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Introduction

Dear Reader,

I am blessed to say that I have lived an interesting life. Never a dull moment…not surprising considering I am one of 10 kids, I played football for my career giving me the opportunity to meet and build great friendships with numerous players and coaches and to travel the country, not to mention my beautiful wife and myself have 6 kids of our own. I guess “interesting” comes with the territory in my life, but I truly have had an event filled life…so much so that my kids at times call me “Joe Gump” in reference to the movie “Forrest Gump”. I have heard many times in my life that “you should write a book” so when the opportunity came my way to tell my stories in “Tales from the Buffalo Bills Sidelines” I could not pass it up. It was a wonderful experience getting to recall some highlights from my glory days. Being that this is a book about football it is going to have the obvious statistics and a few play by plays, but it is not all about things that happened on the field, my favorites are the stories (some that make me laugh and some that get me choked up) that happened off the field during what was one of the best times of my life with some of the greatest friends that I have ever made. I hope that you enjoy reading the stories half as much as I enjoyed living them…if you do then you are guaranteed satisfaction.

Sincerely,
Joe D.





CHAPTER ONE

Showing Up

The 1973 Draft and the
Senior Bowl Advantage

There’s a college all-star game they play at the end of every football season called the Senior Bowl. The teams are made up of the best college seniors—in other words, the guys who are entering that year’s pro draft. For a scout, it is like a dream come true, since all of the talent is gathered in one place. Plus, the talent is pitted against one another in real-game situations for evaluation.

The scouts who glean the most information out of the Senior Bowl may have an advantage over the competition, but the real advantage goes to the coaching staffs. I feel that any NFL coaching staff that gets to coach in the Senior Bowl has a huge advantage going into the draft. The rules are, the Senior Bowl coaching staff has to come from an NFL team that did not make the playoffs, but, other than that, the choice is random.

As far as the selection of the Senior Bowl players goes, they are chosen by NFL scouts. During my senior year at Michigan State, Lou Saban and his staff were chosen to be the coaches of the Senior Bowl. They certainly took advantage of the fact that they had some firsthand experience with some of the players as they went into the 1973 draft.

The whole exercise turned into a major scouting effort. The coaches not only had the chance to see how well the players played the positions they’d played in college, but they also had the opportunity to see an individual’s athleticism and see how a player might play in a new position—a position where their NFL team had a spot to fill.

For example, I played offensive guard 99 percent of the time in college, in all but one game. I was moved from guard to tackle in the Purdue game to line up against the great Dave Butz, an All-America tackle who went on to play two years with the St. Louis Cardinals and 14 more with the Washington Redskins. It was a great move on MSU’s part because we won the game, and I was honored as the National Lineman of the Week.

Jim Ringo, the Bills offensive line coach, did the same thing to me in the Senior Bowl. I practiced as guard all week; and then, one day before the game, he told me that I was going to be playing tackle opposite Wally Chambers from Eastern Kentucky.

I had one day to practice at tackle, but I had the advantage of knowing Wally because he was also from the Detroit area. I must have done okay in the game because I was a first-round draft pick for the Bills. I think that Ringo changed my position to see if I could adjust on the run.

Getting Drafted

I was drafted out of Michigan State in 1973. The draft back then was not like the present-day NFL draft. It wasn’t nearly as big of a deal. There was no pre-draft coverage, and no ESPN round-by-round coverage. The draft was on a Monday, and I was called on Sunday night by someone from the Pittsburgh Steelers organization, who had two Michigan State coaches on staff at the time in George Perles and Woody Widenofer. They told me I would be their first-round selection if J.T. Thomas, a defensive back from Florida State, was not available. If J.T. was available, they were going to take me with their first pick in the second round.

On draft morning, I had a big exam in one of my classes at 11:30 a.m. I went to the exam with my mind on the draft, hoping that J.T. was taken by another team, and I would be the Steelers’ first-round pick.

I called my wife.

“Gerri, if you hear I was drafted, leave the front door of our apartment open and pull the blinds up.” I wanted to know as soon as I got home if I was drafted.

The exam lasted longer than I thought it would. I didn’t get home until 1:30 p.m. I thought by that time it would already be the third or fourth round of the draft. I pulled up to my apartment and, to my shock and disappointment, the door was closed and the blinds were pulled. My heart was in my throat, and my hopes of being drafted were disappearing.

