunting, dilapidated building that housed a dog track. The ethnic mix that defines Miami now was slowly percolating, but it was nowhere to be found back then. The city was older, slower, and easier to navigate. Change was coming, but Miami, still more like a large town, was an easy, wonderful place to grow up.

			Our new home was only six houses away from our first one. It sat on three-quarters of an acre surrounded on three sides by a canal that opened up to a large lake. Since the house was built for us, it had everything—a swimming pool, basketball court, and large backyard perfect for football. My brother and I spent countless hours in that canal, sometimes fishing for bass and bream, other times diving for turtles or just swimming.

			With a tough older brother, even tougher old school Catholic nuns, and a mother who trumped them all—this, in a house with a future Hall of Fame football player—it paid to be adaptive in mind and spirit. My reflexes became keen, and my demeanor savvy, as I was often required to adjust to my circumstances in ways that would best ensure my well-being. 

			My mother was strict to the same degree Muhammad Ali was light on his feet. My free spirit clashed with her sense of discipline. That made our home life volatile, or at least that’s how it seemed to her youngest son. Gina was on the fair side of perfect—a solid citizen, good in school, rarely in trouble, and an all-around nice person. Nicky had many of the same attributes; though “nice” was not a word I ever used to describe him. He was tough, football tough, and he was big-brother mean. He also was competitive, driven, and fearless. Nicky enjoyed nothing more than to use me as a prop to display his toughness, usually for nothing more than the sport of it.

			Actually, I was afraid of my brother and with good reason. He is two-and-a-half years older than I and that’s a big difference when you’re seven or eight years old. He messed with me all the time, constantly pounding me into submission. A lot of the crazier things I did for the first time were the result of a simple calculation.

			 “Marc, jump out of the tree into the canal.” 

			“No, man, no, I can’t do it.” 

			“If you don’t do it, I’m going to kick your ass.” 

			Out of the tree I would go. 

			Still, I always looked up to Nicky because he accomplished so much. When he and his friends were around, I wanted to be part of their group. I wanted to be accepted by him because I admired all those characteristics of his that were different from mine. That’s just what little brothers do. No matter how much I wanted to be close to my brother, it was a combustible, and oftentimes volatile relationship. And when it came to confrontation, I was always on the receiving end. It ended up being a one-way fight just about all the time. He’d whale on me and I would either be covering up or trying to run away. I knew if he caught me it would be far worse. What kinds of things would he do? How about rubbing duck shit in my face while he held me down on the ground, or spitting on my face as he held me in place? You know, brotherly love.

			My mother and father never knew anything about what my brother did to me. Why not? Simple. He scared me into silence. He told me, “If you say anything to Mom or Dad, then this is nothing. You think this is bad? Just wait to see what happens if you tell them.”

			I never said a word because I knew it was true. Whatever my brother did to me was going to be far worse than anything my parents might do to him.

			You ever play kill the man with the ball? Nicky would have all his friends over, then pick up a football and hand it to me. Then he’d announce the game: “Let’s play ‘kill the man with the ball!’” Nicky would pick me up and body-slam me onto the ground. That was fun. Ironically, although I received most of the punishment growing up, it was my brother who often ended up at the hospital.

			I don’t know if he was accident-prone, or just clumsy. My dad is definitely clumsy, to the point that it’s part of family lore. It was a miracle to get through dinner without my dad spilling a glass of wine or dropping a utensil or two on the floor. My brother had a lot of slips and falls, but not because he wasn’t a great athlete. Nicky was reckless, just like me. We were playing Kick the Can one night. Nicky jumped over a hedge and caught his leg on a sprinkler head. The sprinkler ripped his leg wide open from his knee to the ankle. It took one hundred stitches to close the wound. Playing football one day in our backyard, Nicky dove over me to score a touchdown and broke his hand on the landing. Another time we were riding bikes toward a neighbor’s driveway that had just been repaved. It was extra slippery due to a recent rain. Nicky hit his brakes and flew off the bike straight into a coral wall, splitting his head wide open. And that’s before all the subsequent football injuries and surgeries.

			I was neither clumsy nor accident-prone. When I was younger I had acute nephritis, which is inflammation of the kidneys. Kidneys secrete what is essentially a poison that has to be released from the kidney. When it’s not released, it can cause serious problems. When I was about six years old, I ended up spending a week in the hospital. Then, about once a year I would get really bad headaches, like migraines. I had a lot of bloody noses too. I could sneeze or laugh just hard enough and get a bloody nose. One night a bunch of friends and I went to Howard Johnson’s for ice cream. I was laughing so hard that a blood clot flew out of my nose and onto my ice cream. As my disgusted friends looked on in disbelief, I moved it to the side and kept on eating. It was a Fabulous Fudge Delight, so of course I wasn’t going to let a little blood clot come between me and ice cream.

			But I never broke a bone. Otherwise, I was perfectly healthy. 

