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PROLOGUE:


OUTSIDE THE LINES










WHEN I DELVEDinto the history of semi-pro football, I discovered that trying to dig up the roots of football at this level could quite possibly cause me an aneurysm. Stalin’s Russia—Winston Churchill famously described it as “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma”—had nothing on semi-pro football. Records were spotty and contradictory. Accurate statistics were virtually nonexistent. But I needed to clear this up (as much as possible, anyway) and try to find out just where semi-pro football leagues came from and to whom we owe a debt of gratitude for sustaining it over the decades.




Enter Steve Brainerd.




Steve, a member of the Minor League Football Hall of Fame and the United States Football League Association Hall of Fame, is widely considered one of the foremost historians and researchers on semipro/minor league/amateur football (see, there are even three names for it). Whatever the name, he knows all about the approximately 800 teams and 70-odd leagues currently playing semi-pro ball from Maine to Hawaii, and where their roots were planted.




Thirty years ago Brainerd and his wife, Wisconsin natives, perhaps tired of harsh midwestern winters, packed up their car and headed for California. Along the way, they planned to visit friends in Tucson. Their car, however, had a different itinerary. Somewhere in the deserts of New Mexico, it broke down, forcing the Brainerds to use up all their money getting the car repaired, after which they limped into Tucson. “But then we thought, ‘Hmm, this seems like a nice place,’” Steve tells me, “Why don’t we just stay here?” So they did. And they’ve been there for three decades, happy with their decision not to continue on to California.




“LA is a great place to visit,” he says, “but I now know I wouldn’t want to live there. Although, if we’re talking about semi-pro football, they’ve got it all over California. They’ve got teams coming out of their ears—LA, Orange County, San Diego, up north. And they had some great minor league teams back in the thirties and forties. I hope that if LA ever gets an NFL franchise back, they call them the ‘Bulldogs.’” The Bulldogs, he explains, were a minor league team who, in the late thirties, played exhibition games against NFL teams, the supposed cream of the American football crop, the best of the best, teams perpetually stocked and restocked with Heisman-winning talent from the Harvards, Yales, Notre Dames, Armys, and Navys of the eastern football world. The results? The minor league Bulldogs of the Pacific Coast Professional Football League won five, lost four, and tied three. “They were a very,very good football team,” Steve says, with obvious admiration.




Why were they were so good? Thanks to their location, the Bulldogs and other big-name teams like the Hollywood Bears had a virtual monopoly on all the California football talent. Remember, the westernmost outpost of pro football in those days was Chicago, home of the Bears and Cardinals. There was no San Francisco 49ers, no Oakland Raiders, no San Diego Chargers. As far as football was concerned, Southern California might as well have been Neptune. This was long before ESPN andSportsCenter ’s Top 10 plays, scouting combines, rankings services, streaming video feeds, and other invaluable cogs in the massive, unstoppable, worldwide football recruiting machine with which today’s football scouts and recruiters can find even the most obscure football talent in Mountain Goat, Oregon, or Cow Pasture, Texas, unearth that diamond in the rough, and, in minutes, deliver everything from his yards-per-carry, to his 40-yard-dash splits, to his DNA and Wunderlic scores straight to the BlackBerry of the head coach at, say, University of Miami, all with the pinpoint accuracy, speed, and precision that would make Jack Bauer and his CTU pals on24 envious. But in Southern California, in the 1930s, as the Bulldogs exemplify, even the most talented, deserving players flew under the NFL’s radar.




That said, the stockpile of local talent couldn’t all be blamed on undeveloped technology. While deserving West Coast white players were also no doubt ignored or simply not discovered by what would eventually become the NFL, race also played a major role in the lack of western players in the eastern-dominated pro ranks. In 1920, the owners/representatives of 13 midwestern football teams, including future Chicago Bears legend George Halas (then player/coach of the Decatur Staleys) and Pittsburgh’s Art Rooney, assembled at an automobile showroom in Canton, Ohio, to form an organized league so the area could have a true champion. Thus the American Professional Football Association (APFA) was born.




The admission fee for the APFA was $100 per team. They also agreed not to use any player who still had remaining college eligibility, in part to preserve the “gentlemanly” integrity of the college game, a drastic difference from today’s standards.




