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“I knew something like this would happen.” “No you didn’t,” I said. “Not anything like this.”


—James Dickey, Deliverance






Better pass boldly into that other world, in the full glory of some passion, than fade and wither dismally with age.


—James Joyce, “The Dead”
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A FOOTBALL METABOLISM




Success so huge.


—Philip Larkin, “The Whitsun Weddings”




Back before it all began, when the 2011 football season was just a lush, sweet section of future calendar for me, it was easy to imagine the path to a Super Bowl victory stretching out straight as a sideline before the New York Jets. A lot of it was that the Jets head coach, Rex Ryan, was always assuring me in his big, warm-blooded, exuberant way that the Jets were “going to win it all.” It was Ryan, and the Jets general manager, Mike Tannenbaum, who invited me to spend the year with their team at the Jets facility in Florham Park, New Jersey. They gave me a security code, a desk in the scouting department, a locker, and the freedom to roam. I was hardly any kind of football expert—I wasn’t aware, even, that football teams never tackle in practice during the season because it’s too dangerous—but I knew enough to be sure that Ryan’s gleeful, unbuttoned optimism was something rare in football coaches, a notoriously frowning and tight-lipped cohort. I liked that Ryan was different. I was there because Ryan was different. Nobody in modern professional football had ever let someone like me inside before.


Not very long ago, the NFL had been the cushioned recliner onto which men collapsed, disengaging from life for “the feeling of being alive,” as Frederick Exley described his Sundays in A Fan’s Notes. Cartoons in the 1970s joked about the football-focused man; in one, he’s informed, “There’s a family reunion in the dining room”; in another, he dismisses his wife with “I doubt that Pat feels obliged to sit and watch with Dick.”


Suddenly now football was the great spectacle of twenty-first-century America, the game of our time. The field’s squared-off dimensions, so compatible with the grid of electronic screens, and the stop-and-start pace of play, which accommodated replays and flickering attention spans, made it a better game on television than live. You could miss everything and miss nothing—football was an ideal activity for a distracted public. With every game now of national interest, the networks were doing land-office business. Sunday Night Football displaced American Idol as the country’s most popular broadcast. More women watched NFL games than watched the Academy Awards. (The Jets running-back coach Anthony Lynn had been divorced several years earlier after an eighteen-year marriage. He is now remarried, but he told me that the biggest change he noticed during his second round of dating was that women had come to love football.)


And yet, was there an activity that Americans paid closer attention to but knew less about? That was what made football so different from baseball, the soothingly familiar national pastime. Baseball was nostalgia, past times; football lived in the ongoing moment. Baseball individuated; football, which Ryan always called “the ultimate team game,” huddled up and scrummed. Yet for all that exposure, football kept its distance, remained a closed society whose core inaccessibility increased its appeal. It was the national passion, the unrequiting sport—something graceful, thrilling, dangerous, and concealed in plain sight.


That most fans had no idea what the players were doing was something of a point of pride within the game. Tom Moore, who had a long and distinguished offensive-coaching career primarily with the Pittsburgh Steelers and the Indianapolis Colts, tells a joke about an older woman who attended a football game for the first time. Afterward, somebody asked her what she’d made of it. “It was delightful until some crazy guy kicked a ball. I never understood anything after that.” The Jets linebacker coach, Bob Sutton, compared players in their helmets and pads to armored knights on horses—“You knew there was somebody in there but you didn’t know who the hell it was!” Sutton likewise savored the fact that, to others, a coach was “a kind of mystical person.”


The game thrived on mystery. Just as the equipment obscured the players, the mechanics of the sport were such that you were always trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. Half the time you couldn’t locate the ball, tucked away as it was like a bean in a bowl of Bartlett pears, and even when it was spotted, each play took place so quickly that in postgame press conferences, the standard coachly response to any request for reflection was that the coach himself couldn’t yet say because he hadn’t reviewed the game tape. So much went on away from the ball that it was impossible not to assume that you were missing a lot of what was meaningful about football. In particular, what tended to pass by unnoticed was good defense, the intricate countermeans that disallowed the ends. If, like me, you considered defense to be the essence of football, this was a significant lacuna.


The course of play depended on stratagems conceived ahead of time, in the game plan. During games, coaches chose these play calls from sheets that on a television screen resembled the neoplastic grid of black lines and colorful cubes in a Mondrian painting. You could see the design so well because the coaches held them before their faces as a bulwark against opposition lipreading. The whole idea of a game plan intrigued me to no end. I imagined something on the tactical order of Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson drawing up between midnight and dawn the brilliant flanking maneuvers for Chancellorsville. But how a game plan came to be, what a finished plan looked like, I had no idea. I’d heard that all copies were shredded as soon as the game was over.


The sixteen one-hour games that each team played in its regular-season schedule at stadiums were brief interludes from the serious work of football life, which took place almost year-round at the team facility. The facility! The invincible, love-minus-zero / no-limit red-dogging perfection of football terms! There was the image of a secure, vaguely forbidding workplace, a gleaming safe house–cum–laboratory for covert football experiments. True, throngs of journalists covered NFL teams during the season, but at the facility, they were monitored by team officials, led in columns, like state visitors to Pyongyang, into the locker room or out to the practice fields for their few furtive glimpses each week. They saw how competitive the games were; they didn’t see how competitive the process was. The real day-to-day passed them quietly by.


So did the terminology on which a playbook depends. Football’s was an abstruse, constantly evolving jargon with confidential local vernaculars—a thieves’ cant for coaches. “Collision low crossers,” for example, was a particular favorite of mine. The phrase, virtually unknown outside the facility, was used in their playbook by Jets defensive coaches to describe players, usually linebackers, making legal contact with any potential pass receiver who was crossing the field within five yards of the line of scrimmage. Beyond five yards, collisioning someone became a penalty. Since football is a game of precise timing and geometry, the point was to disrupt the pass route by diverting the pass receiver from his appointed course. If you knocked the hell out of him, all the better. It was challenging to collision a low crosser because the pass receiver knew where he was going and the defender didn’t. Also, most players who ventured into the lowland were nimble, shifty, and moving very, very fast. The real inspiration of the phrase was how instantly it evoked the most basic elements of the game—speed, aggression, the interplay between space and time, plans that likely would not come to fruition, and the essential calamity of what goes on out there. How there was always someone lurking, ready to ruin your life.


In the end, the significance of it all seemed to be that in an age of exposure, the thing Americans liked best operated in almost total seclusion. Maybe the exotic pull increased the pleasure, and perhaps also those who watched were afraid of what they’d see if they got too close.


The tension between speed, design, and aggression made football an exciting sport, but as much as those in football might love the game, love wasn’t what gave football its magnitude. This was a hugely expensive undertaking. In addition to the $120 million salary threshold per team for players in 2011, each of the thirty-two teams spent anywhere from twenty to thirty-five million dollars a year on overhead expenses. Airline tickets alone might cost upwards of two million. And as the game grew to a nine-billion-dollar revenue industry, with more to lose, the NFL seemed increasingly uncomfortable with the nature of what it was. Revelations about the long-term effects of concussions had recently tarnished the NFL and made it seem to some like the Big Tobacco of sports. The discovery that the New Orleans Saints had created a system offering cash bonuses to players who injured important opposing-team players left a similar queasy feeling. Were people truly surprised that bounties existed in football? Probably not; more likely, most had suspected something of the sort but preferred not to have it confirmed. Which, in turn, led a wary organization already known as the No Fun League, for its aversion to nonconformity, to grow even more skittish about public perceptions.


Mike Tannenbaum used to worry about my expectations. The Jets general manager supervised Rex Ryan and supplied him with football players, a hiring-and-firing job that, I always tried to keep in mind, required a willingness to be the person others blamed for everything. Somebody had to make the hard calls, the decisions that might not work out. Because Tannenbaum was just enough of a romantic himself to have a gunmetal dread of romantics, he wanted me to understand the full implications of what I was getting myself into with the Jets. “Anything can happen,” Tannenbaum warned me in a tone of voice that reminded me he had a law degree. “Things can go very badly.”


In football, everything was complicated by the presence of thirty-one other teams that were trying just as hard to win as yours was. In September, no team really knew how good it was. The process of finding out was the season. Since, in the end, only one team won, the dominant culminating experience in the NFL was always disappointment. Probably a lot of disappointment. Disappointment struck me as the foundation stone of football. The emphasis out in the world was on touchdowns and victories, but my strong impression was that the visceral appeal of the game had to do with its relationship to losing.


Loss seemed so prevalent. The average career lasted only three and a half years. “You know what NFL really stands for,” the players were always telling me. “ ‘Not for Long.’ ” If you were put on waivers, released by your team, and unclaimed by another team, you were “on the street.” I never got used to the finality of that industry expression for the end of something barely begun. Football had few guaranteed contracts, no tenure, no stable tomorrows. In their perpetual effort to upgrade the roster, NFL pro-personnel directors made their livings by bringing in yet another week’s worth of free-agent prospects to sprint around the orange cones, hit the blocking sleds. Walking by these auditions, current members of the roster feigned superior indifference, but they saw. Pro football players live close to their bones. The physical costs are so extreme—the game has a 100 percent injury rate, Ryan always said—that football players are men with an intimate understanding of pain.


When most people thought of the Jets, they thought of losing. Competing in New York against the blue-chip, gray-flannel Giants, the Jets had long struggled to hoist themselves out of forlorn waters—the perception that they were a doomed, even tragic lost cause. Their early years as members of the American Football League, an insurgent association that competed with the NFL, had climaxed in 1969 with a Jets Super Bowl victory that Joe Namath had personally guaranteed beforehand, the Battle of Saratoga that brought credibility to the parvenus. The AFL joined the NFL the following year, and ever since, the Jets legacy had been defeat. This was the team that rented, did not own, that was behind on its car payments, and that felt a little class rage every time it saw the Giants pulling another string to get their kid into private school. The endlessly afflicted quality of Gang Green was something Vivian Johnson noticed in 1999, when she asked her son, Jets receiver Keyshawn, “What’s wrong with y’all?”


Tannenbaum, who had been with the Jets organization for fifteen years, told me about the wages of football disappointment with reference to Bill Parcells. Everybody in pro-football management was once somebody else’s protégé, and Tannenbaum’s senior mentor in professional football was Parcells, who led NFL teams to three Super Bowls, winning twice. None of these championships came during Parcells’s term with the Jets, in the late 1990s, when Tannenbaum came to know him. All these years later, the two still spoke frequently by telephone, and on occasion Tannenbaum would share with me things Parcells said. “This sport’s not for the well adjusted” is among those that made the deepest impression on Tannenbaum. Another was Parcells’s revelation that losing football games was a far more potent experience than the satisfaction he got from winning them. Parcells told Tannenbaum that the reason he finally stopped coaching was that he could not handle the losses.


That so much effort went into something likely to end abruptly and painfully was, to me, the signal aspect of the game. By giving himself completely to such a difficult cause, a person would probably lose, but he might also find understanding.