			I was always a good athlete, and I became adept at avoiding the consequences of most hazards though I tempted fate as often as possible and had a near-absolute fearlessness. My brother and I would climb trees that were forty to fifty feet high and do one-and-a-half flips off of them into the canal. I used to do flips out of a tree onto a neighbor’s trampoline. I jumped off houses. I did free dives down fifty to sixty feet underwater. We also had a little “john boat,” one of those little flat aluminum boats with a five-horsepower motor on the back that we took out fishing. 

			One of our made-up fun inventions involved using some boards to construct a ramp. Then we tied ropes to the back of our bikes and rode them as fast as we could off the ramp into the canal, flying off just as the bike would hit the water. There were alligators in the canal but it never occurred to us, or our parents, for that matter, to worry about them. Besides, I never saw any really big ones.

			We also antagonized the neighbors from time to time. We’d steal duck eggs and throw them at our neighbors across the canal, or shoot lizards and birds with our BB guns. If that got boring, my brother would point the gun at me and say, “Run.” 

			“No!” I’d yell. 

			“The faster you run, the less it’s going to hurt.” 

			He was right. 

			I’d make a break for it. Within three or four steps, I’d feel the BBs hit me in the ass before falling to the ground in pain and agony. Nicky and his friends laughed hysterically.

			My brother was worse than me when it came to messing with the neighbors, though I learned well. We had a neighbor who raised bees. One day we threw grapefruits at the beehives, and then jumped into the canal when the bees came flying out. You know, fun stuff for ten- or twelve-year-old kids.

			But don’t think for a minute that my mom let us get away with so much folly. Our house was known as the “Polish Training Camp” because my mother is part Polish. As soon as the front door opened, and it didn’t matter who was coming into the house, the call went out: “Take off your shoes!” Our house was almost always spotless, with every chair, vase, and photograph perfectly positioned. To put it in even more perspective, after doing the dishes or getting a drink out of the kitchen faucet, or after brushing our teeth and using the bathroom sink, the job wasn’t complete until you dried every drop of water in the sink. I used to think to myself, “Dry the sink?” But that’s my mother. She is a neat freak and a devout Catholic who has a deeply held belief in the old saw that cleanliness is next to godliness. And if you wanted to question that philosophy, she would fall back to Proverbs: “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him.” 

			My friends were scared of my mom. We were far more worried about how my mother would respond to an indiscretion compared to what my dad might do. Every once in a while, when the incident was particularly bad, we would hear, “Wait until your father gets home.” 

			Of course, whenever anything went wrong in the neighborhood it was always the Buoniconti boys. We were immediately under suspicion. When a neighbor came to our door to complain, my mom wouldn’t even argue our guilt or innocence. All she would say is, “OK, what did they do now?” A couple times the cops showed up and that was the kind of thing that would move the discipline from my mom to my dad. We didn’t do anything really bad, just kid stuff. 

			On Halloween we threw smoke bombs into a house here and there. We’d ring the doorbell and run, or do the old garbage can trick by leaning a can filled with urine against the front door and ring the bell. Whoever opened the door would get a river of urine running into their house. That’s back when kids had to be creative and invent our fun. We didn’t have video games, cell phones, or computers. 

			When he got into high school, Nicky enjoyed going out and having a good time, but he was much more focused on school than I was. He studied hard and was an all-around leader, including membership in the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. He was always doing the right thing. Aside from having a couple cocktails and getting into a few fender benders, Nicky was a straight arrow. He was captain of this, president of that. I took a different approach. I was doing the wrong thing most of the time because it was usually more fun. I wasn’t captain of anything in high school until my senior football season. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			NICK JR: From the perspective of a little brother, Marc might have had a different view but we were never abusive. We gave Marc a hard time because he was that little brother you see in movies tagging along with his brother and his brother’s friends. 

			I loved my little brother, but he was still my little brother. 

			Make no bones about it though. Marc was as tough as anyone. It didn’t matter whether it was in practice or a game. I know this: what Marc has gone through is monumental. None of us can imagine what it’s like to be him or to roll in those wheels. I’m not sure anyone else in our family could have done what Marc has done. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			I was in trouble in one form or another, all the time. Nothing serious, but trouble nonetheless. Yet, there were a few times I didn’t deserve the punishment I received, and no discipline, however harsh, could make me apologize. If I had to stay in my room for a week, then I did the time without complaint. I was resolute and never would say I was sorry for a crime I didn’t commit. On the other hand, there were far more times I didn’t get the punishment my actions probably deserved. In that sense, I was a fortunate escape artist of sorts despite inviting all manner of trouble. 

			Then again, it wasn’t hard to run outside the lines when they were as rigidly defined as they were by my mother. We had a living room that was off limits 364 days a year. Thick, white shag carpeting covered its floor. My mother used to rake the carpet to eliminate any trace of an actual human footstep. We were only allowed into that room on Christmas. Then, twelve months later to the day, we’d be allowed back again. 

			Put it this way. When my father retired from the Dolphins in 1976, my mother took his trophies, awards, certificates, and all related evidence of a glorious sports career, loaded them into a box, and told my dad to take them out to the garage. 

			“Your football career is over now,” she said. “Now it’s time to be a regular husband and father.”

			My father wore the pants in our house, but my mother had a pair made especially for her too. She did a great job of keeping everyone grounded. 