Mostly hoping to capitalize on his notoriety, they named Jim Thorpe the league’s first president. And notoriety was the extent of what Thorpe brought to the table. “Thorpe was a terrible administrator,” writes author Bill Crawford in his Thorpe autobiography,All-American: The Rise and Fall of Jim Thorpe . “He just did not give a rat’s ass about finances or social niceties necessary to grease the wheels…in the rough and tumble new league.” However, Thorpe served during more open-minded times, racewise. Initially, talented black players were commonplace in the APFA: Robert “Rube” Marshall of the Rock Island Independents; Paul Robeson and Frederick Douglass “Fritz” Pollard for Akron; Fred “Duke” Slater with the Chicago Cardinals; Jay Mayo “Inky” Williams with the Hammond Pros. After all, one of the goals of the league was to put the best product on the field, sell tickets, and make money. (In fact, Pollard became the first African-American professional head coach when he took the reins at Akron in 1920.)




But then, in 1933, in the midst of the Depression, the relatively young NFL drew the color line. Another black player did not appear on an NFL field until after the Second World War. Just like its counterpart in baseball, football had closed the door to talented black athletes. NFL owners feared they would be harshly criticized, and their games possibly boycotted, if black men were allowed to collect football paychecks while white men stood in bread lines and lived in shantytowns. (In later decades, George Preston Marshall, the innovative yet closed-minded owner of the Washington Redskins, the last team to break the color barrier, would famously remark, “We’ll start signing Negroes when the Harlem Globetrotters start signing whites.”) This meant that even one of the biggest football stars in the country at the time, Kenny Washington, the UCLA two-time consensus All-American, was barred from playing in the NFL because of skin color. Later, another UCLA football star (who was also a pretty good baseball player) was prohibited from joining the NFL ranks: Jackie Robinson. Today these two would be no-brainer first-round NFL draft picks; in the 1930s and 1940s, however, they were forced to toil in the relative hinterlands of the minors and semi-pros for the Bears and Bulldogs.




While these are extreme examples from a distant past, one thing remains constant: there is always a margin. There will always be players who strive to “make it,” whether that means making the proverbial leap from high school football to college, or college football to professional. But there are far more who fail to make it. Whether by choice or circumstance, there will always be players who end up toiling away on the gritty fields of football’s most anonymous yet ubiquitous level, and doing so purely for the love of the game.




That’s what semi-pro football is all about, and that’s where my story begins.
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NO CRYING IN FOOTBALL










IN JUNE OF 2004,I joined a semi-professional football team. This was strange for three reasons.




First, I was nearly 40 years old.




Second, I stood about five feet eight and weighed 160 pounds. After a full meal.




Third, I had never played a single down of real football—helmets, pads, referees, possible pain, humiliation, and broken bones—in my life.




Pray for me.




 




While I wasn’t exactly hooked up to an iron lung when I decided to start playing football, I was still too old to be picking up new hobbies that involved physical violence. In the 15 years since playing soccer in college, aside from the occasional jog along the Charles, I had morphed into a primarily couchbound mammal—an advertising copywriter turned author who was better suited to noncontact activity. Something, say, from a continuing-education catalog. Like origami. Far as I knew, no one had ever gotten a concussion while folding little paper swans.




Instead, not only had I chosen to play football, I also set my sights on the most make-or-break position there was: placekicker. A curious choice if you knew that in my earlier life the only skill I’d mastered in sports seemed to be choking when it counted most: clanking last-second free throws, striking out with the bases loaded, missing easy breakaways. I had always been fairly talented, but I wouldn’t have ever called myself a “money player.”




Take Pomfret Soccer Camp. I was 12, and it was my first real sleep-away camp. On the final two days of the week, they held the campwide championship, only the most important event of my young life. My team, the Purple team, mostly made up of kids from the ’burbs of Boston, had advanced to the finals against the Gold team, which consisted of some tough-talking, elbow-throwing, under-13’s from somewhere in the Mafia burial ground swamps of Jersey. Compared to my skinny, prepubescent self, these “kids” looked like full-grown adults. Gold chains. Deep baritone voices. One of them had a five-o’clock shadow, I kid you not. I think another one wore a wedding band.