At the moment, however, in early 2011, winning was in the air at the Jets facility. That January, I had been in the stands in Foxborough, Massachusetts, when the Jets achieved their greatest victory since Namath, defeating the heavily favored New England Patriots 28–21 in an AFC divisional playoff game. The Patriots were the Jets’ primary rivals. Just five weeks earlier, in December, the Patriots had humiliated the Jets on the same field, 45–3, harrying their twenty-four-year-old quarterback Mark Sanchez into three interceptions. Meanwhile, the Patriots All-Pro quarterback Tom Brady had thrown four touchdown passes and played with such masterly precision it was possible to imagine he’d solved some deep riddle of the profession.


But here, in January, my seat was on the Jets side of the field, high above the team bench. As the teams warmed up, I watched from that bluff-like vantage, and my eye was drawn to the decision-makers, to the Jets trench-coated general manager, Tannenbaum, and to the team’s rotund head coach, Ryan, at midfield whatever yard line he stood near. Across the way was Brady. Even from afar, I saw there was something in his carriage that exuded complete confidence. He was famed for his tuxedo poise.


The game began and I could see the Jets defensive coaches below me substituting groups of players, moving them on and off the field—a fresh down, a fresh corps. Sometimes a group of Jets substitutes started onto the field and then, after a few yards, turned heel and raced back to the sideline. A personnel feint? I had no idea what all the to-and-fro meant, but it was obviously the expression of creative decision-making. Clearly the Jets had devised an aggressive situation-by-situation dossier to redress what had been done to them five weeks before, and just as clearly, the game plan was working. The Jets defenders intercepted Brady once, sacked him five times, and sufficiently harassed him that, from the heights, I could see that Brady looked different than before the game. He was playing raggedly because he was uncomfortable. (Mark Sanchez, meanwhile, displayed a level head and a cool hand, throwing for three touchdowns, remaining “clean”—no sacks—and committing no turnovers.)


What had the Jets done to worry Brady’s feet? I’d detected a few clues. A Jets safety, Eric Smith, had spent the afternoon making tackles in numbers usually reserved for linebackers. An actual linebacker—the team’s best tackler, David Harris—seemed to have been given a day pass that allowed him unlimited visits out to the shallows of the secondary. It was Harris who intercepted Brady. But what had really taken place down there, I couldn’t say. After the game, I watched the Jets coaches walk off the field together, and I wondered what they knew, wondered how, out of the ordinary football metal, they’d forged an intricate mousetrap for Tom Brady. Looking at the coaches together, I saw that there must be a fascinating interior football world they inhabited as they pursued the game at its most competitive level. They had a whole life together, and I wanted to know what it was like.


A month later, I came to the Jets. Even though they’d failed to reach the Super Bowl in 2010, losing in the AFC championship game to the Pittsburgh Steelers, around the league they had respect and cachet. It was a moment when players all over the NFL were telling their agents that they wanted to play for the Jets and, in some cases, that they’d be willing to do so for significantly less money than other teams were offering them. It was fair to say that what made the players want to come to Florham Park was the same thing that had attracted me—the coach. Rex Ryan had become the ascendant figure among headset-and-ball-cap wearers, renowned for his progressive defensive-game theory (which he called Organized Chaos), as well as his swashbuckling dialogue and impressive silhouette (he weighed 348 pounds).


In particular, Ryan had become famed for his pronouncements. In 2009, at forty-six, after ten years as a defensive-line coach and then defensive coordinator with the Baltimore Ravens, he left that hard town by the sea and came to New York for his first head-coaching job. Many people defer to others for a time when beginning a job, taking the measure of things, but no sooner had Ryan arrived on the new waterfront than he let it be known that he had it covered. Up in New England, Bill Belichick, the dour, relentlessly on-message dean of football coaches who had led the Patriots to three Super Bowl wins, was the recipient of these first-day-on-the-job felicitations from Ryan: “I never came here to kiss Bill Belichick’s, you know, rings.” From afar, I found this raising a dust hilarious. I began to think of Ryan as one of those vivid characters in the great American Out There and to look forward to what he would say next. To me, Ryan was happy hour, a gratifying lift to ordinary moments, especially during the shorter, chillier days of the year. Many others were less charmed. Ryan was rebuked as an arriviste, a buffoon, and, most commonly, “a big blowhard.” And those were the professionals speaking.


Everything about the man was big. His voice—flat, stentorian, tinged with the one-horse-Oklahoma inflections of his forebears—was an instrument whose design predated the age of microphones. Standing beneath the media kliegs, which emphasized the astonishing whiteness of his teeth, the smooth flush of his face, the convexity of his configuration, Ryan brought to mind a Coca-Cola Belt politician planted atop the back of a flatbed truck, suit jacket flung at his feet, imparting jubilant election-week promises to the little guy. And yet there was that rumpled fabric of precedent. The Jets had not won all of anything in forty years. Nor would they in Ryan’s first two seasons. To vote against such valor seemed the better part of discretion.


But from inside a helmet, the view was different. The essential NFL coaching dilemma is this: When everything seems so impersonal and so fleeting, how do you create a unified sense of group purpose? As the Jets began to consider hiring Ryan as head coach, they had just parted ways with Belichick’s protégé Eric Mangini. Like Belichick, Mangini was a graduate of Wesleyan, a young master builder both studious and disciplined. Mangini talked often about the importance of players possessing “good character,” but “he made me hate football, how he used to put people down,” remembered the Jets All-Pro cornerback Darrelle Revis.


Revis soon came to feel affection for Ryan. A professional football head coach’s daily encounters with players are mainly transitory. Somebody’s walking toward him down a hallway; somebody’s standing next to him during a drill at practice. No one ever got more out of these moments than Ryan. He’d come sidling up to a massive nose tackle, and in no time they’d both have their shirts pulled high, debating who had the “better boiler.” He kept up with his players’ interests and employed this knowledge in the old male art of faux adversary. Word would come to him that Nick Mangold, a center, had begun collecting California vintages. Whereupon Mangold would soon be confronted with “I hate wine. I like beer!”—Ryan’s sideways means of expressing that what he really knew and loved was Mangold. Onward Ryan would amble, though even when he was at a distance, Ryan didn’t keep his distance; the just-within-earshot compliment was another specialty. Through the clamor and cry of practice, a feather would drift to Mangold: “He’s the prototype center—size, strength, smart as hell, big ass, and he’s from Centerville, Ohio!”


The game itself was a series of short, intense interactions punctuated by pauses, and that was how Ryan walked the world—he had a football metabolism. It was challenging to keep up with all fifty-three members of a team’s active roster, the eight members of the practice squad, and those disabled by injury. Ryan could do it because he was naturally curious. He drew people out, made them secure in revealing themselves. Ryan noticed personality and character traits and then found ways to apply them to football, could foresee players having success, and saw it with such certainty that they believed him.


Ryan’s approach to defensive play was the strategic manifestation of his intense personal interest in his players. The signal feature of Organized Chaos was limitless possibility. Most NFL defenses are built from a rigid template and require players to adapt to the mold. The players who fit the system best are the ones who are chosen to play. Ryan’s idea was that on any given down, anything might happen. He rejected the durable premise that offenses are cerebral and determine the unfolding of play, whereas defenses are aggressive and responsive. He wanted a defense that was imaginative enough to take the initiative and yet tough enough to break your face.


All but the very best NFL players have significant limitations as well as pronounced strengths. The joy of the game for Ryan was creating calls and strategic situations that made capital of as many of those strengths as possible—he wanted to find everybody a role. As Ryan conceived it with the Ravens in Baltimore, his defense was a force of relentless, unpredictable mayhem. He began with the proposition that whatever an opposing team’s offense did best, “we’re going to take away from you.” A broad mandate of aggression required adaptability. There are six basic defensive fronts in football. Teams usually play one, typically either the 4-3, with four down linemen and three linebackers, or the 3-4. Ryan featured all six fronts, each packaged with dozens of variations. Probing for mismatches, he often lined up the defense in one front and then shifted to another before the snap. Another thing almost all defenses do is distribute personnel in a balanced left-to-right, back-to-front formation. When Ryan was their defensive coordinator, the Ravens were almost always unbalanced, and pretty quickly so were opposing quarterbacks.


Ryan’s game plans were designed to provoke confusion by disguising the sources of the blitzing pressure he sent in waves toward opposing backfields. He sought to create the apprehension that sorties of pass rushers were about to come strafing. Sometimes they did come, in numbers; sometimes they traveled alone; and sometimes it was “simulated pressure,” and everybody dropped into coverage. Different calls required players to shift between positions and then from any of those positions take on tasks that defied traditional conceptions of their roles: massive nose tackles floated out of the pit to defend against passes; running backs turned up in the secondary; linebackers morphed inside and out like peppered moths, so many linebackers flying around the flame.


Ryan’s girth and bluster belied what he was, a thinking man’s defensive coach. Tom Moore had been the Colts offensive coordinator during Peyton Manning’s years with the team, from 1998 to 2010. Moore spent the football season by the quarterback’s side, helping Manning prepare for games. Moore prized his years with Manning because the player was so curious and so demanding, constantly imagining potential football problems and asking for answers. Their lives became suffused with these football problem sets, to the point where the Jets defensive coordinator, Mike Pettine, said that Manning became “legendary in the NFL for how much of a maniac he is, prep-wise.” In the 2009 NFL playoffs, after his team had defeated the Ravens in the divisional playoffs, Manning left the winning locker room and drove straight to the Colts facility, where he began preparing for the Colts’ next opponent, the Jets, whom they would play in the AFC championship game. Manning did not start by watching Jets tape. First he went back and looked at film of the Ravens defense from Ryan’s years in Baltimore. Moore and Manning admired Ryan because Ryan understood how deeply they thought about things, and Ryan (and Pettine) thought right along with them. As Pettine said, “If we wanted to be successful we had to use Peyton’s preparation against him.” All the film study enabled Manning to run an offense predicated on his fluent ability to translate his opponent’s intentions. Manning routinely made his play calls and set the blocking scheme by standing behind the center and decoding the roles of the eleven defenders spread before him. Against Ryan, said Moore, it was more difficult for Manning to trust what he was seeing: “In protection schemes, you had to figure out who the down linemen were and who the linebackers were, and sometimes they all had linebacker numbers! We were constantly blocking guys who weren’t coming.” It was a hybrid landscape and a distorted one. There was the unsettling realization that trouble could come from anywhere, and probably would; that you were far from home, in lost country, after dark, without a flashlight and your passing game was in bad decline.


A model Ryan player was the linebacker Bart Scott. Scott came from the slums of Detroit; “It was the Wild, Wild West.” Scott said. “Nobody sees any hope. Crackheads, drug dealers, violence, and I was right in the middle of it trying to be normal.” Scott received no scholarship offers from Division I college football programs, and, after playing at Southern Illinois, he was not chosen in the 2002 NFL draft. He did receive a free-agent tryout invitation from Baltimore, where he went out and scrimmaged—abnormally. Scott was like one of those remote-controlled toy cars children play with; he spun and careened across the field at skewed, frantic velocities. Scott became a Raven through his willingness to sacrifice himself, to fling his body into multiple blockers, to pulverize the wall of protection on special teams. After hard hits, he delivered hard promises: “Next time I’m gonna knock your punk ass out.”