			Although I turned out to be a pretty good football player, I probably was even better in the water. Whether it was scuba diving, swimming, water skiing, hydro-sliding, fishing, spearfishing, or free diving into the ocean, it all came naturally to me. Being on and in the water was my first love. I swam competitively when I was young and I was good, really good. I don’t think I ever lost a race in the first six years I competed. My mother used to get embarrassed at swim meets. Every time I was awarded a blue ribbon I’d climb into the stands and give it to her. By the end of the meet she had a stack of blues and, needless to say, some of the other parents didn’t think it was nearly as endearing as my mother did. 

			The one story she tells about my swimming exploits involved a neighbor. They lived across the street and had a son about my age. He took formal swimming lessons for years and he had all the latest gear—the Speedo swimsuit, racing goggles, everything. I never had any formal instruction. I showed up for the meets and swam in whatever shorts I happened to be wearing that day. My mother said it was like I had a motor attached to me. One summer I attended a swimming camp with the neighbor kid. When the big meet came along, I wore my usual shorts and I left him in my wake in every race. According to my mother, the kid’s mom was so mad that she never spoke to her again. 

			My friends and I would spend every waking moment, even during the school year, fishing in the canals around our neighborhood, as well as in the local spots along the shores of Biscayne Bay. 

			Later on, we pushed the limits of fishing just like we did with everything else. I learned the art of free diving and spearfishing during weekend boating trips to the outer reefs of Miami and the Bahamas. Unlike scuba diving, which requires oxygen tanks, free diving is done with nothing more than a mask, snorkel, and fins. I would routinely dive fifty to sixty feet into the ocean with a spear and hold my breath for up to two to three minutes before resurfacing. 

			I also mastered what is called a “Hawaiian Sling,” which is like a slingshot with a five-foot stainless steel spear. One of the best summers of my life was between tenth and eleventh grades when my friend Charlie Richards and I spent every day free diving the patch reefs outside of Elliott Key collecting conch and spearfishing. It wasn’t unusual in a given day to shoot twenty fish—a mix of grouper, snapper, lobster, and whatever fetched the highest price—weighing up to twenty pounds apiece. We’d clean all the fish and conch and sell our haul to Captain’s Tavern Seafood Market where my brother worked. Charlie and I would each make one hundred dollars per day cash; not a bad summer job for someone who loved the water as much as I did. There was a real peace and tranquility about hitting the water and diving down deep into another world.

			But that much time spent in the water wasn’t without risk. When you are free-diving fifty to sixty feet holding your breath, there’s an adrenaline rush that comes with chasing, then spearing, a fish. It was an exhilarating feeling to be so connected to nature and entering another animal’s domain. That’s why I never used a spear gun. I thought it was unfair. I thought my success or failure should be based on skill and tenacity. I didn’t want an advantage. 

			There were many times when I looked up and saw fifty feet of water above me while my lungs screamed for air. I sometimes didn’t know whether I could make it to the surface, but that’s how I how I lived my life. I thrived on pushing myself to the extreme, to the farthest edge. 

			Needless to say, it was a great time to be growing up in Miami, even better if you were associated with the Miami Dolphins. The Dolphins were the only professional sports team in the state of Florida in the 1970s and 1980s. The next closest professional sports team of any kind was nearly seven hundred miles away in Atlanta. After Atlanta, the next closest NFL team was in Washington, DC, more than a thousand miles straight north. And those Dolphins turned out to be one of the great teams in NFL history by winning the Super Bowl in back-to-back seasons while recording the league’s only undefeated season.

			I was only ten years old when my father retired in 1976. It wasn’t until I started to play football that I fully appreciated what the Buoniconti name meant in Miami. I played Pop Warner football starting with the seventy-five-pound team for the Kendall Broncos. No matter where we played, I’d hear kids chanting before the game, “We want Buoniconti.” I used that as a motivational chant. By the end of the fourth quarter, the last thing they wanted was more Buoniconti. 

			Richmond Heights and the Palmetto Raiders teams were made up of all African-American kids while the Tamiami and Hialeah teams were all Hispanics. I played running back and linebacker and we always had a great team. In 1980 my Kendall Broncos team was considered one of the best Pop Warner teams ever to play in South Florida. 

			My parents were supportive, but they never made a big deal about the fact that my father played professional football. Not only do I never remember throwing a football around with my dad, he made a point of being a quiet observer. He coached our baseball teams and my sister’s softball team, but he never made suggestions to our coaches on the football field. 

			The Dolphins were the kings of Miami in those days, but at our house my dad was just another husband with a job. My mother kept him grounded, that’s for sure. But one thing never in doubt in our home was the love we had for one another. I was in trouble a fair amount of time, but I loved my mother and father, and I knew they loved me.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			The Sweet Life

			MOM: Nick and I were high school sweethearts. We grew up in Springfield, Massachusetts, in the 1950s. Both of our grandparents were immigrants, so our parents were first-generation Americans. Since my father was Italian and my mother was Polish, we were considered to live in the “American” neighborhood. Everyone in Nick’s neighborhood was Italian. 
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