Anyway, we were losing a chippy, penalty-filled game 2–1 with only a few seconds left when my best friend at the time, Kenny Keyes, and I executed a perfect give-and-go around the lone remaining defender who stood between us at the top of the goalie box. I passed the ball to Kenny and sprinted to the right of the hairy, muscle-bound defender, who now turned to take on Kenny; Kenny, meanwhile, just as Rocky Balboa Jr. reached him, reared back for a shot, which drew the goalie out toward him to cut down the angle—Kenny was the best player in camp and had a blistering left-footed shot that all goalies feared—but instead, skillfully deflected the ball back to me. I was now all alone, with the goalie hopelessly out of position, staring into a completely open net.




Now, most kids with any sort of athletic composure and/or internal fortitude would have relished an open net, grinned confidently, and tapped the ball in for the heroic, game-tying goal. But me? As I wound up for my shot, images of failure flashed before me: shots going wide; shots hitting the posts; balls smashing through windows, knocking over flowerpots, flying out into highways, and being run over by 18-wheel trucks; shots that never were; words I’d misspelled in spelling bees; you name it. As I wound up, I felt like a golf ball had been jammed into my trachea. My mouth went Mojave Desert–dry, my salivary glands reduced to sandpaper. The net, which should have looked massive and welcoming, appeared to have shrunken down to the size of your average loaf of bread. Worst of all, I suddenly felt the urge to vomit, or black out, or both. I may have indeed blacked out, because to this day I can’t even remember kicking the ball. The next thing Ido remember was an audible groan from my sideline (and surprised, jubilant, mocking cheers from the opposing sideline) as my would-be hero-making goal fluttered clumsily high over the crossbar by a good 10 feet. The ref blew his whistle. We had lost.




Head down, I walked over to our sideline. On the way, one of the Sopranos-in-training sidled up next to me. “Way to choke, ya little fuckin’ pussy,” he said, leering. He then condescendingly patted me on the back with his hairy knuckles and went off to celebrate with his teammates, who were probably lighting up victory cigars and chugging beer they’d bought without needing fake IDs.




If I had any balls, or fight left inside of me, I would have—should have—punched this smug asshole in the face. But I’d only been in one “fight” in my entire life, in fourth grade, and that merely consisted of my taking one wild swing at Steven Scott as we played on a snow bank—why I felt the need to eliminate Steven and commandeer the snow bank, I have no idea—barely grazing him, and yelping as the awkward momentum sent me tumbling down from my lofty arctic perch. Steven pointed and laughed…until our mutual, prepubescent love interest, Kristin Yeradi, comforted me on the ground below. (Hm, I guess Ido know what we were fighting about.) Translation: I was a lover, not a fighter.




So, naturally, instead of sticking up for myself on the soccer field that day, I just walked to the far end of the bench area and sat down hard in the grass, far away from my teammates, some of whom glared at me as if I’d been caught molesting their dogs. Pretending to be in pain, I pulled my right leg back, tucked it behind me, and stretched an “aching” quad, leaning back against the grass, trying to breathe, staring up at the sky. Kenny, who was our best player and therefore immune to any persecution for associating with me, the new team pariah, soon appeared above me. He asked me if I was okay. I nodded. He knew I was lying, and told me not to worry about it. “We wouldn’t have scored the first goal without you,” he added, referencing the perfect, lofting corner cross I’d chipped to him in the first half that he’d deftly one-timed for our first and only score. He slapped me on the shoulder and walked off. And that’s when I started crying—quiet, internal hiccups at first, which soon morphed into those borderline hyperventilating gasps that you try your damndest to choke back down into your stubborn lungs, but simply can’t. I shifted so no one could see me. And that, my friends, was the single worst moment in my athletic history.




While I’d certainly had my high points over the subsequent years of playing various sports in high school and college—I was typically one of the better athletes, but never had what it took or made the necessary sacrifices to be the best—I knew that somewhere deep inside me there was that little 12-year-old who cried on the sideline that day. What I guess I’m saying is, considering all of this, I was the last guy who should have been potentially putting himself in the position of having to, say, kick a field goal with seconds left on the clock, the game on the line. No one had ever confused me with Larry Bird. I didn’t want to take that last shot. Let someone else do it.