Scott belonged to a category of player Ryan particularly relished: the unheralded, unwanted outsider whose response to indifference was to force his way onto a team by pure effort and excellence. (As is the way with such things, Ryan was drawn to this type of personality because it was more or less how Ryan saw himself.) And so, although Scott was on a Ravens team with many veteran stars, Ryan ennobled him, giving him featured opportunities, calling a personnel package and blitzes after him. Scott, in return, christened the scheme Organized Chaos and never missed a game, despite dislocated clavicles, torn knee ligaments, and a broken hand that kept shattering into more slivered fractures—he shot it up with numbing and painkilling drugs and played on. “I didn’t want to let Rex down,” he said.


A necessary coaching obligation was putting players in harm’s way. What Scott and others appreciated about Ryan was that he valued their bravery and, within the realm of the game, didn’t abuse it—he might overrule an injured athlete who wanted to keep playing. “Sometimes,” said Ryan, “I make my own decision. ‘No, you’re not going back out there.’ They’re not a fucking piece of meat to me.”


Scott became a free agent in 2006 and was offered nine million dollars more to join the Cleveland Browns than the Ravens had put on the table. He stayed in Baltimore. Three years later, Ryan left Baltimore to coach the Jets. Scott was about to become a free agent again. At midnight on the day his Ravens contract expired, Scott answered the doorbell at his house in Maryland and discovered Ryan standing there. The coach asked the linebacker to fly back up to New Jersey with him and sign on with Ryan’s new team as “my flag-bearer.” Scott didn’t hesitate. “I would die for that man,” he said.


I could understand this, for from the time I met him, I too felt susceptible to Ryan. I found it easy to get caught up in his infectious confidence, considered him among the most appealing and seductive people I’d ever known. The way he talked was vivid and funny, a jumble-up of man-cave comic patter and jive inflection. His dining preferences were always his go-tos, as in “Chips Ahoy is my go-to cookie.” The day before a summer softball game Ryan was playing in, he confided to me that he hadn’t swung a bat in years but said he wasn’t worried: “I don’t practice. I just show up and crush!” Ryan’s go-to word was “absolutely,” the emphasis always on the third syllable. He liked country expressions, and he placed the intensifier “ole” before just about anything, elongating the vowel, as in the “oooole bell cow” or the “oooole hotbox”—which is what he called the sauna, where he retreated in early evening with several coaching companions to perspire and converse. This was known as the “ole executive workout.”


Ryan did nothing without company. He had grown up with a twin brother, Rob, and through college the two were inseparable, sharing one wallet and one set of car keys. After graduation, Rob went off to make his own way in the football world—he is currently the defensive coordinator of the New Orleans Saints—and Ryan spent his adult life accumulating surrogate brothers, many of whom have adopted his expressions as their own. Football is an ideal profession for someone who can’t stand being alone.


Sometimes Ryan would tell me with earnest sincerity, “I’m just an average person,” which always caught me by surprise, because the language he used in talking about football was outsize and mythic. Football players were “rare dudes,” those “mighty men.” What he said about “great players” like Ray Lewis and Darrelle Revis and “great teammates” like Samari Rolle and Bryan Thomas felt exhilarating and true to the sport in a manner that was as contemporary as his way of speaking and yet also traced back to something I’d only heard about, never seen—to a world populated by guys called Cookie, Crazy Legs, Night Train, Tank, Bruiser, Bulldog, and Greasy; to the Carlisle Indians, the Columbus Panhandles, and the Providence Steam Rollers; to a soulful old throwback charisma. It was now the great age of passing, and the fact that between-the-tackles football was Ryan’s passion seemed only to support my impression that he was one unique dude.


It wasn’t just me. To a lot of people who knew him far better than I did, Ryan, who was enthusiastic about playing football but never particularly good at it, seemed to embody the spirit of the dirty, risky sport. Ryan’s attitude was “It’s a game. Don’t take it so seriously,” by which he meant that the anxiety associated with football’s importance to others should never be allowed to overwhelm a player’s joy in the experience. Ryan approached football as the blues of sports, something difficult and emotionally complex and ultimately uplifting, and the night before games, when he spoke to his team behind closed doors, he was inspiring; he lifted them, lifted even the rookie who was supposed to be busy keeping track, for the players’ weekly pool, of how many times in the speech Ryan said the word “fuck.”


And why wouldn’t the Jets win? is what I was thinking as I joined them full-time early in 2011. They’d come very close the previous two years, both times losing in the AFC championship game. The team’s defense was, as Ryan would say, “a given.” The young quarterback Mark Sanchez, whom Ryan frequently referred to as the Kid, had for two years been restrained by conservative game plans. Now he was a third-year veteran, no doubt more capable of diversifying Ryan’s “ground-and-pound” offense. Under Ryan, the Jets were joyful and optimistic, braying and bruiting with an uninhibited elation that proclaimed the bad times were behind them and there was nothing to hide. “What don’t we have?” Ryan would ask anybody who came near his (wide-open) door, and who was I to say that one reason people love professional football so much is that nobody has everything.


Mike Tannenbaum knew this as well as anybody. We often sat in Tannenbaum’s spacious second-floor office at the Jets facility in Florham Park, facing each other in the well-built custom off-white leather armchairs Tannenbaum had ordered because earlier seats had a propensity to give way and collapse under the ample weight of Ryan. Tannenbaum was, as he put it, “a belt-and-suspenders man”; he was always on the hunt for details that might be overlooked. Since he and Ryan spent most days in and out of each other’s offices, it made sense to order the more resilient furniture. It was also important that Ryan’s chair be monogrammed with two large cursive Rs, similar in style to the Ls that adorned the sweaters of Laverne DeFazio in that 1970s study of oddball friendship, Laverne & Shirley. Pro football functions best when it’s a buddy movie.


Outside Tannenbaum’s west-facing wall of windows there were four football fields, all of them Garden Club Lawn-of-the-Month kempt. The road between the security checkpoint and the parking lot for players and coaches was also visible, allowing Tannenbaum, if he chose, to monitor all comings and goings. Over my shoulder was an unusually large fish tank populated by what I always thought of as the waiver-wire tropical fish. Tannenbaum had bought them for his bedroom, but his wife, Michelle, considered fish inappropriate bedroom décor. Thus the fish were migrated upstream to Florham Park.


Maybe because Tannenbaum’s fish tank was the most conspicuous object in his office and served no obvious practical purpose, I began to associate the tank’s low, humming sound with its intensely practical owner. Most hours of the year, Tannenbaum was strictly regular in his busy habits: if he went downstairs for a workout in the morning, he left his dress shoes in the same spot close to his desk, but if he exercised later in the day, the shoes were placed in their afternoon location, several feet away. Tannenbaum was a curious and convivial person—he had been the president of his fraternity at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst—who often found it best to restrain his curiosity, subdue his warmth. He was in the habit of inviting people to join him for a “five-minute lunch.” When he heard of a new book that really interested him, he might attempt to convince his wife to read it for him and then send in a report. A substantial portion of the books that caught his attention tended to be about either how to run a business more effectively or Abraham Lincoln, but the truth was that Tannenbaum didn’t enjoy books nearly as much as he savored reports. He was always commissioning them, and when a new one arrived with an analysis of, say, the reasons premier NFL pass rushers were sometimes slow to develop, he might intend to read it later in the day on the StairMaster and then find himself unable to wait.


Tannenbaum grew up in Co-op City, the massive Bronx mixed-income housing complex, and then Needham, Massachusetts. His father, Richie, worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week, as an electrical engineer, repairing signal lights and switches on New York’s and then Boston’s subways. Richie was a dutiful man, said Tannenbaum, but “at times he hated his job,” and this made an impression. Among his local suburban circle of friends, Tannenbaum came from the least prosperous family, and as Tannenbaum thought about it, he realized that his father probably worked the hardest but could give his family the fewest things. Tannenbaum’s great daily pleasure as a child was disappearing at the breakfast table into the Boston Globe sports pages, where there lived a parallel world of characters that brought him endless satisfaction and drama. How to join them? Tannenbaum wasn’t a good enough athlete to play anything beyond high-school sports, but perhaps there were alternative ways to avoid becoming, as he said, “another Jewish lawyer from Boston.” Tulane University’s law school, he discovered, offered a degree in sports-management law.


While he was still at Tulane, Tannenbaum was hired for his first (unpaid) NFL job by Chet Franklin, the director of player personnel for the New Orleans Saints. Franklin liked Tannenbaum because—as Franklin said, clicking off the boxes like a scout—“he was confident, competent, dogged, smart, and a good guy.” As a reward, Franklin allowed Tannenbaum to sign a free agent. “Toderick Malone,” said Tannenbaum. “I offered him eighteen thousand dollars. He signed for eighteen thousand dollars. I’ll never forget it. It’s like the first time I had sex. I probably remember Toderick better. More exciting to me!”


It was difficult for Tannenbaum to describe how much he enjoyed his job. He tried words such as “unbelievable” and “amazing,” and then he offered more and more superlatives, but they all seemed insufficient to him. His fulfillment was such that it poured over the rim and became a source of anxiety that could be forestalled only by greater and greater exertions. “I’m relentless,” he said. “I’m going to show up every day almost to an irrational extent. I want to work. Insecurity drives me. Every day. I don’t want to go back to Needham. I don’t want to be the man in the frozen-foods section of the grocery store, the guy who ten seconds after I pass by with my peas hears people whisper, ‘That guy used to be the GM of the Jets.’ ”


Disciplined as Tannenbaum was, his vigilance was crosscut by looming disorder. The NFL draft, the team salary budgets, and the schedule were all designed to help the previous year’s losing teams improve in the next year at the expense of the winning teams. And most losing teams weren’t drastically inferior to begin with. While the qualifying standard for joining any NFL roster was rigorous—Rex Ryan liked to say it was easier to win the lottery than play in the NFL—once a player made a team, he found that the difference in the abilities of NFL starters and reserves “wasn’t dramatic,” as Tannenbaum put it. All of which was to say, the system worked. In recent years, anywhere from half to three-quarters of NFL games had been decided by one score. And sheathed right there in cold, blunt statistic was the murmuring anxiety of Tannenbaum’s predicament: the NFL teams had achieved such a level of parity that a form of competitive entropy existed. In any given game, either team could win. Tannenbaum was in command of what he could not control.


During my conversations with Tannenbaum in the off-white armchairs, a phrase often came up to express this low standard deviation of NFL teams: “those slender margins.” As the GM saw it, his job was to scrutinize football so thoroughly that he could locate—and then exploit—any inefficiencies in a system grooved with very few of them. He knew that areas of potential advantage did exist. He was also aware that the most pronounced of them depended on something the Jets didn’t possess.


Because most people watched football to see touchdowns, and also because head injuries leading to degenerative brain disease in former players had recently become an urgent NFL concern, the game’s evolving rules regarding pass protection (increasingly liberal) and physical contact (increasingly restrictive) gave a significant advantage to teams with preeminent quarterbacks—players on the level of the Patriots’ Tom Brady, the Packers’ Aaron Rodgers, the Saints’ Drew Brees, the Giants’ Eli Manning, and the former Colts’ and now Denver Broncos’ Peyton Manning, Eli’s brother. A team with a great quarterback in effect drove a car that was more likely to start up on a frigid winter morning than did a team with a still unproven signal caller, like Mark Sanchez.


