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Jim Kelly: To my son, Hunter: My one and only son, in your silence you have taught me what’s most important in life. I am the husband, father, and man I am today because God used your precious life to reveal my weaknesses and His strength. I know now why God chose you to be my little #12. Together God has allowed us to take part in His great plan through Hunter’s Hope; a plan that has changed and continues to change countless lives. I love and miss you more than words can say. I can’t wait to see you again and every day is one day closer to that day. I love you little buddy.


Ted Kluck: To my sons, Tristan and Maxim. I love you both so much and I’m thankful for the joy that God has given me, through you. I’m also glad you like football.





Foreword



I have a lot in common with Jim Kelly. We’re both Pennsylvania kids, born and raised in a state where football wasn’t just a game, but a way of life. We both had tough, blue-collar dads who raised us, for better or worse, with that kind of attitude toward football and life. We both had fathers who worked incredibly hard at unglamorous jobs to give us the opportunities we had. Hard work, toughness, integrity, and competitiveness weren’t really options back then; they were the attributes we saw every morning when our dads would wake up while it was still dark to leave the house for work.


You get to know a lot about a person when you compete against them. For years I stood across a field and watched Jim Kelly run his offense, and he watched me run mine. Jim and I both played for high-profile college programs—me at Pitt and him at Miami—and were both a part of the 1983 NFL Draft, which produced some of the most successful and well-known quarterbacks in the history of the league. We both played for pro coaches who let us throw the ball a lot. Our paths crossed quite a bit in those days. As competitors in the old AFC East we played twice a year. There were snowy, cold afternoons in Rich Stadium and hot, humid, rainy afternoons in Miami.


Year after year we would compete like this, and I grew to admire not only who Jim was but the way he played the game. I saw him play hurt. I saw him deal with controversy in the media. I saw him experience both the elation of going to the Super Bowl (something I was only able to do once) four times and the heartbreak of losing. We share that heartbreak. In a sense, we grew up together on those fields. We saw each other as young men, in our twenties, picked to lead teams and be the “face” of franchises, and as the years passed we watched each other—again across the field—age, mature, and ultimately retire.


One of the unique things about Jim is that he’s one of the few people who can understand the demands of my life, and vice versa. After retirement, Jim and I both navigated the worlds of television commentary, public appearances, and ultimately the Pro Football Hall of Fame. We both know what it’s like to be husbands and fathers. And we both know the unique blessings and challenges of life with a special-needs child.


It’s one thing to play football against someone and know them that way, but when I saw Jim and Jill persevere through Hunter’s illness, I grew to love and respect them in an entirely new way. When our son Michael was diagnosed with autism, it changed life for Claire and me forever. Like Jim, I knew the elation of having a son, but also the heartbreak of knowing that his life is going to be uniquely difficult.


The other thing I have in common with Jim is that we’re both far from perfect, and Jim would be the first to tell you that. We’ve both made mistakes, in football and in life. But Jim is a passionate and committed father—he loves his wife and he loves his kids with the same kind of passion and intensity he brought to the football field. Like Jim himself, this book will be intensely practical and always humble. It’s my honor to introduce the book for you, as it’s been an honor to compete against and share life with Jim Kelly—quarterback, husband, father, and friend.


—Dan Marino





PREGAME UPDATE



So What Else Is Going On, and Why a Book for Dads?


“So what else is going on?”


That’s the phrase that I employ with my wife when I’m done conversing about a particular subject and want to move on, conversationally. It’s like page one of the Jim/Jill playbook on interpersonal communication. Subject changing. That’s one of what I hope is a variety of new things that you’ll learn about me in this book. It occurs to me that athletes usually write memoirs when they’re in their midtwenties or early thirties (see Jim Kelly: Armed and Dangerous), but most of the interesting stuff that happens to people in their lives happens after that time. That’s certainly been the case for me.