But it wasn’t like I went into this planning toactually play football. I was researching semi-pro football, on a hunch that I might come across some prime material for a second book. Through a series of contacts and Google searches, I tracked down Reggie Murphy, 37, general manager and offensive lineman for my local semi-pro team, the Boston Panthers of the Eastern Football League (EFL), and a 14-year semi-pro veteran. At one point during our interview, I casually mentioned my soccer experience and—ding!—I could almost hear the lightbulb turn on over his head. “Hey, we need a kicker,” the outgoing Mattapan resident told me. “You should come try out at practice tomorrow night.” Before I could stop myself, the words were already out: “Sure. Why not?”




Sure. Why not?Did I have a death wish? Was I—in the immortal words ofFast Times at Ridgemont High ’s Ray “Mr. Hand” Walston—on dope?




I never once considered playing Pee Wee football (ages nine, 10,11). My brother played, but Doug was three years older, taller, and more filled out than I would ever be—my chest was practically concave, my arms and legs like swizzle sticks—and he had the biting, sarcastic wit and attack-when-cornered mentality indigenous to the common suburban preteen smart-ass that often caused other kids (and even some parents) to want to kick his ass. Which meant he was also very fast, running in long, gangly strides, like a prepubescent antelope. So when he joined the Wellesley Junior Red Raiders, he became the first and only St. Amant to ever play any level of organized football.




While Doug never took sports too seriously, and only played them because his friends did and it was just something to do when not making out with trashy chicks and smoking cigarettes with his delinquent buddies, I was hooked on sports right from the start. While he dove into music and got hooked on Stones, Police, Ramones, and Sex Pistols albums, I devoured NBA, NFL, NHL, and MLB yearly encyclopedias, memorizing stats, scores, records, player bios. My bedroom was littered with baseball and football cards, team hats and pennants, you name it. While Doug was off running with his miniOutsiders gang, I was busy recruiting our little sister, Leslie, to underhand baseballs to me. A little athlete herself—she would eventually be an all-state gymnast and earn a scholarship to a Division I college—she pitched willingly, probably amazed that either of her two idiot older brothers had noticed she was even there. She only stopped being my personal batting practice machine when I almost poked out her eye when a broomstick I was moronically using as a bat slipped out of my hands.




But while baseball was fun, and I always played Little League, the game was a little too slow for me. Like Doug, I could run like the wind, and was good at kicking things (balls, tables, occasionally my siblings). So I gravitated toward soccer, which was far more free-styling and frenetic, perfect for a kid who, by his elementary school years, was borderline hyperactive. (Our pediatrician, Dr. Strauss, once even suggested that I be put on some prehistoric pharmaceutical forefather to Ritalin. My mom refused, perhaps hoping I’d just spontaneously combust one day and leave them with one less mouth to feed.)




Soccer was more or less in its infancy in the late ’70s when I started playing, and it wasn’t considered, shall we say, the manliest sport. It was Europe’s game. The one where the refs blew the whistle if a player so much asbreathed on another player. The one where there was no hitting allowed, no tackling (unless it was of the “sliding” variety), and to use one’s hands was a punishable offense. Soccer, to most, was duller than Ben Stein reading Herman Melville. Worse, it was considered downright un-American. The country was fresh off OPEC and the Ayatollah. Blaring, double-neck–guitar-soloing arena rock provided our nation’s collective sound track. And the manly, blue-collar, shaggy-bearded Pittsburgh Steelers, fresh off a handful of Super Bowl titles, represented not only everything sports were supposed to be, but also everythingAmerica itself was supposed to be: bigger, stronger, and more resilient than anyone else on Earth. And soccer players? They wore little satin shorts. They pratfalled and faked injuries like little divas. Could you ever imagine Jack Ham, “Mean” Joe Greene, Mel Blount, or Jack Lambert faking an injury? Didn’t think so.