An exceptional quarterback was a wonderful thing to own, but if you didn’t have one, then you’d need a significant compensatory asset. The reason Ryan called football the ultimate team game was that every play involved eleven people. Training eleven large, fast men to the point where they could move as one through exacting choreography with violence erupting everywhere around them required so much time and commitment that football players had to spend almost every waking hour of the year together. Perhaps the most revealing football term was “reps,” an omnibus shorthand for repetitions of actions, be they games or practice plays or lifts on a weight machine. There were even mental reps, which required the injured and those not otherwise engaged to watch a given activity and experience it vicariously. It was a game of reps, an over-and-over pursuit; reps made the man. All that montonous laboring could make even an outdoor field feel claustrophobic. The frequently tedious immersion required that people like coming to work. So if a man in Tannenbaum’s position could find a bonding agent, some emulsion that promoted a quick-setting and dependable sense of joy in the purpose, that element would be of rare value. In other words, Ryan was a potential competitive advantage.


He was also a potential disadvantage. Tannenbaum supervised the Jets’ entire football operation, everyone from Jeff Bauer, the Jets college scout based in Ankeny, Iowa, to Sara Hickmann, the team’s Upper West Side psychotherapist who once told me that in a world where everyone walks around with anger and aggression, football appeals “to an unconscious wish that we could drill somebody.” Tannenbaum was the sort of boss who tried to keep up with the lives of all one hundred and twenty people who worked at the facility—he would ask how their renovations were going, remembered birthdays and significant life events. Yet it was Ryan who preoccupied the GM. Before the Jets owner Woody Johnson and Tannenbaum hired Ryan, Tannenbaum compiled reports on potential coaching candidates, enough to fill a big black binder. What those reports told him about Ryan fascinated Tannenbaum and also had given him pause—and Tannenbaum wasn’t the only one. Over the years, Ryan had interviewed for several head-coaching jobs, including one with his own team, the Ravens, and always he’d been considered too big of a risk. His appearance suggested a lack of control, and so did a police report describing the bloody pulp Ryan had made of a Maryland neighbor’s face after an argument on the man’s front porch. Was Ryan too emotional to be an effective head coach? Was Ryan sufficiently organized? Could he, a defensive specialist, manage a game when the Jets offense had the ball? Did the pleasure he took in getting along with his players mean he’d be unable to draw the line at recalcitrant behavior? It was one thing for Ryan to urge players not to take football too seriously, but nothing was more serious to Tannenbaum. Tannenbaum worried about everything; would Ryan worry enough?


In Ryan’s first months with the Jets came an event that Tannenbaum considered of defining, if inexplicable, significance in their relationship. These being men, it involved a road trip and many hamburgers. Ryan; Tannenbaum; the Jets offensive coordinator, Brian Schottenheimer; and the quarterbacks coach, Matt Cavanaugh, were going to Kansas to scout a potential draft choice: Kansas State quarterback Josh Freeman. Ryan dutifully appeared wearing a spread-collar shirt and pressed trousers, as he had for the many business dinners he’d attended since being hired. This time Tannenbaum told his new coach: “Rex, he’s a draftable player. He has to impress us.” Ryan’s eyes grew big. He disappeared back into his office and reemerged in a flowing garment that he referred to as “the dress sweats.” The four men flew west, landed, and got their rental car, a pickup truck. Ryan drove, Tannenbaum rode shotgun, Schottenheimer and Cavanaugh sat knees to chest in the back. Ryan told stories of the Great Plains. Soon all four were dusty. Nobody minded. They watched Freeman throw and run. Then, on the way back to the airport, Ryan suggested a visit to a Sonic Drive-In for some refreshments. Most of the items on the menu were ordered, including, for Ryan, a cup of limeade the size of Topeka. The truck shook. Nobody can say why. Possibly it was the many men feasting. The result was that Ryan’s cup began to tip. Freshets of limeade poured everywhere. “Oh, no!” Ryan cried. “The dress sweats!” It became an iconic line, and every time Tannenbaum remembered those words, he felt happiness.


When he came out from behind his desk to sit facing Ryan in one of the matching off-white chairs, Tannenbaum thought of himself as being in partnership with Ryan, not so much a supervisor as a buttress providing the core support that allowed the coach to stand tall against lateral pressures. Reinforcing Ryan was such a significant part of Tannenbaum’s job that on days when Tannenbaum arrived at the Jets facility parking lot and could read the painted word Rex on the space adjacent to his because Ryan’s green-and-black extended-cab Ford pickup wasn’t there, Tannenbaum developed a ritual. “I walk around his name. It’s my way of reminding myself I have his back, I have him covered.” To Tannenbaum, Ryan was like “chocolate. He makes everyone feel better.” He was also “the ultimate musician. He won’t sit still for long or read binders full of statistical studies, but his game plan for beating Tom Brady is second to none. He’s a football savant.”


One thing Tannenbaum never had to worry about was my expectations. I just hoped to see a representative NFL season, see the NFL for what it really was. Even in the silver light of February, where all the talk at the Jets facility was of the bright victories to come in the fall, I knew that, while football wasn’t exactly subject to the butterfly effect, there were deeply random forces at play. Yet, though I understood that part of what people enjoyed about football was the idea that anything could happen, I thought they also liked that there were men out there pushing hard against that premise—thirty-two groups of coaches and personnel men, all of whom thought that their team could win. That’s what I most looked forward to watching, the attempt to impose order on a significantly unstable pursuit. Serious people who thought they could plan well enough to control an uncontrollable world labored under a profound delusion. That was art. That was life. Or maybe it was death.


What defined Ryan was the fullness of feeling. Ryan really believed he could organize chaos. He seemed to think he could overcome the randomness with conviction, as though his wanting something badly enough meant he could will it into being. No matter that Ryan didn’t have a Tom Brady or a Manning brother. No matter that he was setting off on his 2011 quest with a strong defense in an offensive age. In Ryan there wasn’t any trace of inadequacy. He believed, his belief would be contagious, and everybody else would believe what he believed so ardently that it would come to pass. That was what really drew me to Ryan and his roostering Jets, and what lent them an emblematic quality. They would suppress nothing. They teemed with thermal ambition and powerful desires, and because of the combination, they had more at stake than other teams. Small pleasures would never be enough for them. They were going to be about either the ecstasy Ryan imagined or the despair Bill Parcells had known. I had the sense that whatever happened to them, the Jets were a kind of plumb line. They would somehow go deeper toward football’s center of gravity. To be with the Jets promised a real human adventure.















One
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COMBINE




He seems very strong. Did you notice his torso?


—Preston Sturges, Sullivan’s Travels




The year really began in the last days of February, at the NFL Scouting Combine in Indianapolis. The Scouting Combine is an annual invitation-only event at which more than three hundred of the country’s most promising draft-eligible college football players gather to audition for NFL teams by running, jumping, lifting weights, taking intelligence tests, and sitting down for private interviews, where each one might be asked about almost anything, including his injured shoulder, his bar brawl, his decision to save himself for marriage, and, as had happened the year before with the receiver Dez Bryant, whether his mother was a prostitute. When Eric Mangini led the Jets, he sometimes began a Combine interview by requiring the ten or so people in the room to introduce themselves to the player, after which the coach turned to the player and asked him to repeat all the names he’d just heard. This did not always go over well. LSU’s Dwayne Bowe, now a Chiefs receiver, believed Mangini was trying to humiliate him, and he shut down, producing a lengthy awkward moment that Jets officials still can’t recall without shuddering.


The Combine was a spectacle that had elements of other spectacles: it was a football screen test; a football beauty pageant; a strongman contest at a football county fair. Jets receivers coach Henry Ellard, a former NFL star, thought back to his own Combine experience and remembered the queasy feeling of standing on display, “only in shorts,” for crowds of men who tugged and pulled at him “like a piece of meat.” Ellard, like most Combine attendees and most NFL players, is black. The majority of the people evaluating the players are white, creating a dynamic the Jets coaches warned me I might find disquieting: “It looks like a fucking slave auction,” one coach said.


The Combine was also exactly what the word proclaimed it was: an NFL harvester that winnowed the field of ripe young football players and separated them into wheat and chaff. Two months after the Combine, at the end of April, the threshing would be completed in New York, when two-thirds of the contestants would hear their names called at the NFL draft ceremony. For the players, the Combine loomed the way the MCAT did for their classmates who hoped to become doctors, and most of them prepared just as assiduously. These study sessions were often conducted by agents, who helped the players to have ready responses for just about anything anybody might ask them to do or say.


The Jets had been preparing too. In Florham Park, after a season spent living in the moment, coming within a game of reaching the Super Bowl, the Jets coaches and team officials had stepped back, evaluated the team, assessed its deficiencies, decided what had kept them from the championship, and then discussed whom they could find at the Combine to deliver them. Defensive coordinator Mike Pettine, for instance, hoped to discover “a bitch-kitty pass rusher.” By this he meant a defensive end or, in a 3-4 alignment, an outside linebacker who would smell a warm quarterback and become an insatiable, unblockable, pocket-infiltrating force of war-daddy bedlam. In other words, a sacking specialist. A fundamental fact of a defensive coordinator’s life was that a sack reduced the chance of the opposing team’s scoring in any drive to 7 percent. For all their reputation as a pressuring defense, the Jets didn’t generate many sacks, leading to the perception that they lacked a real pass rush, were doing it with mirrors. Their basic problem was that there were not many large men capable of accelerating off a mark at high speed and then making a feline curve around the edge of pass protection by dipping their shoulders low enough to the grass that you could imagine them passing beneath a café table without disturbing the vase of tulips on top before raising a little backfield harm.


Attending the Combine was the University of Wisconsin defensive end J. J. Watt and the Texas A&M outside linebacker Von Miller, and either would have been the answer to Mike Pettine’s (and Rex Ryan’s) prayers. But because the Jets had been the NFL’s third-best team the year before, their position for the seven rounds of the upcoming draft was low—they would pick thirtieth out of the thirty-two teams. Watt and Miller would be drafted by other teams long before that thirtieth slot. So Pettine was looking elsewhere. Pettine had watched cut-ups, collections of film footage on a common theme chosen from various games of the college careers of all the defensive players the Jets scouts and front-office people had graded draft-eligible. In his best moments on film, Temple University’s Muhammad Wilkerson had impressed Pettine as much as any lineman in the draft. He weighed 315 pounds, had arms that were three feet long, and he looked like a Volkswagen when he sprinted. But Pettine worried that on too many snaps, Wilkerson needed “a little gunpowder in his Wheaties.”


For the coaches and front-office people, the Combine was an industry convention. Downtown Indianapolis teemed with contingents from all the NFL organizations. Everybody knew everybody, and there was a reunion feel. At hotel lobbies and in restaurants and bars, you could hear scraps of conversation particular to the time and place: “You can’t coach nasty”; “He’s only six three”; “Optimal hips!”; “Josh McDaniels thinks he invented football.” McDaniels had been hired in 2009 to be the head coach of the Denver Broncos. Only thirty-two and another protégé of Bill Belichick, McDaniels was then the young NFL coach of the moment. But in December, with the Broncos a 3-and-9 dead horse, he’d been fired, and now there was a different ascendant NFL leader who also happened to be the undisputed king of the Combine—Rex Ryan.