This book isn’t a memoir, per se. Rather, it’s a reflection on some of the things that have happened to me during the years and how I think of those things in light of my most important title: dad. To fans, I’m the guy who used to play quarterback for the Buffalo Bills. Number 12. To my daughters, Cam and Erin, I’m their dad. I’m the guy who helps get them ready for school, occasionally coaches their basketball teams, and tries his best to impart some life lessons. And I’ve lived a lot of life. I’ve learned a lot of lessons. Some the hard way.


This book will be lessons and observations bookended by letters—each chapter featuring a letter to my son Hunter at the beginning and a letter to my daughters, Cam and Erin, at the end. In between, each chapter will highlight life lessons that I’ve learned during my life and career. At the end of each chapter I’ve included some questions to get you thinking about your own lives and taking the offensive when it comes to teaching these lessons to your own kids.


On paper, at least, I make part of my living showing up to different places and functions and just kind of being Jim Kelly. This is not unpleasant, mind you, and people (myself included) seem to enjoy it. It’s actually a huge privilege. I spent the last week turkey hunting with actor and country music star Tim McGraw, who is one of the kindest, most genuine people you could ever hope to be around. I’ll spend next week playing in a golf tournament hosted by the Shooter McGavin character from the Adam Sandler golf movie Happy Gilmore. Shooter, of course, has a real name (Chris McDonald), but his movie character was so iconic that he just goes by Shooter these days. What a hoot he is to be around.


Fame is funny that way. I can drive you down a street in Orchard Park, New York, named Jim Kelly Boulevard, past the Big Tree, a bar in which most of my teammates and I used to bond after Bills practices back in the ’80s and ’90s. The bar is barely a deep down-and-out away from Ralph Wilson Stadium which is, itself, no more than a handful of down-and-outs away from my house. Surreal. The bar also has a giant likeness of myself, Chris Berman, and Andre Reed in front of it, carved out of wood. I mention this not to brag, but only because it’s just, well, surreal. A writer asked me recently if I get recognized around town, and I explained that I think everyone who has ever wanted my autograph in Buffalo has gotten it by now. Buffalo is like a big small town, and I love it for that reason.


Hosting postgame parties at my house was just a small way for me to show my gratitude to my teammates—especially my offensive linemen—guys like Kent Hull, Will Wolford, Howard Ballard, John Davis, Jimmy Ritcher, and others. These were the guys that protected me day in and day out for years and—quite literally—had my back. Expressing gratitude toward the people in your life is one of the themes I hope to explore in this book. It’s something that was drilled into me by my parents, and doing it—thanking people—is something that gives me great joy.


The other strange thing about fame is that the kinds of people who may be inclined to read your books already know a litany of things about you. For example, you may well already know that I was planning to attend college at Penn State, but Joe Paterno (the coach of the Nittany Lions then) wanted me to play linebacker. I wanted to play quarterback, so I ended up playing for Howard Schnellenberger at the University of Miami. You may also know that I played the game with a “Linebacker Mentality”—a phrase that is a favorite of sportswriter types and a fancy way of saying that I took a lot of hits (separated shoulders, slipped discs, and more concussions than I can remember—which is why I can’t remember) but kept coming back for more. But they don’t know how I thought (and think) about those experiences in light of my kids. How I’ve transferred some of those football and life lessons into the arena of parenting. That’s what I hope to accomplish here.


Playing with that linebacker mentality had its drawbacks. Namely the fact that my body is now a road map of pain, and in order to sit comfortably for any length of time (due to a back, neck, and shoulders that were bounced off Astroturf all over the USFL and NFL in the ’80s and ’90s), I have to prop up the pillows on my living-room sofa just right. And I don’t so much sit anymore, but rather kind of situate. And the hot tub is my best friend—not in an “MTV Cribs” sort of way, but in a getting my beat-up body through the day sort of way. I just had three metal plates and three screws put into my back.