Soccer’s “wimpy” stigma relented a bit as the country and I moved into the ’80s. Translation: I wasn’t downright embarrassed to play it anymore. Brazilian legend Pelé had become an American sensation, joining the New York Cosmos of the upstart North American Soccer League. Indoor soccer was fast becoming popular, with the creation of the Major Indoor Soccer League (MISL). But still, while football remained the manliest sport this side of boxing or crocodile wrestling, and was exploding in popularity to—gasp—even rival baseball, it wasn’t even on my radar as I attended Belmont Hill (an all-boys school outside of Boston, coat-and-tie, all that), followed by Westminster School (a coed boarding school to which I transferred after my family moved to Simsbury, Connecticut). I do, however, recall the Westminster football players calling us soccer players “soccer bunnies,” something I always found odd, considering that Westminster Martlet football—has there ever been aless imposing school mascot than the “Martlet,” a mythical footless bird?—was a hapless, unimposing program that finished with maybe one or two wins per season, and whose biggest defensive lineman was about the size of our all-state goalie. Still, the football players, if not literally, remained the figurative big men on campus. And despite its less-than-rugged reputation, and though I dabbled in other sports throughout high school (hockey goalie), soccer remained my number-one game.




I went on to play four years of NCAA soccer at Franklin and Marshall College in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. We were called the “Diplomats.” Continuing a disturbing trend in my scholastic/athletic life, our college mascot was, yes, a diplomat, specifically some poor freshman trying to maintain his balance in a 60-pound plastic Ben Franklin head and wearing goofy 18th-century garb—ruffled puffy linen shirt, waistcoat, knee-length topcoat, breeches, buckled boots, the whole bit. The F&M Diplomat ran a close second to the podiatrically mutilated Westminster Martlet on the wimpy mascot scale. After all, there was probably nothing more intimidating for our opponents than squaring off against a 275-year-old, bifocal-wearing, original Declaration-signer with gout. Worst of all, our name was often shortened to the “Dips” might as well have just called us the F&M Eunuchs.




F&M was only Division III soccer, so I certainly don’t claim to have been a predecessor to Freddy Adu. But play was competitive and obviously required a certain amount of skill and foot-to-ball coordination that luckily, for my eventual football tryout, I would always retain. Best of all, I didn’t have to be big to play. I entered F&M at a positively Mary Kate Olsen-esque 135 pounds, and thanks mostly to constant soccer-playing, hadmaybe reached Ashley’s size by graduation, despite a four-year diet of pizza, beer, and anything deep fried and Cheez Whizzed. And even though I immediately gained an ungodly 40 or so pounds postcollege due to sudden inactivity and a salary that would only cover fast food and even cheaper/worse beer than I’d had in college—a jowly era my brotherstill refers to as my “Brando” stage—I never grew into any sort of body that one might consider football-ready.




But there I was anyway, joining a semi-pro team in June of 2004—too small, too old, too inexperienced…and, just maybe, too white.




I’m not talking Marshall Mathers/Eminem “white guy raised in an 8 Mile trailer park” white, or even “suburban white kid wearing a Wu-Tang shirt” white, also commonly referred to as “Kevin Federline.” No, I’m talkingwhite white: French-Canadian descent (with some mutt-like Norwegian mixed in); blond hair and blue eyes (Malcolm X’s proverbial “blond-haired, blue-eyed devil”); prone to sunburns; basically, the whole suburban preppy boy starter kit.




More glaring, I currently lived on Beacon Hill, a historic neighborhood located practically in Boston’s geographical center on, you guessed it, a hill. During the Revolutionary War, it was a strategic post that overlooked both Boston Harbor and the Charles River and allowed Colonial forces to keep watch on British ships. Today it is easily the most Wonder Bread–white neighborhood in the city. Many of Boston’s multimillionaires and blue bloods make up the brownstone-dwelling residents who park their Range Rovers, Mercedes, and Beamers on cobbled, brick-sidewalked, lantern-lit streets, particularly Louisberg Square, only the most expensive square mile of property in New England. Let’s just say when you live a quarter mile (and several million dollars) away from John Kerry and Teresa Heinz, it doesn’t exactly ramp up your street cred.




Admittedly, there weren’t many black kids at the schools I attended. Belmont Hill and Westminster were almost all white back in the day. And F&M, an idyllic, finely manicured liberal arts college in central Pennsylvania Amish Country with barely 2,000 students, was more or less just aslightly bigger version of my prep schools. While there were, of course, black students with whom I was friendly at all three schools, I wouldn’t say we werefriends, and rarely crossed paths on a social level. This wasn’t to say that my white friends and I were out wilding like neo-Nazi skinheads, or that the black students were bow-tie-wearing Farrakhan disciples. I’m just telling the truth about the racial balance of my life, which to that point had been: I’d always been predominantly surrounded by white people. Period.