The combination of his coaching success, his charm, and a star turn in the 2010 season of HBO’s training-camp documentary Hard Knocks as the smack-talking, life-loving profane fat dude with motivating charisma—“Let’s go eat a goddamned snack!”—had earned Ryan first-name recognition out in the world: Rex! For him there were now invitations from the likes of Letterman, Sandler (a movie cameo), and Doubleday (a memoir). His popularity had only increased with Deadspin’s discovery of fetish videos in which Ryan praised the feet of his pretty wife of nearly thirty years, Michelle. Ryan was not only gregarious but also a happily married inamorato! (Around the facility, when the other coaches teased him about this episode, Ryan would retort affably, “I’m the only guy in history who gets in a sex scandal with his wife!”) Within the well-insulated facility, one could still believe that things with Ryan were as they had always been. Out at the Combine, it was clear that much was different.


In Indianapolis, as soon as Ryan was free of his long schedule of meetings, he was all over town, as he always was at the Combine. Only this time, everybody wanted to join him for a cheeseburger—or lob one at him. He’d given a press conference in which he’d guaranteed a Super Bowl victory for the Jets.


As for the Jets defensive coaches at the Combine, after hours of asking players to diagram their college base defenses and showing them cut-ups of themselves making good and poor plays on the field—clips chosen to stimulate a revealing discussion, assess the player’s football acumen, and measure his responses to uncomfortable situations—the Jets coaches would gather for a late meal or drinks and conversation. They discussed peekers (a player who so badly wanted to please that every time he made a mistake, he looked to see the coach’s reaction). They discussed various methods used to defend the back of the end zone (a discreet hand to a receiver’s hip to “help him out-of-bounds” was one). They discussed Stanford defensive players (“Buyer beware!”). The coaches worked together closely year-round, so it was understood that, in the interests of group harmony, they would not discuss politics, religion, or wives. The dating exploits of the unmarried coaches were, however, fair game, and questions arose on the order of what was the appropriate interval of time to let pass after breaking up with a woman before one asked her roommate out.


And then there were the ongoing adventures of young Mike Smith. Smitty had been a Ravens linebacker until a severe shoulder injury ended his career. With the Jets, he was still officially a defensive intern, but Pettine deemed him a promising enough coach to lead the Jets outside linebackers. He was a dark-haired Texan with a big, cheerful arm-around-the-shoulder manner, and in a community filled with strong, physical men, there was something sweetly unmenacing about Smitty. The others enjoyed telling Smitty stories in front of him, partly because the stories were so amusing and partly because Smitty’s policy in the face of less than flattering personal history was to smile and tell himself, You just have to take it. A year earlier, Smitty had prepared to celebrate his thirtieth birthday, only to realize on the birthday morning that actually he had just turned twenty-nine. Reporting the oversight to Pettine, Smitty used the word “forgot.” Another day, Smitty’s car was discovered parked at such an angle that it consumed two facility parking spaces, one of them not Smitty’s. When confronted, Smitty claimed all ignorance, said he’d left the car perfectly parked. Smitty was a native of Lubbock, Texas, where the gusts were such that sometimes locals seemed to walk at a forward lean. That explains why, on the subject of his askew car, Smitty ventured this speculation: “The wind must have blown it crooked.”


At the Combine, Smitty’s hotel roommate was Jim O’Neil, with whom he also shared an office at the facility. O’Neil was Pettine’s extremely competent quality-control vizier, and he also assisted Dennis Thurman, the Jets secondary coach, which made O’Neil a slow young white guy in charge of some very fast black guys. If this intimidated O’Neil, he never showed it. He had tremendous self-confidence grounded in a belief that his capacity for preparation would always win the day. You looked at O’Neil’s big, pale face, jug ears, and upturned chin, and you had the idea that as a kid he must have spent a lot of time down in the family basement lifting barbells while listening to Tom Petty. In another life, he would have been the union boss buying beers for his guys down at a bar called Jimmy O’s. Except that he hated unions.


O’Neil’s affection for Smitty did not keep him from revealing to the others that his roommate preferred showering in the dark. Or from putting Tabasco sauce in Smitty’s can of Skoal chewing tobacco. Or from telling Smitty that O’Neil’s Pennsylvania high-school team would have kicked the Texas out of Smitty’s. That was a dropped handkerchief Smitty could never resist picking up. O’Neil had played at Central Bucks West, in Doylestown, for Pettine’s father, a storied coach who rated aggression above all football qualities—as did O’Neil. Time after time, O’Neil lured Smitty into these debates with assertions whose sheer unprovability seemed to deter neither of them.


O’Neil: “Dude! Our fullback was two hundred and fifty pounds! How you gonna stop him?”


Smitty (indignant): “I’d have woodshedded him with my shoulder!”


O’Neil (going in for the kill): “Dude, we’d have ruined your shoulder long before you got to the NFL and ruined your shoulder.”


And so on.


The Combine was a business trip, and one that had the distinctive energy that develops among a group of work colleagues who are traveling together as a unit. In a sport like football, where people are constantly shifting teams and group identity is everything, this was how they owned their present colors. During one Combine meeting with a defensive lineman, the Jets coaching and front-office contingent was looking at the player’s inconsistent film with him, and Terry Bradway, a former Jets GM who had stayed on with the team as Tannenbaum’s senior personnel consultant, said that the tackling and effort needed to be better if the lineman was going to play in the NFL. When it was the defensive-line coach Mark Carrier’s turn to speak, he said, “I agree with Mr. Bradbury’s point.” The little malapropism was received with much hilarity; it provided the sort of moment the coaches lived for. Bradway, of course, became Mr. Bradbury for the duration of the Combine and well beyond, and his name was worked into conversations with regularity whenever Carrier was in the room.


The prize moment in that year’s Combine meetings involved Ryan. These daily sessions went on for long hours, and to keep his energy up, Ryan ate many snacks. He was working through a stack of cookies while the Jets interviewed Clemson defensive lineman Jarvis Jenkins. At the table, Mike Tannenbaum received a text from someone across the room telling him to look under Ryan’s chair. A swarm of ants was enjoying a cookie-crumb banquet. Tannenbaum sent out an e-mail to all the Jets people in the room alerting them to the sudden ant-farm developments; the subject line read “Right Now.” Soon everyone was shaking with laughter, except Jarvis Jenkins, who didn’t flinch—which earned him high interview marks from the Jets for Composure.


Not that anybody was going to fall too hard for a player because of anything that happened at the Combine. The team’s draft personnel were still recovering from the debacle of 2008, when they’d held the number-six pick. Then, as now, they had been in search of a bitch kitty, and during the 2007 college season, an Ohio State defensive end named Vernon Gholston caught their attention. Gholston had just set his university’s record for sacks in a year—fourteen—and one of them was against Michigan tackle Jake Long, the lone sack that portcullis of a lineman had allowed as a senior. In Indianapolis, wearing only shorts, Gholston looked not so much sculpted as quarried. Mangini was still the coach, and what he and other Jets executives were thinking after they watched this 266-pound man run a forty-yard dash in 4.65 seconds and bench-press a Combine-best thirty-seven reps of 225 pounds was that they’d just seen, as one of them said, “a Greek god who jumps over buildings.”


As so often happens when people look back on the history of how they made terrible decisions, the Jets possessed all the information to warn them away from Vernon Gholston. That information simply didn’t prevail. The Jets knew that Gholston had begun playing football very late, as a high-school sophomore; that he was on the field for only two seasons at Ohio State; that half his college sacks were compiled in two games; that he didn’t seem like a “natural” football player so much as an “analytical” athlete who appeared to process every action before he committed to it; that Gholston’s impressive Combine measurables might indicate only that he was “a workout warrior.”


All players have flaws. NFL draft mistakes often come down to the team’s inability to know if a football player will continue to display a relentless desire to play and to improve at the game after he’s signed a contract for a great deal of money. As soon as Vernon Gholston joined the Jets, put on his pads, and began playing live football, it was clear to many Jets players that the rookie had little feel for the game—that he lacked both a passion for it and “the good awareness,” as Darrelle Revis put it. Moving straight ahead, Gholston could charge hard and fast, but football is a game of angles, and sudden changes of direction drained his momentum. As plays began, Gholston had no instinctive ability to limit and refine the possibilities presenting themselves to him. “In football, no matter how fast you are, you have to see before you see,” said the Jets linebacker coach Bob Sutton.


When they came to the Jets, Ryan and Pettine had no more luck improving Gholston than their predecessors had. As the Jets defensive coaches evaluated Gholston’s practice and game film, his reactions were routinely so stiff, somebody in the room might yell at the screen, “Get the oil can!” It was Jets special-teams coach Mike Westhoff who crushingly observed, “If he touched a hot stove today, he’d scream out tomorrow.” Occasionally in practice, Gholston would display the astonishing speed and power that reminded the other players why he’d been a top-ten draft pick. But in 2011, he’d just completed his third professional season, and, as in the first two, he hadn’t made a single sack. When the Combine ended, the Jets were going to release him.


Every organization makes mistakes, but this flagrant one was a cautionary tale for the Jets. The most discussed player at the current Combine was Auburn quarterback Cam Newton, and even he elicited restrained commentary from the Jets. They were detached, letting the process play out in full. The Combine was only one chapter, a bewitching spectacle that needed to be treated with skepticism. For all the reports and films and algorithms and studies and formulas and statistics inundating NFL personnel departments, there was no reliable science to predict the professional success of college football players. Gholston, the quiet man who never sacked anybody, was the team’s metaphor for the inside/outside existence of the NFL. Out there, in shorts, he was still the picture of an NFL player. Inside, the image blurred.


When the defensive coaches spent after-meetings time together at the Combine, Ryan was never with them. Since coming to the Jets, he’d left active management of the defense to Pettine. To many, Pettine was a man of inscrutable, complicated passions, the dark order complementing Ryan’s joyful chaos. In Baltimore, he had been Ryan’s protégé, and the two had worked so well together over the years, planning the Ravens defense, that they had become “brothers,” as Ryan put it. The past two years in New York, the Jets defense had been either the best in the league or just about. Pettine had run the defensive meetings and done the majority of the defensive game-plan building, and Ryan had asked him to call some of the games from the coaching box high above the field. Now Ryan was making it public that all the game-calling responsibilities would be Pettine’s. These had all been Ryan’s privileges as the Ravens defensive coordinator, and he wanted to treat Pettine with the same consideration and trust Ravens head coach Brian Billick had given Ryan.