When I opened the door, I looked at my wife and asked, “No calls?”

She said, “Not yet, they must be in the fifth or sixth round by now.” No sooner than she said that, the phone rang. I can’t remember the man on the other end identifying himself.

All the voice on the other end of the line said was, “We took you in the first round.”

I said, “Thanks,” and I didn’t ask any questions. I just hung up the phone and called my dad, who owns a bar in Detroit. I told him the Steelers drafted me in the first round, and I could hear him and all of the bar patrons going nuts.

Seconds after speaking with my father, I received another phone call. It was Larry Felzer from the Buffalo Evening News, and he asked, “How do you feel about being a Bill and blocking for O.J. Simpson?”

My response was, “Holy cow, did I get traded already?

Then he explained to me that I wasn’t a Pittsburgh Steeler at all, that I was taken as the 26th pick in the first round by the Buffalo Bills. The guy who had called me a few minutes before had been none other than the owner of the Bills, Ralph Wilson. Then it all became clear to me. I was going to be a Buffalo Bill, and I was really excited.

Mr. Wilson still tells me that to this day I am the only player he personally called to inform that I had been drafted by Buffalo. I do know that Mr. Wilson and my college coach, Duffy Daugherty, were good friends, and Mr. Wilson had come and watched me practice at Michigan State. While he was there, Herb Paterra, a MSU coach and former player for the Buffalo Bills, told Mr. Wilson that I would be the best player he ever drafted. I don’t know if I am the best player that Mr. Wilson ever drafted, but I know I am in the top three.

Whenever Mr. Wilson and I talk about this, I always tease him that he was wasting his money on his scouting department. After all, it was he and his daughter Linda who scouted me, only having to drive 80 miles from Detroit to East Lansing.

Father of the Bills: Ralph C. Wilson

Ralph C. Wilson, the only owner the Bills have ever had, didn’t just give birth to the Bills—he raised the team, and, when it was sick, he nurtured the franchise back to health. Before Wilson came along, Buffalo had only had brief tastes of pro football. Struggling NFL franchises—for years it was the Chicago Cardinals—visited Buffalo on a “one-game-a-year” basis where they were guaranteed good attendance. Buffalo also had franchises in the NFL in 1920, and then later in the old AFL and the All-American Football Conference (AAFC).
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Ralph C. Wilson (right) was a major factor in the formation and survival of the American Football League. Photo by Lynn Pelham/lime Life Pictures/Getty Images

Wilson was born in Columbus, Ohio, raised in Detroit, Michigan, and graduated from the University of Michigan Law School before enlisting in the Navy during World War II. During the war, Wilson served on a minesweep in both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and earned the Commendation Medal. After the war, he became known as a serious tennis player and still competes in international veterans tournaments held in Europe each summer.

Obviously a rich man, Wilson took over his father’s insurance company and expanded it into Ralph C. Wilson Industries, Inc., which was involved in contract-drilling operations, manufacturing, television and radio stations, construction, and, oh yeah, insurance. Before he got the call from Lamar Hunt in Dallas and became involved with the birth of the AFL, Mr. Wilson had been a minority owner of the NFL’s Detroit Lions.

In I960, as owner of the Bills, he became one of what was known as “The Original Eight”—the AFL’s charter owners. Among them was league organizer Lamar Hunt, the Texas oil billionaire and owner of the Dallas Texans (later the Kansas City Chiefs). In some circles, those owners were known as “The Foolish Club” because nobody expected the AFL to survive.

Wilson was the man behind the AFL’s gate and television-revenue sharing. He was the guy who lent money to AFL franchises—such as Oakland and Boston—which were about to fold. In this way, he kept the league alive. The Bills could not thrive unless the league survived, Wilson understood, so he did all he could to see that the AFL did not fold.

Bills’ defensive lineman Tom Day once said, “I don’t think a lot of people realize the amount of money Mr. Wilson pumped into the Bills in those early years in the AFL, and when the Bills needed a new stadium. I don’t think Mr. Wilson ever intended to move the Bills to any place other than Buffalo. And believe me, if there was anyone who ever deserved a new stadium, it was the Bills.”