And the icing on my vanilla cake? I grew up in Wellesley. A tony, idyllic suburb 15 minutes west of the city, Wellesley makes Beacon Hill look like Compton. It boasts a median family income of almost $135,000, seventh-richest in the state, and is 90 percent white. Along with being the home of fun-loving poet Sylvia Plath,SNL alum Jane “You Ignorant Slut” Curtin, the late sports broadcaster Curt Gowdy, Judge Arthur Garrity (who infamously ordered the integration of Boston public schools in 1974, leading to racial violence and chaos), and, most impressive of all, 1980’s “Stroke Me” rocker Billy Squire, Wellesley was also famous for an incident that took place in September of 1990.




A young black man was sitting in his car with his fiancée, opening his mail, when seven Wellesley police officers surrounded him and ordered him onto the sidewalk at gunpoint. He complied, and they cuffed him as the suspect in a bank robbery that had just taken place across the street. There were just two problems, however: (1) any criminal worth his salt likely wouldn’t have sat in a car right across the street from a bank he’d just robbed, let alone casually opening his mail; and (2) this “robber” didn’t really need money—he was Boston Celtics’ number-one draft pick and new NBA millionaire, Dee Brown.Oops. Our mistake. Won’t happen again, Mr. Brown. Um, good luck tonight against the Lakers, and real sorry to have jammed my knee into your back. No, not one of my hometown’s prouder moments. Under the inevitable firestorm of (justifiably) bad press resulting from the incident, Wellesley selectmen subsequently gathered to examine the police treatment of Brown. While the officers defended themselves and were ultimately exonerated for following department procedure in such a case as robbery, the incident prompted several members of the black community to reveal that they had been frequently stopped by police for no good reason while driving through Wellesley. In short, they had been racially profiled long before that term was really in vogue. Add to that the fact that Jews and other minorities were not so secretly “discouraged” from moving into town well into the twentieth century and, well, you’ve got yourself a regular melting pot.*




However, along with millions of other things, my parents taught me this: never judge anyone by his or her background. And I hoped, when I first set foot on a Panthers’ football field, that I would be afforded the same benefit of the doubt. But I secretly feared I wouldn’t be.




Most of the Panthers hailed from Dorchester, Roxbury, Mattapan, and other predominantly black towns and neighborhoods in and around Boston. In 2004, the organization changed its name from the Roxbury Panthers to theBoston Panthers, in the hopes of attracting more players, and potential sponsors, from all over the city.




My goal was to try to belong as a nonfootball player entering a football players’ world, not so much as a white man entering a black man’s world. If I was able to do both over time and maybe get to know some of these guys as friends, then so be it, that’d be great. But I wasn’t on a crusade for racial harmony or spontaneous “Ebony and Ivory” choruses. I just wanted to see if I could play football—a game I’d devoured as a spectator for so many years—despite my age, size, inexperience, and less-than-clutch track record. Plus, I wanted to write a book about it.
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KICKING OFF










I ATTENDED MY FIRSTPanthers’ practice at Franklin Park not as a player, but as a writer—observing, taking notes, and secretly hoping Reggie had forgotten all about that wholeYou played soccer? We need a kicker…Sure. Why not? thing. But should I really have been worried? If anything, assuming I went through with it, I was only going to be the kicker. I mean, it’s not like they’d want me catching passes across the middle.




Kickers have traditionally been outcasts in the football realm. Notreal football players. Just practice nuisances, or nonentities, hanging out off to the side, wearing their Fisher-Price one-bar helmets and doing their weird kicking drills alone, grudgingly tolerated as a necessary evil because they might be called upon to win a hard-fought game, but certainly not respected. Like all petulant, precious Little Lord Fauntleroys, kickers are better seen and not heard. Kickers are usually only seen when they screw up, missing an extra point, hooking a field goal, or shanking a kickoff out of bounds. With 100-plus years of football history to draw from, only one player who was exclusively a kicker—Jan Stenerud—has ever been enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Kickers, simply put, don’t count.