It also occurs to me that when you make your living playing professional football, even for the healthiest and most blessed among us, your career is over by your midthirties, and then you’re looking at several more decades of being you, minus the football. This book, in a sense, is about those decades—what they’ve looked like up to this point, and what they, Lord willing, will look like in the future. I spent the majority of my life playing the game of my life but living apart from God… but I will finish well—not because of anything I have done but because of all that Christ has done on my behalf. Part of this book will be devoted to telling the stories of what He has done on my behalf—not in a self-righteous, “look at me” sort of way, but in a way that suggests, “Why me?” Why have I been the recipient of such grace? And by grace I don’t even mean the money and the fame and the stuff that goes with it. I mean the blessing of a loving, forgiving, devoted wife. The joy I receive from being around my children, and even the grace that came through our darkest hours—losing our son Hunter. And how am I bestowing that grace on my kids? How am I teaching them to avoid some of the mistakes I made along the way?


But here’s the thing: this isn’t going to be a book full of Christianese about how I started praying and then God made everything perfect. Partly because that isn’t true, and partly because I just can’t talk like that. I didn’t grow up in it, so I don’t know how. Christianity wasn’t the magic bullet to a perfect life, but it is the source of my hope and my identity. The hope that I’ll see God, and Hunter, in heaven someday.


When I was a kid growing up in a tight-knit family (note: everybody says this about their families, but it’s thankfully entirely true in my case), I had no idea things would turn out like this. I never had the audacity to dream of the NFL Hall of Fame or any of the stuff that comes with it. I dreamed that one day I might play on the Astroturf at Three Rivers Stadium. I pretended to be Terry Bradshaw, like lots of Pennsylvania kids. And I was blessed to be able to play in that stadium as a member of the Buffalo Bills. But the older we get, the more I think we’re defined by what we’ve lost. And I think that the Lord teaches us, and changes us, as much (or more) through what we’ve lost more than through what we’ve gained or accomplished.


Speaking of which, let’s just get this out of the way now because it’s the proverbial elephant in the room: I lost four Super Bowls. I’ve had the unique experience of reaching this particular professional mountaintop four times in a row, glimpsing how cool and potentially fulfilling it might have been to be the guy on the podium hoisting the Vince Lombardi Trophy, only to lose each time in a variety of ways—some losses were close (a last-second field goal not going our way), and some were not so close. All are immortalized forever in overproduced NFL Films™ highlight packages which are both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because it was intoxicating to at one point be a young man, running around with the world’s greatest athletes, playing the world’s greatest game at a pretty high level. A curse because, well, we lost, and losing sucks. But often it is in losing (a game, a job, a loved one) that our character is revealed most clearly. And it is in these losses that our character is developed. I’ve learned this firsthand.


If you are familiar with my story, you also probably know that Jill and I lost our only son, Hunter, at age eight to a rare illness called Krabbe disease. But very few people knew what it felt like to hold him. What it felt like four months after his birth, when we learned of his condition, to see the father/son dreams of football in the backyard die before my eyes. To ask the “why?” questions of God during a time when I really wasn’t talking to God at all. People don’t know that for the years Hunter was with us he had to be monitored 24/7… and so we did. Hunter’s bravery taught us to be bold. His humility inspired us. His hope encouraged us. And in the midst of that, the day in and day out emotional and physical strain of living with his condition almost destroyed us. Were it not for God’s grace.


These are just a few of the things I’ll try to communicate in this book. I’ll talk about some of the things I dreamed of sharing with Hunter and the lessons I try to share with my girls now.


It’s likely that you don’t know the dreams I had for raising a boy. Dreams that included sharing with him a lot of the lessons I’ve learned in football and in life. Those are the things (the lessons) that you don’t manage to fit into your Young Athlete Memoir, largely because they haven’t been learned yet. Those memoirs are filled with stories about championships and first contracts and teammates and coaches. Those are all good things, but they’re not everything and they’re definitely not the main thing. There are lessons I dreamed about teaching Hunter, and I’ll try to share some of those things with you as well. Everything from how to shake someone’s hand and make eye contact when you meet for the first time, to explaining what it feels like to settle in under center, with a few seconds to diagnose a defense, call an audible at the line of scrimmage, ignore the throbbing/searing pain in your shoulder, avoid a pass rush, and then fire a strike downfield (note: this felt amazing).