Coach Marv Levy would one day say, “Mr. Wilson has been a true friend, not only to myself but also to many of the players, people connected with the NFL, as well as people from around Western New York. He cares about the area as well as the football team. And there is nothing that would make him happier than to see the Bills win a Super Bowl.”

In 1998, the Bills’ Orchard Park Stadium was rededicated as Ralph Wilson Stadium, a fitting tribute to the man who made it all possible.

I Show Up—and Flunk My Physical

A few weeks after the draft, the Bills called all the rookies in for an orientation. My wife, Gerri, who was six months pregnant, and I drove up to Buffalo from Detroit, talking the whole way about me playing with the Bills.

We were trying to guess how much money they would be offering us. Not that we were desperate or anything, but we had 150 dollars in the bank, a ’66 Ford with 100,000 miles on it, a clock radio, a lamp, a television, and two suitcases of clothing.

When I got to Buffalo, they put Gerri and me in a room and had me come down and do some typical football tests: bench press, vertical jump, shuttle, etc. I think I blew them away, they couldn’t believe the shape I was in.

I wasn’t as surprised that I did as well as I did. I had dreamed of this day my whole life. I prided myself on being one of the best-conditioned athletes at Michigan State, I even got kicked out of the weight room by the head coach of MSU, Duffy Daugherty, because he said I was working too hard, and he thought I would become muscle bound.

However, the day had come when I would realize a dream that I thought impossible as a young boy. All my hard work had paid off—I was about to become a professional football player. All I had to do now was pass my physical.

I thought, “Piece of cake.”

Lou Saban, the Bills head coach, told me there would be a bus outside to take me to Buffalo General to see Dr. Bossman. He was going to give me my physical, then I would come back to talk to Harvey Johnson (the general manager). I would then sign my contract and head back to Michigan State to graduate in June with a degree in criminal justice. After graduation, I would move back to Buffalo for camp to get ready for my first season with the Bills.

However, things didn’t work out quite that way.

When I went to Buffalo General, I had my first EKG in my life. At Michigan State, they had only tested my heart with a stethoscope, and they had found no problems. After the EKG came back, Dr. Bossman, called Gerri and me into his office and said, “There’s a problem.”

The news was a shock to both of us: I had an inverted T-wave. I asked, “What the heck is that?”

He said, “Basically, it is a sign of clogged arteries. The bottom line is, you can never again play football.”

I know that Lou Saban was really in shock, and he told me that the Bills would do anything they could to help with medical costs and further testing. Mr. Wilson also called and verified he would pay any medical costs.

Gerri and I drove back to Detroit, with no contract, thinking that the diagnosis was correct, and my football career was over before it ever began. We were devastated, but at the same time, we were grateful for the help with medical expenses and the thought that no further damage would be done to my heart.

When I told Duffy Daugherty, he was convinced that I was fine to play, and there must have been some sort of mistake. I told him that the Bills wanted to send me to the University of Michigan to get my condition corrected.

However, being a true Spartan and hating Michigan, Duffy said, “There is no way a Spartan is going to have a Wolverine look at him.”

Duffy sent me to see his friend, Dr. Segul, at the Cleveland Clinic, to get a cardiac catherization done.

A week or two passed, and after many imagined heart attacks, I made it to the Cleveland Clinic. Dr. Segul looked at me, felt the pulse in my hands, listened to my heart, and felt the pulse in my ankles, and said, “There is nothing wrong with you, and you are going to play football.”

He said “I have to give you the cardiac catherization so the Bills will accept my diagnosis.” He gave it to me, and the Cleveland Clinic gave me a clean bill of health. I couldn’t get to Buffalo fast enough. We drove right from the Cleveland Clinic to Buffalo.

“Don’t Get A Bleeping Lawyer Or
Agent—They’ll Screw You.”

This is a story about what was, looking back on it today, maybe the worst single piece of advice I’ve ever gotten.

After I passed a physical, I was on my way to Buffalo to negotiate my first NFL contract. My dad was the first person I asked for advice. To understand my dad you have to know a few things about his background: he was an Archie Bunker lookalike with a third-grade education, but had run his own bar for 43 years and raised 10 kids with no help from anyone other than my mother.

My dad was a tough guy who talked even tougher. In fact, he cursed like a sailor at the bar, but never in front of my mom or my five sisters. In front of the boys, though, if you took certain Anglo-Saxon expletives out of his language, he would’ve become a mute.