Take Garo Yepremian, former Detroit Lions and Miami Dolphins kicker. While he wasn’t the first soccer-style kicker in NFL history—that honor went to Pete Gogolak, a Cornell grad who signed with the Buffalo Bills in 1964—the little (five-foot-seven) Armenian established the kicker stereotype. Yepremian, originally signed by the Lions, remains the Dolphins’ all-time leading scorer (830 points). He once made 110 consecutive PATs (points after touchdown, the famous acronym that became the legal first name of one of football’s other great kickers, George Allen “Pat” Summerall). In 1971, Yepremian also kicked one of the most memorable field goals in NFL history, a 37-yarder, 22 minutes, 40 seconds into overtime to defeat the mighty, defending Super Bowl champion Kansas City Chiefs, 27–24. Clocking in at 82 minutes, 40 seconds total, the game is the longest in NFL history, and one that, even more noteworthy, officially announced to the world that an upstart AFC dynasty had been born in Miami.




Despite these great accomplishments, Yepremian is primarily remembered for two nationally televised laughs at his expense: (1) when he tried and failed miserably, awkwardly, and, for lack of a more gender-correct term, girlishly, to throw a pass that was easily returned by Mike Bass for a Redskins’ touchdown (Washington’s only score in the Dolphins’ 14–7 Super Bowl win that completed their perfect 17–0 1972 season); and (2) when Garo’s former Detroit Lions teammate Alex Karras mocked his remedial English-speaking skills and football acumen in front of a nationwide audience on Johnny Carson’sTonight Show, recounting the time the excited little kicker screamed “I keeek a touchdown!” after booting a meaningless extra point in a bad Lions loss. Uncoordinated, clueless, funny-looking, unathletic, quite possibly mentally challenged little freak shows—that is how the world perceives kickers.




 




I sat down in the grass and rested my back against a fence post near the parking lot and began to scribble in my little palm-sized spiral notebook. The field wasn’t really a football field, per se, with sidelines, end zones, goalposts, et cetera; rather, it was more of an open, grassy space that lay between two baseball fields. The Boston Panthers had commandeered it for their own use. There was plenty of grass, but there were also several uneven peaks and valleys, and barren patches of dirt and rock. My ankles hurt just looking at it.




“Let’s go, y’all, let’s go!” one of the players yelled over to the guys who were still lingering in the parking area near their cars, putting their cleats, pads, and other equipment on, talking, laughing, taking their time. “Six o’clock means six o’clock! Stop fucking around and get out here, time to get to work!” Holding his silver helmet chest-level in his right hand, he banged the top of the helmet with his left palm—Thwap! Thwap! Thwap!—over and over, the football version of ringing a dinner bell, looking like he could smash right through the hard plastic shell if he wanted to. He wore black football pants and a green mesh jersey with yellow lettering on the back reading “D. Jones” and, below it, the number 54. A nearly shaved-bald head and thick neck poked out from his shoulder pads. I didn’t need a team program to tell that this D. Jones was one of the alpha dogs here.




The parking lot guys quickened their pace a bit and jogged out to the field. A few guys glanced down at me as they passed. Some more than glanced, clearly wondering who I was and what I was doing there. I watched nonchalantly, pretending that hanging out at football practice in Dorchester was something I did every day.




As the other players began to circle around D. Jones, one of them stopped, turned around, and walked back over to me, holding his silver helmet down at his side. About five-foot-seven with slightly receding wavy brown hair, he approached with an energetic spring in his step, as if the momentum would cause him to topple forward at any moment. His was one of the few nonblack faces out there.




“Hey, how you doin’?” he asked with slight Latino accent.




“Good. Yourself?”




“I’m doing good.” He studied me for a moment. “You a reporter?”




I briefly wondered what had given him that idea, and then remembered that I was holding a pen and a small spiral notebook and was taking notes.