You may not be aware of the role that my teammates played in my life through all of this. The fact that guys like Steve Tasker and Frank Reich not only battled with me on Sunday afternoons, but battled for me and my family through their prayers and friendship. If football teaches anything, it’s that life isn’t a game that’s played alone. And that’s especially true of the Christian life and the family of God. Community, and relationships, happen naturally in football—believe it or not—because a team is united in a common goal, and teammates share the same victories, the same defeats, the same injuries, and the same frustrations.


It was the suffering in my life—losing Hunter and almost losing my marriage to Jill in the process—that ultimately created in me a deep personal change. A peace that surpasses all understanding and a hope that vast amounts of money, success, and fame couldn’t come close to bringing. That’s the lie that books like these sometimes (intentionally or not) sell you—they sell you on the dream of how fabulous it must be to be (insert name of famous person), but in reality they leave you empty because they don’t share anything real.


Books like these tend to sort of be tributes to a famous person, written by that famous person in such a way as to suggest humility, but somehow never really accomplishing it. I don’t want to write one of those books. I would rather not write a book at all than write that kind of book.


This is a book about “What Else Is Going On,” but it’s also a book that isn’t going to change the subject on you. The subjects being life, and football, and marriage, and character, and love, and kids, and all of the things that actually matter. The things I would’ve taught Hunter, had I a lifetime with him to share. And yet, he was the one who actually taught me most of what I’m going to share with you.


In the other room, down the hall from my office, there are a bunch of great guys sitting in a boardroom planning my summer football camp—which has become an annual opportunity for me to share some of these ideas with kids from around the country and hopefully make some kind of an impact on their lives outside of football.


In the corner on the floor, collecting an impressive layer of dust, is my USFL Player of the Year trophy from 1984 when I played with the Houston Gamblers. On the shelves and walls are a ton of pictures of me with other people I respect and call friends—Marv Levy, Dan Marino, Chris Berman, and the guys from Van Halen just to name a few. But as a football player and as a man, if my life is nothing more than the sum of my trips, my trophies, and my pictures with famous people—things on which the world places a great deal of value—then I’ve failed miserably. And if this book is nothing more than a collection of football and Famous Person stories, then I’ve failed on that level too.


I’m blessed to be able to sit in this office and write this book. It’s an honor, and a little bit of a mindblower to me. But it’s an honor and a privilege that I don’t take lightly. I’m thankful for the life that the Lord has given me—for the wins and the losses, and mostly for the people with whom I’m blessed to be able to share it. I hope you’ll be blessed by it too.





LESSON 1



Thankfulness: Grab a Leaf






Dear Hunter,





I’m so thankful for the time I had with you. In a way, this book is a collection of all of the things I wish I’d had a chance to teach you and all of the places I wish I could have taken you with me. Although sometimes I think you taught me more in your eight years than I could have ever taught you. But here goes.




Love,


Dad








It’s the first day of the twenty-third consecutive year of the Jim Kelly Summer Football Camp for kids. We’re indoors at the Buffalo Bills practice facility, and around me are larger-than-life sized photographs of Buffalo Bills legends, current and past. Jack Kemp. Cookie Gilchrist. Joe Ferguson. Bruce Smith. Andre Reed. Steve Tasker. And me. The fact of the matter is that I’ve been in and out of places like this my entire life… practice fields, stadiums, locker rooms, and indoor facilities. The other fact of the matter is that I still get a kick out of it because I love football.


The field is a swirling mass of humanity. Having done this for twenty-three years, I’ve gotten pretty good at picking out the cast of characters. There are the cocky high school kids relaxing on the turf… practicing a sort of nonchalance that says “this is no big deal” while on the inside they’re eager to impress anyone who will notice them. I know this because I used to be one of them. Then there are the little kids who are just thrilled to be on a football field and don’t need to be told to throw a ball or run around, diving on the turf, emulating their heroes. I used to be one of these kids too. I dreamed of playing at Three Rivers Stadium, and when I was a kid in Pennsylvania, I dreamed of being the quarterback, Terry Bradshaw.