This generosity to a subordinate spoke to another aspect of Ryan’s grand ambitions. Not only would the Jets win one Super Bowl, and maybe more, but his coaching staff would go off into the football world and become coordinators and head coaches themselves. Pettine, Ryan believed, would be an excellent NFL head coach, and he thought the same of offensive coordinator Brian Schottenheimer. Such was his faith in the abilities of his staff that on some days, Ryan would name the Jets coaches for whom he predicted leading futures: Thurman, Carrier, and, down the road, Smitty and the special-teams assistant Ben Kotwica. The offensive-line coach Bill Callahan, who had been an NFL head coach with the Raiders, would rise again. By the time Ryan reached the end of his list, he’d named nearly everybody who had a coaching office in Florham Park. Unlike most head coaches, Ryan allowed his assistants to speak with the press. He thought it necessary for their futures that they possess such skills. At the Combine, he said that he expected to “will a championship” from his players, and he had similar confidence about the eventual growth of the Ryan “coaching tree.”


The defensive coaches all were very fond of Ryan. They admired the way he’d earned his stripes in the business, spending years crossing the country, working coaching jobs at Eastern Kentucky, New Mexico Highlands University, and Morehead State. They revered his “beautiful football mind.” And they owed him: most of them were Jets because of him. Many of them vacationed with him in the summer at a beach house he rented on North Carolina’s Outer Banks, and all could list substantial good turns he’d quietly done for them and others. But as the coaches talked in Indianapolis, they turned the conversation to a more somber topic: their worry that Ryan’s growing renown was distracting him from football. He had become so adept at the off-field, face-of-the-franchise aspects of the head-coaching job that he seemed to feel obligated to “always be the show” wherever he went. Just now had come word that he was going to appear with Tannenbaum on the TV program CSI: NY. Ryan seemed less focused on the team; he had a little less warmth, a distanced quality. The coaches felt Ryan had worked so hard for so many years, he deserved his moment in the sun. Nonetheless, he hadn’t won anything yet, and neither had the coaching staff. It was only February, only the Combine, but the coaches were wary.


Another source of unease was the one defensive coach who hadn’t made the trip to Indianapolis—Jeff Weeks. Weeks was Ryan’s best friend from college, a man Ryan cared so much for that he called him his other twin. As the coaches knew firsthand, there was nothing Ryan wouldn’t do for Weeks.


After college, Weeks had spent years coaching at places like Fort Scott Community College (in Kansas) and Trinity Valley Community College (in Texas). Then, in 1998, Ryan became the defensive coordinator at Oklahoma, and he hired Weeks to be an assistant. Weeks slept on an air mattress in the defensive meeting room that year. When it got late, the Sooners defensive coaches turned on music and danced. When the weather was bad, they went looking for tornados. They never found one.


Ten years later, Weeks was divorced, had a young son in South Texas, and was at loose ends. Ryan’s twin brother, Rob, then the defensive coordinator for the Raiders, learned that his team had a coaching fellowship available for minority candidates. Rob thought of Weeks, who, he noted, “has got a drop of Indian blood.” Weeks lived with Rob that year. In the winter of 2009, Ryan became the Jets coach. Weeks was hired to work as a defensive assistant and given a fine office and a salary to match. When the Ryans bought a house in New Jersey, Weeks moved into the attic guest room, called the Crow’s Nest by Ryan. Ryan’s thinking was “He’s never made a lot of money. Now he can save some. I’d do it for any coach.”


As a coach, Weeks was enthusiastic on the practice field with the players, charging around full of brio. His role as Ryan’s comic foil made for merriment, good to have on taxing football afternoons. During coverage review, Ryan would scoop up a football, motion Weeks into formation and throw him passes while linebackers tried to intercept them. Footballs sprayed everywhere, along with advice: “Weeks! You got to grow or something!” Mark Carrier said with approval: “When I played, I never saw coaches doing things like that.”


But much of the job of coaching in the NFL took place within offices and classrooms, in meetings and on computers. Modern football coaches couldn’t have done their jobs without constant reliance on computers, which analyzed every aspect of the game for them and also served as their means for exchanging information. They used computers to break down and dissect the game film of opponents; on computers they built the game plans, and on computers they drew the opponent’s best plays after choosing them from the film breakdowns. These drawings were then printed out on cards and run live by the players in practice. Jeff Weeks did not fully understand the new programs that allowed football coaches to do all this. Perhaps he didn’t want to. He said he considered computers the “inefficient” tools of “desk coaches,” making Weeks at this point similar to a nineteenth-century textile worker railing against automated looms. Nor did he have much regard for the single-mindedness of those around him. “Football’s football,” he would say. “They’re putting people on the moon who work less than us. Guys who operate on brains work less.” More than the other coaches, Weeks explored New Jersey; he ventured into the ethnic neighborhoods of Newark and Brooklyn and even started to learn Portuguese. There were those in the organization who thought Weeks was plenty smart and more clever than most people gave him credit for. Others sympathized with him, saying that Ryan had placed Weeks in “a horrible position.” But they also said that, given the opportunity Ryan had presented to such an inexperienced professional coach, Weeks ought to be the hardest-working man in the building.


Weeks reported to Pettine. Pettine was all about winning. He thought that since so many uncontrollable variables decided whether or not a football team would be successful, it was vital to control what variables you could. Pettine believed Jeff Weeks was impeding the Jets’ chances to be successful. In midseason of 2010, Pettine wrote and distributed a ten-point memo entitled “Coach like a Jet” that detailed his expectations for defensive coaches. These included “Can grade their players bluntly and honestly based on detailed knowledge of each defensive call” and “Completes their weekly scouting report assignment and practice cards professionally and on time.” He did this because Weeks was falling short in many areas, and Pettine wanted Weeks to understand what was expected of him. He also wanted to spare Ryan what he knew would be a painful confrontation. Mostly, Weeks concentrated on keeping out of Pettine’s way, and in the daily defensive meetings led by Pettine, he refrained from saying a word.


Ryan never deviated from his conviction that Weeks was “a good coach,” but he also used Weeks to communicate both his belief in loyalty and his belief that football was foremost a game, and if you removed the pleasure and valued only effort, you were lost. Among the other coaches it was understood that Weeks was in Florham Park because he was Ryan’s confidant. Such relationships are common on NFL teams because the top job is inherently stressful, and during the inevitable low times, it’s attractive for the head coach to have somebody of unquestioned devotion thirty steps away. Ryan had grown up in a unique way and had uncommon qualities, and the feeling around Florham Park was that if Weeks’s company helped make the headman’s life better and Ryan wanted Weeks around, then so be it.


Some of these matters were discussed late at night in Indianapolis. It was an awkward, perplexing predicament, and now also worrisome. Weeks was not on the trip because he was taking a little time away from the team to resolve some personal problems. The previous year Weeks had worked with the outside linebackers. In Pettine’s view, “suddenness” was not all the Jets lacked at the position. The edge pass rushers needed better coaching. So leading the outside linebackers was now going to be Smitty’s job, and Weeks would assist Carrier with the defensive linemen. And Weeks would no longer be living with the Ryans. Weeks was a lively bachelor, and with a teenage son in the house, the Ryans had decided it would be better for their old friend to have a place of his own. As for Ryan, he hoped that when Weeks returned, everyone would just get along. Why can’t they? he wondered. It was the NFL. They’d reached the cusp of the Super Bowl in each of their first two years. There was enough here for everyone.















Two



[image: image]


BROTHERS




What strange creatures brothers are!


—Jane Austen, Mansfield Park




Mike Pettine came late to pro football. He had played high-school football for his father, Mike Pettine Sr., at Central Bucks West, in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, and Pettine was a strong enough quarterback and student that the finest schools recruited him. He chose the University of Virginia, where he played free safety and graduated with a bachelor’s degree in economics in 1988. He earned good money underwriting life insurance and then supervising the hull-manufacturing division at a boat company. Although he was interested in both strategy and risk, Pettine was not a man who saw his life’s purpose in an actuarial table or at the bottom of a boat. At work, Pettine found his thoughts were always straying to football. So he took an entry-level football job as a graduate assistant at the University of Pittsburgh and then became a coach at a Pennsylvania high school. He married, had children, and bought a big house. He enjoyed coaching high school, but that felt like being on to something rather than in on the something. He spent his weekends breaking down game film just because he enjoyed it.


In 2002, right after Pettine’s third child was born, an old acquaintance, the Baltimore Ravens offensive coordinator Matt Cavanaugh, told Pettine that the team had an opening in the video department. One thing, said Cavanaugh: the job paid very little. Without telling that part to his wife, “who never would have gone for it,” Pettine took the video job, opened a new bank account, and began secretly cashing out his 401(k) fund and depositing the retirement money in his checking account to maintain the balance. This felt like taking two risks in one.


You can’t get more entry-level in NFL coaching than third video guy. During the day, Pettine filmed practices from the Trico camera tower high over the field and worked on the techy pick-and-shovel projects that had gotten him through the door. But in the evenings, he lingered. It was around this time that high-level football coaching began to rely on computer templates for making playbook drawings, studying scouting and practice film, and designing game plans. All that was fine by Pettine. When he talked about anything, if a computer was near, it was natural to him to illustrate his thoughts by calling up an image or a map or a clip of video. Word got around that there was a person at the facility who was both football and computer literate. Friends of Rex Ryan, in particular, were hearing about “this dude who knows how to do everything.”


As for Ryan, it had to be admitted that he displayed an imposing range of inabilities. Spelling, punctuation, fixing stuff—the whole under-the-hood world was anathema to him. Ryan thought of himself as bad at anything with directions, and yet his enthusiasm was such that he’d open the box anyway, get to the end of the operation and find the damn swing set had been put together backward and there were twenty extra pieces spread around him. His old college-coaching colleague Sam Pittman had watched enough of this to reach the obvious conclusion: Ryan was not very handy. True, Ryan might not be a builder—he couldn’t put together a swing set you’d trust your kids on—but he could do other things. During a football game, he could see the whole field in flow—not just where the ball was but where all twenty-two players were and what they were doing. If the left guard sealed the nose tackle, Ryan could see that. If the right end got up too far, Ryan could see that. If the back side was clean, he could see that too. Other coaches told him they could pick up one or two such actions in real time; Ryan could see all three, and everything else besides. Years later, a psychological test revealed that Ryan was dyslexic. That helped explain why he couldn’t do another thing: spell. The test also suggested that Ryan had unusual abilities as a creative problem-solver—a great virtue in a football coach. But how it was that Ryan could look out at a big heaving smudge of men and see them stilled into ordered clarity—nothing could explain that. It was his gift alone.


An effective coach was a person skilled at getting talented people to do things for him. After Ryan designed “the biggest kids’ fort in the world!” for his two sons to play on in their Maryland backyard, a round-trip airplane ticket from Illinois to Baltimore was purchased for Sam Pittman. Upon arrival, Pittman was presented with a three-level drawing made in Ryan’s hand. The two men went out to the yard, and while Pittman measured and sawed, Ryan was right there beside him telling stories about tornados, making work seem like fun.


In Baltimore, Ryan became a football architect, and Mike Pettine his football engineer. The Ravens head coach at the time was Brian Billick, and Billick said that pretty quickly it was evident to him that Pettine would be “a brilliant coach.” Pettine had a naturally analytic mind, and on film, football glowed hyper-limpid and comprehensible to him. If in life he preferred to keep a Robert Mitchum–ish sort of distance, from the remove of a football moviegoer, he got in close and could understand the actions of fast-moving men in granular terms that told him not only what every player was doing but also what they were seeing and thinking. Most football coaches sought to correct imperfect results; Pettine tried to teach players to make smart decisions. Players, he knew, wanted coaches who could give them something that would help prolong their careers, make them more money.