His only advice to me was, “Don’t get a bleeping lawyer or agent—they’ll screw you.”

So that was the advice I took to Buffalo. When I got there I met with Harvey Johnson, and his first question was: “Who is your agent?”

I told him, “You’re looking at him.”

He had to excuse himself for a minute, and looking back, I am sure he went around the corner and laughed.

On our drive up there, Gerri and I had figured up a contract we were going to ask for. I had talked to Billy Joe Dupree, a fellow Spartan who was the first-round draft pick for the Cowboys. I figured I would get just a little less than him because he was drafted a few players ahead of me.

Something that he said stuck in my head. He said he had a $5,000 bonus in his contract if he made the all-rookie team. I wanted that clause in my contract, too, because that was my goal: to make the all-rookie team.

As far as the rest of the contract, Gerri and I were thinking that I would get around $20,000 as a signing bonus and then a five-year contract starting at $20,000 and increasing by a thousand each of the five years—$20,000, $21,000, $22,000, $23,000, etc.—and of course a clause for the bonus if I made the all-rookie team.

Harvey came back with a blackboard behind him. In the window behind him, I could see Rich Stadium being built. He wrote down $30,000 for my bonus and I almost wet my pants. Then he went on to the five-year contract—$22,000, $24,000, $26,000, $28,000, $30,000, etc.—and he put rookie of the year at a $5,000 bonus.

In the back of my mind, I could hear my dad saying, “They’ll try to screw you.”

So I said to Harvey, “The bonus is fine, but I was thinking $22,500, $24,500, etc.”

He immediately pointed out the window, toward Rich Stadium, crushed a cigarette and said, “Damnit, were building a stadium. What do you want—everything?”

Little did I know the county was building the stadium. Still, the contract was more than I expected. I told him the initial proposal was fine. In fact, I even said it was okay to split my bonus up over my five-year contract so I wouldn’t spend it all at once.

I have often asked this question, “Where is Jerry Maguire when you need him?”

Getting to Training Camp

After my senior year at Michigan State, I was selected to play in the Chicago All-Star Game, which featured the college all-stars versus the NFL World Champions, the undefeated Miami Dolphins.

I was really looking forward to playing against the Dolphins and seeing how I would fare against one of the best defenses ever assembled. Plus, I was eager to join my other Buffalo Bills rookie teammates who were playing in the game: Joe Ferguson, Jeff Winans, Paul Seymour, and John Skorupan.

There was a downside to playing in the Chicago All-Star Game, though. It meant that my future teammates and I were going to miss the first two weeks of training camp with the Bills.

To my disappointment and the Bills’ excitement, my wife’s pregnancy lasted an entire month longer than expected, and the Bills’ head coach, Lou Saban, used that as a means to get me an exemption from the game.

So I was off to training camp in Niagara Falls and staying close to my expecting wife in Orchard Park.

I was getting a lift to the first practice with a fellow Michigan Stater, Brian McConnell, who was drafted in the sixth or seventh round. I was really anxious to get there and told Brian to pick me up no later than two o’clock, even though we had our first meeting at 6 p.m.

So naturally, I was out in the parking lot at about five past one pacing back and forth waiting for him to get me. I was cursing myself for the arrangement because Brian was always the one in college who pushed things to the last minute, but I thought for sure he wouldn’t do that now that we were in the pros.

I had paced a rut in the parking lot by the time he showed up, which thankfully, wasn’t that late, just after two. But my regret shifted from being late to being embarrassed. As it turned out, McConnell was the last person I wanted to show up at camp with.

I really felt that rookies, being the new kids on the block, should come into camp in an unassuming fashion—but Brian, “Preppy” as I called him, had different ideas. He showed up in a flashy car, an Oldsmobile Toronado. It was black with red pinstripes and huge tires.

The car and its driver seemed to be screaming at passersby, “Look at me. I’m a big shot.” And it seemed to me that people would think that anyone driving, or riding in, that car would be perceived as flying on inflated ego power as well.

It was a 40-mile ride to camp; and by the time we arrived, I was so worked up I told him to drop me off at the front gate so I could walk in. I walked up to camp with my one duffel bag. Lou Saban saw me asked how I got there.