And if history is any indicator, some of the kids lolling around on the turf today may be playing here in a few years. A handful of guys who have gone to my camp have ended up in the NFL, including Anthony Dorsett (Tony’s kid), Shawn Springs, Marc Bulger, and Jon Corto from the current Bills.


I have a great deal of respect for people’s dreams. One of my dreams was to have a son here, as a camper. A few months after Hunter was born, on February 14th (my birthday), 1997, I knew I would never live that dream, and it hurt. I was pissed off at the world for a long time because of that.


Then there are the parents who stand around the edge of the field, trying to keep an eye on their kids while taking it all in. There are the moms with cameras and the dads—some of whom are grown men wearing football jerseys of their favorite heroes (note: I guess some adults never truly grow up, myself included).


In a minute I’ll have a megaphone in my hand and be leading stretching and warm-up drills for all five hundred or more campers. I’ll try to teach the carioca drill to a group of nine year olds, most of whom will fall down. And, eventually, I’ll sign an autograph for every kid at the camp, which, truth be told, is my favorite part of the whole thing. To see the smiles on the kid’s faces and the even bigger smiles on their parents’ is incredibly humbling and fulfilling. I’ve always loved throwing a football. I loved it when I was a little kid in the backyard, and I love it now. I’ll go to my grave loving it. I’m thankful that I got to make a living doing this.


Somewhere along the sideline is my close friend Greg Zappala who played with me at the University of Miami and used to drive me to class. Zap drove me to class because he always used to say that he “wasn’t going to play this game long.” I played against Zap in the USFL, when I was with the Houston Gamblers and he was with the Jacksonville Bulls. I played for Mouse Davis (more on him later) in the run-and-shoot offense, where we would pass for about a thousand yards a game and put up video-game numbers. We weren’t known for our running game. But when I played against Zap, I came up to the line of scrimmage and he was at middle linebacker, standing about four yards away from me. You have to understand something: football movies have distorted what actually happens at the line of scrimmage. The fact of the matter is that even though you’re in a packed stadium (or in the USFL’s case, a half-full stadium) and are wearing helmets and shoulder pads, you’re still just two people standing there talking to each other. I came up to the line of scrimmage and told Zap, “Hey, stupid, we’re going to run it right up the middle, at you, every play this series.” I don’t think we’d run four times the entire season, but we ran it right at Zap every play and scored on that series. He loves telling that story.


And I’m thankful for my dad, who’s here with me today. There’s something incredibly satisfying about sharing stuff like this with your dad. Just to be able to look out of the corner of my eye once in a while and watch him watching me. Seeing him brings back so many memories.


He’s eighty-two years old and just moved to Buffalo. He’s as sharp and independent as ever, and he, more than anybody else, taught me how to work and be tough. Dad wasn’t one of these coddling suburban fathers driving his kids to practice in a Lexus, burying his nose in an iPhone and playing politics with the coaches. He had a sixth-grade education and didn’t have the benefit of reading books on parenting. He worked in steel mills, worked as a machinist, sold knives door-to-door, and pretty much did whatever he had to do to feed six big, hungry boys. He was laid off sometimes, and a lot of times things were really tough financially. We always shared space. We had four boys to a bedroom at one point, and I remember going to school after Christmas and lying about what I got. I would tell the kids that I got something cool… like Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots, but what I really got was a pair of socks.


I can’t say enough about my dad. Dad never played a down of organized football, or any other organized sport for that matter. He taught himself all of the sports so that he could in turn teach them to us. His folks died when he was two, and he was raised by nuns at an orphanage near Pittsburgh. My dad spent the majority of his life, even as a kid, working.


I’ll never forget him working with me in the backyard, running routes for me. Let me tell you, for a guy who worked all day doing manual labor, Dad still ran a pretty mean route. He had me sprinting out and taking drops and putting the ball on the money. I’ll never forget the cold fall air, the cold ball, me out back in a Steelers jersey, and Dad there with me as often as he could be there. After I won a Punt, Pass, & Kick competition as a kid, I got to meet my hero, Terry Bradshaw, and he showed me the “Bradshaw Grip,” which involved putting his index finger on the top of the ball and his ring finger on the first lace. “I’m going to take your job one day,” I told Bradshaw that day. I’ve changed the grip style just a little from the first lace to the second, and now I’m the one teaching kids how to do it. Interesting how life works.