Pettine was organized, precise, and, like Ryan, very sure of himself. That was crucial when you hadn’t played pro football, hadn’t even coached college ball, and were making the jump from game planning for Friday night to working with Ray Lewis and Terrell Suggs on Sunday afternoons. Coaches with the pedigree of Ryan and Pettine were always aware that it would take them longer to earn the trust of professionals than it would take former players. But this often made them better coaches than former players were because they were seeing their team as it was, not through the distorting prism of their own experiences.


Pettine was asked to return for a second year in Baltimore and given a five-thousand-dollar raise. Life continued apace until the final week of the year, when his wife discovered that there was something peculiar going on with the family finances. She was very upset, convinced her husband was having an affair. Let me explain, he said, and he did his best. But what could he tell her—that she was losing him to football?


After Ryan became the Ravens defensive coordinator, in 2005, he promoted Pettine to outside-linebackers coach, and the two began working on the defensive game plan together. By now they were all but inseparable. They appropriated inflections and casual language from each other, each man prefacing his thoughts with “To me,” each using convivial phrases like “Oh, my goodness” and “the funny thing is” the way teenagers leaned on “OMG!” On Tuesdays they worked straight through the night; on Mondays and Wednesdays, they’d knock off by midnight. Often, when it got late, Ryan would take his coat, get in his car, and leave the facility so that the assistant coaches and video guys would go home to their nonfootball lives. Then Ryan would circle back to the parking lot and resume work with Pettine. They were so deep in that everything else fell away. It was tiring, relentless work. The Ravens had excellent defensive players, like the linebacker Ray Lewis and the safety Ed Reed, and the coaches felt they were in competition with them and were determined that the scheme should be up to the players’ standards.


New defensive concepts were always occurring to Ryan; he kept a pad and pencil by his bedside. Each fresh idea seemed to him miraculous, and he’d come bursting in on Pettine, waving a scrap of notepaper, crying, “It’s perfect!” Pettine would remain motionless, glowering at him. Still, it was an intrigued glower. Ryan would stride to the wall and draw his play up on the whiteboard, and then back and forth the two would go, Pettine probing, methodically pointing out flaws, Ryan reluctant to accept that there could be any flaws, indignant at the very idea—“No fucking way!” Now indignation would flame in Pettine, and after an outraged “But Rex!” he would supply logic in complete paragraphs, which had a stimulating effect. “Okay!” Ryan would say, as though they’d seen it the same way all along. “We could do this!” Back and forth some more they’d go, a blade and a stone, until at last, almost casually, Pettine would say with a nod, “That works.” The two were engaged in what amounted to an ongoing creative dialogue about defensive strategy and were so comfortable in their process that Ryan came to feel that developing an idea with Pettine was part of having the idea.


The fact that Ryan grew up with a twin brother is fundamental to his personality. Through early childhood, he and Rob were always together, and when they were assigned to separate classrooms as teenagers, each found it deeply painful to have the other out of view. They considered themselves closer than just brothers, had their own twin language. During a low moment, Ryan told his mother, “I’ll never be without a best friend. If Rob’s not around, I look in the mirror and see him.” In a sense, each was always the other fellow, and they grew up thinking about how it was for someone else. That was the very essence of a coach.


Once Rob had his own flourishing career as a football coach, Ryan needed a surrogate twin. In Baltimore, that was how Ryan thought of Pettine. To Ryan, their shared passion for the game was the same, and it went as deep in Pettine as it did in him. Ryan thought maybe this came from having similarly demanding football-coach fathers. During games, when Ryan grew emotional and wanted to abandon the game plan they’d spent so many hours developing, Pettine would be the one to talk him out of it. These mollifications involved prodigious use of the words “mother” and “fucker.” “Are you guys okay?” others would ask, and Ryan would always reply not to worry, that this was just how they rolled, that “Pettine is me.”


For other people around the Ravens facility, Pettine was a hard man to know, a quiet, self-effacing, intense figure—always vigilant, saying little, smoldering with attention to detail. After a practice, NFL position coaches watched film of what had just taken place and graded each player’s performance on every snap. When Pettine graded the practice reps of the Ravens outside linebackers, he wasn’t chary about expressing exasperation, as a group of Ravens linemen found when they got a look at Terrell Suggs’s sheet and discovered the Pro Bowl pass rusher had been rebuked for playing “dumb ass” football. Nobody talked that way to T-Sizzle.


There was perhaps a lot going on inside with Pettine. His father had coached Central Bucks West to a 326-42-4 record across thirty-three seasons with a leadership style Pettine described by saying, “My dad only smiled on picture day.” Mike Pettine Sr. had fevered eyes that kept in constant heedful motion, a deep, booming voice, and minimal tolerance for imperfection in boys. He was the sort of distant, Roman figure who was feared in the moment but years later often thanked by grown men who, in retrospect, were grateful to him for demanding more of them than they would ever have required of themselves. Pettine Senior made practices so challenging that the games were easy. Everything depended upon the discipline of the player’s approach—whether or not he got a drink of water during a sweltering summer practice, whether or not a clipboard was broken over his helmet.


As a small boy, Pettine began stuttering, and his mother, Joyce, took him to the doctor. The doctor asked if anybody was trying to make Pettine do something physical the boy was reluctant to do. Well, yes, said his mother. Mike wanted to do things left-handed and his father kept telling him, “It’s a right-handed world.” The doctor said Senior should cut it out. The stutter went away.


It was more of the same when Pettine made the varsity football team and began playing for his father. To be absolutely sure that his son was treated impartially, Senior was partial to everybody else. One day at practice the entire team had to perform punishment up-down exercises until all of the eighty boys could do no more. There were only three players still rising and sprawling when Pettine reached his limit, whereupon he confronted a familiar shoe and heard, “Get up, you mama’s boy.” The day finally came when Pettine said, “Fuck this,” and walked off the practice field and across the parking lot, stripping off a piece of equipment every ten yards as he went. He was down to his shorts when the senior he was competing with to be the starting quarterback tackled him from behind and told him, “You’re not leaving.” Pettine became the starter, and a Division I scholarship candidate. Bright and self-assured, Pettine argued every night at dinner with his father about what had happened at practice that day until Joyce banned football talk from the house. After that, on the drive home from practice, Senior would pull off the road into the elementary-school parking lot and father and son would have it out until the anger was spent.


Later, when Pettine was coaching Pennsylvania high-school football, his team opposed Senior’s five times and never beat them. When asked whom she was pulling for, Joyce said her husband; she still had to live with him.


As a high-school coach, Pettine had been by turns stern, vocal—“I got after guys”—and funny. You couldn’t berate professionals, though, and Pettine mostly adjusted. The adult environment suited him better in terms of both the football—his ideas and expectations had run ahead of what the teenagers he coached could handle—and the camaraderie among men. Pettine was large and laconic; he shaved his skull and wore a mustache and goatee. The affect and the mien were intimidating, and people who met Pettine prepared themselves for “Stone Cold” Steve Austin. Gradually they’d discover that Pettine was kind and generous, if indirect in his demonstrations. He found ways out of the moment to let people know him. While Ryan’s charisma was all body, heart, and passion, Pettine’s had to do with standards and distance. You wanted him to think well of you. This was true for football players, and also for women, who fell hard for Pettine.


If you have a father like Pettine’s, you can either feel destroyed by him or you can take the best from him. Clearly with Pettine it was the latter, but life is a matter of degrees. Pettine decided that he didn’t regret anything about his upbringing. It had made him who he was. But he also thought that maybe he should regret it, that the people who told him he had too hard an exterior might be right. No Jets coach had more of his children’s art on the office wall than Pettine. (No other coach had a copy of the Warren Report or a book by Howard Stern’s sidekick at the facility either.) Nonetheless, if you caught him at the wrong time, he’d raise his eyes and meet yours with a still, forbidding gaze that resembled the winter in Berlin. “Sometimes I pass in there and see his face and just get out,” Smitty told me one day after I thought I’d offended Pettine but wasn’t sure what I’d done. “An hour later he’s laughing and smiling. He doesn’t eat breakfast!”


Ryan’s reaction to all this was to go right at it. He’d tell anyone within Pettine’s hearing, “Pettine was the high-school coach you don’t want your kid to have!” Every year at the beginning of a Ravens defensive meeting, Ryan made sure to screen for the Ravens players a scene from Pettine’s high-school playing days: Pettine, running for the first-down marker, was blown up by a tackler near the sidelines, and there was his father, telling him he was “a mama’s boy,” stepping right over him, and calling the next play while standing astraddle his son. The Ravens players would exclaim in amazement as Ryan rewound the film, and Pettine himself didn’t mind so much, because nobody better to have as your big football brother than Rex Ryan—who knew all about edgy football-coach fathers.


Ryan was the son of the defensive-coaching pioneer Buddy Ryan. In professional football, a team’s offense and defense commonly exist in separate but neighboring regions, and, because they practice against each other every day, the two groups are competitive with each other. Buddy Ryan took this familiar tension to an extreme. His defensive innovations, most notably the 46 defense, were variegated riffs on all-out aggression, and the hatred he encouraged his defensive players to feel for the opposition carried over to the offense of their own team. When he became a head coach, nothing about this appeared to change. The impression Buddy gave offensive players and coaches was that he regarded them with contempt. In January 1994, when Buddy was defensive coordinator of the Houston Oilers, he punched the team’s offensive coordinator, Kevin Gilbride, on the sideline during a game. Of that infamous day, Buddy told me, “All I did was say Dumbass Charlie—because all year we’re throwing interceptions right before the half. He came at me. You come at me, you’re gonna get poked.” The Oilers, at that moment, were ahead 14–0 in what would turn out to be their eleventh consecutive victory. They lost in the first round of the playoffs. It wasn’t that Buddy couldn’t help himself; he didn’t care to.


Rex Ryan didn’t grow up in Oklahoma, but Oklahoma formed him. His people were Merle Haggard characters, hard-dirt farmers and housepainters, and Ryan absorbed the forbearance of those who stayed, those who didn’t put a mattress on the car roof and flee the Dust Bowl for California. Buddy spent his boyhood on an impoverished farm in Tillman County priming the pump, milking the cows, smelling the whiskey breath on his father, “Roarin’ ” Red Ryan. Most weekends, Red set up a boxing ring, and his four sons would have to fight, starting with the youngest against the third-youngest and on up to Buddy. Buddy could whip them all. Then came the show. Everyone would watch as Red kicked the hell out of Buddy. Perhaps as a result, Buddy proceeded through life like someone determined to show his father he was tough enough.


Doris Ward was a Phi Beta Kappa homecoming queen and debate champion from Ardmore; she was sitting on a sorority-house porch at Oklahoma A&M when Buddy was introduced to her. Buddy had been on the bloody front lines in Korea and was now playing football like he was still in combat. He hadn’t, however, managed to accumulate any college credits yet. Doris soon came to consider Buddy a fine dancer, a fine street fighter, and better than fine company. As for him, once they began dating, Buddy happened to become academic All-America.