I humbly replied, “I got dropped off at the gate.”

The Human Sponge

I checked into my dorm room at camp. I was so excited to be reporting to the Bills because Lou Saban coached me in the Senior Bowl, and Jim Ringo, who was line coach at the Senior Bowl, was now my position coach.

Being a huge football fan myself, I knew exactly what Jim Ringos qualifications were: 16 years in the NFL, 10 Pro Bowls with the Packers, and in my opinion, a sure candidate for the Hall of Fame.

I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have him as a coach, and I was ready for camp to start.

My first training camp was everything that I thought it would be. It was tough, grueling, and there was never a no-contact practice. We hit during every practice on every day, even when we were having two-a-days.

I loved it. I felt that, if I was going to make it in pro football, this was the team I was going to make it on because, as crazy as it sounds, I really enjoyed that part of football. As the practices went by, I couldn’t believe how much I was learning.

The most amazing part to me was how the veterans were reaching out to all of the rookies. We were the youngest team in the league, so that was important. We all felt that we had something special, especially the offensive line.

At this point, I was second on the depth chart, behind Irv Goode, who was a 13-year veteran and had played most of his career with the St. Louis (now Arizona) Cardinals.

He was in incredible shape; and he actually looked younger than me. I was learning everything that I could from him, and he must have been one great teacher. In our first exhibition game, I only played in the fourth quarter, but Ringo saw a lot of promise in me.

How do I know?

Right after that game, I moved up on the Bills’ depth chart. I now had a starting position. They had traded Irv Goode to the Miami Dolphins for defensive tackle Mike Kadish. I was now the starting right guard.

To say I was filled with nervous excitement was putting it mildly. But I was confident that I could do the job.

Panic in Denver

My first start was in the preseason game the next week in Denver, and I was against a guy named Paul Smith. He was a great player, but relatively unheard of. That was because he played in the old AFL.

However, Saban and our defensive line coach had coached him before and warned me all week that I would have my hands full. The fact that we were playing in Denver at Mile High Stadium added to my nervousness, because supposedly it was very tough to breathe at higher altitudes. All week, the lack of oxygen in the Mile High City weighed heavy on my mind.

I stayed relatively cool during the week before the game. But then I was in the locker room in Denver waiting to face off against Paul Smith. Suddenly, I felt short of breath and panic set in. I began to hyperventilate.

Ringo had to get me a brown bag to breathe into, so I would be sucking up my own carbon dioxide and not get dizzy. As I was breathing into the bag, trying to calm myself down, all I could hear was Ringo in the background.

He was saying, “Damnit, what did I trade Goode for? I shouldn’t have done that so soon.”

Luckily, I got it together after warm-ups and settled down and just started playing. Paul Smith turned out to be every bit as good as he was said to be, better than anyone I had ever faced before. I can’t remember if we won or lost the game, all I know is I got through it.

And I must have held my own because Ringo told me on film day, “Well, you will get to start another game against Oakland.”

It was the beginning of a good streak. I never did miss another start for the Buffalo Bills.

Forming the Electric Company

The first home exhibition game that I played was against the Oakland Raiders. I was not as nervous before this game as I was in Denver, but maybe I should have been.

It was also the first game for the “Electric Company,” the group of offensive linemen who would go on to have so much success blocking for O.J. Simpson as the Juice set NFL rushing records.

The Electric Company was, from left to right: Dave Foley (left tackle), Reggie McKenzie (left guard), Bruce Jarvis (center), me (right guard), Donnie Green (right tackle), and Paul Seymour (tight end). Later, Jarvis hurt his knee and was replaced by Mike Montler. Jarvis’ injury came in the eighth game of the 1973 season, and he only played one game after that before he was forced to retire.

I knew, with Paul Seymour at tight end, that we were going to let O.J. run the ball as much as possible and keep Joe Ferguson protected by not having him throw the ball as much. The offensive line was critical, and I had to do my job well.

If the first quarter against Oakland was any indication of how things were going to go for me during the season, I was in trouble. I had two penalties right off the bat. One was for holding, the other for being illegally down field.

(For more about this unfortunate sequence in my early career see the section about Lou Saban, specifically the story called “Saban’s Sideline Antics.”)