When Dad was training me for the Punt, Pass, & Kick competition, he would take our clothesline and stretch it on the ground from one end to the other, marking off the inches and feet. Then, much as the name suggests, I would punt, pass, and kick. Pretty simple. It sounds crazy, but he would make me do a certain number of reps before I could eat lunch! Every day this scene would play out, and some days lunch was forgotten completely. Some days, I won’t lie, I didn’t want to go home and I didn’t want to throw the football. I would avoid him, or curse under my breath, to which he would reply, “What was that, son?” to which I would reply, “Nothing, Dad.” And now he’s standing on the sidelines at my football camp.


Dad’s coaching technique was amazing. He knew that in addition to pointing out the things I did wrong (which he did, believe me), he also knew that when he praised the things I did right, it would mean the world. And it did. When he would yell, “That’s my boy!” after I made a good throw, I felt like a million bucks, and I would have run through brick walls for that guy. That’s the same way that I try to encourage my two daughters and how I try to reach out to the kids at my camp. Those times with my dad, in the backyard, were as significant to me as the Super Bowls or any of the other experiences I had playing football. The more I’m around, the more I’m convinced that a huge part of this game—a huge part of what makes it satisfying—is who you can share it with.


There are so many football memories that come flooding back at camp. I’ve got my brothers here, and we all hang out in a big motor home (thanks Chris Colton) that sits right outside the Bills practice facility. Between camp obligations we can all be found in there eating, laughing, catching up on each others’ lives, and just enjoying each others’ company. When we’re not hanging out in the RV, we’re zipping around on golf carts, seeing how fast we can go and how tight we can take corners. The great thing about football (and to be candid, sometimes the bad thing about it) is that you can feel like you never have to grow up. Jill jokingly asks me from time to time, “When are you going to grow up?” My response is, “Hopefully never.”


All of my brothers would agree that dad’s coaching paid off in both big and small ways, for all of us. In 1974 my brother Pat was drafted by the Baltimore Colts, where he spent some time at linebacker. The only time I saw Pat play in person, as a pro, was in 1977 in Canton, Ohio, at the Hall of Fame preseason game. I was in awe, to say the least. There’s something magical about walking up the ramp in a stadium and then walking out and seeing the green grass, the white lines, and all of those players warming up. I’ll never forget that day. And to think that my brother was one of them. It blew my mind to see him on the field in an NFL uniform. We went nuts whenever he did anything on the field, as a linebacker or on special teams, and I made sure that everyone sitting around me knew that he was my brother. My dad knew how my mind worked, and he knew that it was my dream to be on that field one day, which is why he never let up on me and why he pushed me to work as hard as I could.


My dad loved East Brady, PA, but he knew that it didn’t exactly hold a wealth of opportunities for all of his boys. East Brady is located about sixty-five miles northeast of Pittsburgh and features the following: No traffic lights, no department stores, no fast food… but a bunch of bars, a bunch of churches, and a whole lot of great people. East Brady, to put it simply, is the kind of place you love, but the kind of place you ultimately have to leave in search of opportunities.


Dad felt like sports might be our ticket out, and he pushed us accordingly. “Someday you’ll thank me for all of this,” he said. “If you want something bad enough, you have to work for it. If you work hard for it, chances are you’ll receive it. All you have to do is put your mind to it and be patient, and hopefully everything will work out.”


We were a tough family, and I think toughness is important. With all of those brothers, there were bound to be fights and disagreements. When my brothers and I fought, Dad would take us into the garage for a little Main Event Therapy. “What’s Main Event Therapy?” you ask. It involved boxing gloves, football helmets, and two of us pounding the crap out of each other and then shaking hands at the end, like gentlemen. Dad knew we needed to get the anger and rage out, but he also knew that we needed the bond and we needed to love each other.
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