Buddy coached high-school, then college, and finally professional football. His basic training approach to football players was the same with teenagers in Gainesville, Texas, as it was with pros in Chicago and Philadelphia: First, humiliate your own, then rehabilitate them so they can humiliate others. Buddy had contempt for sensitivity in men; he liked players who could handle being called pussy or slob or dumbass or worm while he was making them hit until they bled. Those who could handle it, he was usually there for. Many of them would then go through life telling people, “Buddy Ryan made me a football player.”


These testimonials tended to come from defensive players. Quarterbacks, Buddy referred to as pompous bastards, and he meant it; his antipathy for offensive players had the feeling of class rage. He explained his aversion to me this way: “Defensive players are my kind of guy. Guys who spit on the floor and say, ‘How much are you gonna pay me?’ Offensive player says, ‘Please let me play for you, sir.’ ”


As is the case for most innovators, Buddy’s best-known idea was an expression of self. He arrived in Chicago in 1978 to coach the Bears defense and after some evaluation concluded, ”We don’t have any players.” So he devised the 46, which massed as many as nine defenders at the line of scrimmage. Then, went his thinking, “Depending upon how you line up, we’re always one more than you got. You don’t know who’s coming. Might be two. Might be more.” You could see what his intentions were, all the taunting elements looming close, probing opponents for weakness and fear. What offensive coordinators like Bill Walsh eventually devised in response was a long spread of receivers who’d run concise patterns—in effect, thrown running plays. In the opinion of coaching authority Bill Curry, Buddy’s lasting contribution was the creation of the football auteur: “Because of Buddy Ryan, football evolved into my quarterback versus your defensive coordinator.”


Plot a coaching lifer’s career on graph paper, connect the dots, and you’ll get the outline of the country. Football coaches are like war correspondents: they can’t stay away from the action. As a result, every night all over America, sleeping badly on office couches, are overweight middle-aged men with broken marriages. Some people question why football coaches put in such hours, but with men like the Ryans and the Pettines, a game plan is their creative work. Coaches say that even on the best professional teams, only 10 percent of the time do all eleven players perform their roles as scripted. But you always aimed for better.


Back in 1962, while Buddy was somewhere out in the middle of America recruiting players for the University of Buffalo, he telephoned in to Doris to ask how the late fall storm season was back in Oklahoma. In that way he learned he had three-day-old twin boys to go along with their older brother, Jim. Doris eventually divorced Buddy, not because she didn’t like him—they remained good friends—but because she was spending her life raising their three children without help or company.


Leaving the twins with her mother in Ardmore, Doris went to the University of Chicago’s school of social sciences and got a doctorate in education. She took a job at the University of Toronto, and that’s mainly where Rex and Rob Ryan grew up. Ryan believes his parents’ divorce didn’t affect him much because he was cushioned by his friendship with his twin, but it’s true that he and Rob got into a little more trouble than most boys. Doris was concerned enough about them as teenagers that she sent them to live with Buddy in Minnesota, which Rob later decided probably saved their lives.


When Buddy moved on to the Chicago Bears, the twins got jobs with the team: washing practice clothes, painting the goalposts. At training camp, they became favorites of Bears running back Walter Payton, who used their window to sneak out of the dorm at night. Later, Rex Ryan named his first son Payton. Ryan liked football players and admired their courage. To him, courage meant that something scared you, but you went ahead and did it anyway. He felt that way himself running down the high-school field on the kickoff team.


The brothers gravitated to defense because it fit the images they had of themselves: underestimated blue-collar hell-raisers. As defensive ends at Adlai Stevenson High, the twins were tall and skinny and, in Ryan’s opinion, “mean as shit. We’d post a guy up and the other guy would wipe him out from behind.” Their interests were mainly sports, women, and fighting—and their skill at these pursuits tempered life’s difficulties for them. Ryan was a varsity catcher with batting power and fading vision—a problem when he lost a contact lens. “In one game, this guy’s pumping fastballs by everybody. I had two strikes. I’m like, ‘Time!’ I tell Rob, ‘I can hit this guy, but I need a contact lens.’ Rob gives me one. Two-run homer! Dad had cancer. He was in Sloan-Kettering. We weren’t gonna trouble him over a contact. But it’s tough playing catcher with one contact. Rob had two. I borrowed the left. All the guy had was a fastball.”


There weren’t many college options for indifferent high-school students who wanted to play defensive line and weighed a hundred and ninety pounds. Buddy knew the coach at Southwestern Oklahoma State, in Weatherford, and so the twins were admitted to the school and off they went, a nine-hundred-mile drive. The land around Weatherford was flat and dusty, the tumbleweeds as high as a linebacker’s eye, and from a sixth-floor dorm-room window, the horizon was so long and uninflected the brothers had the feeling they could just about see Chicago. Coming from a childhood mostly spent in vibrant, cosmopolitan cities, the Ryans were horrified—and lonely. It helped immensely when they became friends with a fellow football player who’d been an All-State wide receiver up north in Bartlesville. Jeff Weeks wore small shoes and had the Cherokee blood, so the Ryans called him Little Foot. The thing about Weeks was that you could call him anything and he’d just shrug and say something affable in the half drawl, half twang that made him sound as though he were from Little Dixie—southern Oklahoma.


Weeks’s father had cut meat as a chief petty officer in the navy, and Weeks had a blunt, open face and the conviction that his family was special because they’d stuck it out through the Depression in Oklahoma. To this day, Ryan can’t quite explain what it was about Weeks that made the twins so close to him other than the shared experience of being young and on their own. Anything the Ryans were up for, Weeks was up for. The twins’ many fights were Weeks’s fights too. Road trip to Stillwater? Weeks was in—and by the way, what’s going on in Stillwater? “It’s almost like we’re triplets!” Rex would say. Or, as Doris put it more dryly, “He’s my fourth son whether I like it or not.”


Ryan marveled at Weeks’s uncanny success with women, the thrilling mystery of why great beauties had always fallen for his friend. Even Buddy Ryan remarked on this. “Never could figure it out. Women love him,” the old coach said. “He’s supposed to be good-looking, according to women.” That Weeks was so open to the enthusiasms of others was part of it, but beneath the sheepish grin, there was in Weeks an integrity about pain. Suffering is a huge part of football, and more than most in the game, Weeks had experienced and thought about the condition. Once at the Jets facility, Weeks, at Ryan’s urging, told of dating a woman long ago who danced as a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader. Weeks said he’d begun to worry that she was two-timing him and so he had placed a baby monitor in her bedroom and then waited outside with the other monitor to learn the truth. “Don’t ever listen to something like that,” he warned me. “It’ll hurt you too much.”


That Ryan was a brawler overshadowed the interest he always took in other people, and even now when he talked about his college friends and girlfriends, they were presented as characters in stories: the One with the Yellow Eyes; the Player to Be Named Later. As they had in high school, he and Rob went through college with their one wallet, carried by Rob, and their one car key, held by Rex. Ryan met the woman who would become his wife, Michelle “Micki” Goeringer, and on the first couple of dates, it was just the two of them. Then it was “Rob’s not doing anything tonight. Rob’s coming.” After that, for two or three more dates, Ryan and Micki were in the front of the car, and Rob was in the back. Finally, it was Rex and Rob in front, Micki in the back. She didn’t mind; it was like driving around listening to the Car Talk brothers diagnosing football problems. When Ryan required an engagement ring, he and Rob went shopping. Two pieces of jewelry were in contention, and Rob pulled out the wallet and they went for the bigger one. “It set us back two hundred and eighty dollars,” Rob recalled. “It looked like a wheelbarrow in the pawnshop!” Said Ryan, “Eventually, I upgraded.”


Jeff Weeks remembers the Ryans studying only one subject. They were obsessed with football to the point where they held their own mock draft with each other. Out on the field one day, Ryan had a revelation. His best quality as a player was that he knew what it took to succeed. Opponents hated lining up against him and Rob because the brothers were pests, swarming nuisances who by the fourth quarter wore out the will of bigger opponents. Ryan thought he could get others to play like that.


Buddy was by then the head coach of the Eagles. In Chicago, he’d described the twins to the press by saying, “I’ve got two nice kids at home but I wouldn’t want ’em playing for me.” What he did want for them were lives more stable than his had been, and he lined up postgraduation jobs for them with a Philadelphia food-service company. They said, “But Dad, we want to coach!” So it was that on graduation night, the three Ryans holed up in a Weatherford motel, and as Buddy drew up blitzes like Schoolyard and Buddy-Go, this thought passed through Rob’s mind: He’s teaching us the family secrets, which he invented. Buddy used an easel to explain the pressures and coverages. Then he erased the diagrams and the twins flawlessly explained them back to him. As they did, Buddy had the sense that in that little motel room, he was meeting his children for the first time.


Mike Smith had an empathetic nature, and usually this served as one of his assets as a coach. Smitty was inquisitive about people, wanted to understand them. It helped him immensely that nobody had ever questioned his toughness on a football field. He grew up first on a Texas ranch and then in Lubbock, where his was the rare local father who wouldn’t let his son play football. Smitty was small and so good at baseball that in high school the New York Yankees began scouting him. Boone Smith didn’t want his son to get hurt. Smitty’s mother was the one who gave football her blessing. As a hundred-and-eighty-pound high-school linebacker, Smitty cut through running backs like a band saw. He played college ball at Texas Tech, where his roommate was the future Patriots wide receiver Wes Welker. Smitty’s potential professional baseball career ended in a Red Raider football uniform when his left hand became caught in his own face mask as he fell forward. When the hand hit the ground, it bent back over the wrist, kept bending and bending until it snapped. “Sprained wrist!” was the team doctor’s diagnosis. So Smitty kept playing.


The untreated break was so severe the bone began to die, which resulted in Smitty needing grafts. Then Smitty broke an ankle and played four games with pain that had him almost fainting on the field. Before games, he’d join the line for injections; of what, he wasn’t quite sure. He took bigger injections after he hurt a knee, and even bigger ones after a torn elbow ligament. The wrist was so sufficiently mangled that Smitty couldn’t swing a baseball bat very well anymore, but through four seasons as a starter, he missed only one college football game, and on his old Texas Tech film, he can be seen, an undersized linebacker, flattening future NFL stars like Adrian Peterson, Philip Rivers, and Eli Manning.


There were no Combine invitations for Smitty. He watched the 2005 draft sitting on a toolbox in his father’s garage, and Smitty stayed with the socket wrenches until the seventh and final round, when at last he heard his name. A Baltimore Ravens scout named Ron Marciniak was retiring from the team, and as thanks for his fifteen years of service to the organization, Ozzie Newsome allowed Marciniak to make the seventh-round choice. Marciniak had seen film of a Texas Tech linebacker who seemed to tremble with hostility as he played. After Marciniak drafted Smitty, it got back to Smitty that the scout had told Newsome, “He’s the kind of player, he doesn’t look like much, but once you let him on your field, you’ll never be able to cut him.” Smitty kept that in mind.
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“Riveting....An instant classic.”
—New York Times Book Review
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