Suffice to say, I stunk it up on our first offensive series. With a little help from the master psychologist himself, Lou Saban, I settled down and played the rest of the game without another penalty. But I still was a little rattled by my mistakes. Truthfully, the last thing on my mind was that I had just become part of a history-making offensive line, “The Electric Company.”

My First NFL Start

On Sunday, September 16, 1973, I started my first game of my rookie season. We were in Foxboro for a game against the Patriots in front of 56,000 people.

It was also the first regular-season game the offensive line that would later become known as the Electric Company all played together. You might think that it would take us a few games to gel, but that wasn’t the case.

Although there were trials down the road, our offensive line got off to a smooth, almost easy start. Of course, it helps when you are knocking the defense off the line of scrimmage and making holes for a running back like O.J. Simpson. When you made a hole for O.J., he hit it. The hole did not have to stay open for very long, he was through it.

We had been successful during the preseason with O.J. running too, but he hadn’t played much. For the first game of the season, O.J. was getting more playing time than he did in the exhibition games. He rushed for a record 250 yards that day, which was an indication of what was to come. By the end of the year, O.J. would break the NFL season-rushing record, as well as the magic 2,000-yard mark, and the Electric Company would be the most famous offensive line in the world.

Not every game was going to go that smoothly, of course, but I didn’t know that. I thought playing in the NFL was going to be easy.

This League is Tough

I knew that the pros would be tougher than my college days, but I don’t think I realized how tough the guys in the pros were until we played the Chicago Bears during my rookie season.

The Bears had a reputation of being a hard-hitting team, and I got to experience that close up. On one play, they ran a guy out of bounds and just kept going. They ended up running down Joe Godfrey, our elderly team doctor, and telling him to get the hell out of the way. They knocked him all the way from the sideline into the wall and ended up breaking his shoulder.

It was a real wake-up call for me. This league was really rough. They didn’t even care about taking out an old doctor. That’s cold. We not only lost the game, but I guess you could say we were one of the first teams to have our doctor on injured reserve.

The Day I Ran Like the Wind

At the beginning of our rookie year Paul Seymour and I were staying at a hotel off of Exit 56 because Ringo wanted to time us in the 40-yard dash. For some reason, the dash had to occur on pavement, so he wanted it done on the hotel parking lot. Seymour and I were busy trying to think fast thoughts as we psyched ourselves up for our contest with the stopwatch.

We looked out the hotel window and we could see the equipment manager, Tony Marchetti, pacing off and chalking the parking lot for us to run our 40-yard dash. To get ready, I was shaking out my arms and legs like I’d seen the track stars do.

Tony looked a lot like Danny DeVito, but the similarity went beyond that. Sometimes, he had the same bad attitude, too. And he certainly had the same height—or lack thereof He was 5-foot-5, tops, and most of that was in his upper body.

So Seymour and I got changed. We got into our sweats and put on our lightest shoes, which were Chuck Taylor Converse All-Stars. Ringo had the whistle around his neck and the stopwatch in his hand, and something akin to a mean grin on his face.

“Ready,” he said. There were no starting blocks, of course, but Seymour and I got down for a fast start, touching the ground with one hand and bending at the knees for a maximum push-off. Ringo blew the whistle, and off we went.

I could feel the wind whipping through my hair. I could feel the g-forces on my face, and I feared that I would pick up a few bugs in my grimacing teeth. I was like greased lightning, and Seymour was right with me.

We hit the chalked finish line with our chests bulged out and out heads back, just like we were hitting the tape. Ringo looked down at the stopwatch, and his eyes got wide. He let loose with a series of expletives expressing his amazement with our time.

I had run a 4.5 and Seymour a 4.4. Ringo couldn’t believe that two guys who were about 250 pounds were running times like his wide receivers.

I was just about ready to think that Seymour and I were the Bob Beamons of the parking-lot dash scene. Was it possible that a couple of big of football players had crushed their personal bests at the same time? I was just starting to think that miracles were real when I took a look at Tony Marchetti’s Danny DeVito-like legs. He couldn’t have had an inseam longer than 27 inches. I suggested, being the honest type, that Coach Ringo remeasure the distance. It turned out that we’d run only about 34 yards. Ringo said, “Never mind about the times—you’re already signed, anyways.”

Try to imagine present-day rookies running the 40 wearing Converse sneakers in a hotel parking lot!
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