I hesitated. What was I exactly? Until that moment I hadn’t really thought about it. I wasn’t a reporter; that was certain. I was possibly going to try out for the team, but I sure as hell wasn’t a player; not yet, anyway. And Iwas planning on writing a book, but I didn’t want to answer, “No, I’m an author,” because that would have made me sound like, to put it bluntly, a pompous dick. And what if they didn’t want their privacy invaded? What if they didn’t trust reporters or writers or anyone of that ilk, especially white ones? Screw it, I thought, Iam a writer. Iam writing a book on semi-pro football, hopefully. So that’s what I would tell him. Why start out lying?




“I’m writing a book on semi-pro football. I talked to Reggie last night and he told me to come on out,” I added, feeling the need to explain that I hadn’t just invaded their world uninvited.




The guy nodded. “That’s cool. We’ve had reporters out here before.” He paused. “I’m Elvis,” he said, reaching down to shake my hand. I shook his and introduced myself.




“How long you been playing for the Panthers?” I asked.




“This is my first year. My boys Lenny and Gio play, too.” He turned toward the practice field, squinted into the sun, and pointed to two almost identical short, stocky guys stretching out on the ground.




“What position do you play?”




He smiled. “Wherever they want me to. I’m one of the older dudes out here but I’m still a rookie.”




I nodded. “How old are you?”




“Thirty-three,” he answered. Wow, another guy on the north side of thirty who was making a foray into football. Glad I wasn’t the only one. “I play special teams, some linebacker, whatever. I just like being out here and getting some run, keeping my old ass in shape, hanging with the guys, know what I’m sayin’?”




“Yo, E, you need an engraved invitation? Let’s go!” D. Jones yelled over to Elvis, who chuckled, shook his head, and tugged on his helmet with both hands. “Captain Insano gets a little amped up sometimes, but he’s a good dude. I better get out there before he kicks my Puerto Rican ass, though. Nice meetin’ you.”




I nodded and, for some stupid reason, gave him a thumbs up, and immediately felt like a total dork. A thumbs up?Nice work, Roger Ebert. And how about the fact that I was possibly going to join a team headed by a guy named CaptainInsano ? Good Christ—what was I doing here?




The Panthers ran through prepractice calisthenics: jumping jacks, stretches, push-ups, short running exercises with high knees, high kicks, sideways “karaoke” sprints (like hockey players did, crossing left foot over right, right over left, front and back, et cetera), and, finally, full-out sprints. “Bring it in! Bring it in!” yelled a guy who was about six-foot-three with a broad, barrel chest and wearing a red, mesh number 92 Northeastern University football practice jersey. Like Captain Insano, this guy looked like he wielded some authority, since everyone seemed to listen and bring it in on his command. Nearby, the coaches, wearing their white Panther polo shirts, huddled on their own, with one in particular looking like the head coach: a stocky, neckless, broad-chested man of about 40 who was practically bursting out of his polo short, Incredible Hulk–style. While he said a few words, the three or four other coaches nodded and then broke away.




The players converged in a tight circle around Captain Insano, and raised their arms to the center, touching hands, finding someone else’s shoulder, forming one tightly entwined group. I heard someone deep inside this human haystack—Captain Insano, I could only presume—saying a few words before yelling, “Panthers on three…Panthers on three…one, two, three!”




“PANTHERS!”the group responded, the booming voices echoing over the baseball fields. They then broke up into offensive and defensive units for drills, and headed over to their respective coaches.




For the next two hours, I took notes from an inconspicuous distance as they ran through passing plays, running plays, defensive schemes, blocking formations, tip drills, loose-ball and fumble-recovery drills, you name it.




Watching the workout, I couldn’t believe that I had willingly put myself into a situation where I possibly had to try out for something. When was the last time I’d had to try out foranything ? Sure, before I got married, I’d gone on the dreaded first dates, which are more or less tryouts of the worst kind: the player (i.e., the man) hopes that he’ll show enough skill that the coach (i.e., the woman) will put him into the game, where he’ll either score a glorious touchdown or, more likely, receive a penalty for illegal use of the hands. And yes, I’ve had my share of job interviews since graduating from college, which are another sort of tryout. But compared to a football tryout, even the most brutal job interviews were a breeze. Whenever I’ve had to sit across from some advertising executive creative director as he watched my reel to decide whether I’d be given a key to the Creative Department clubhouse, I’d always at least had a concrete track record of success to lean on, some legitimate, rational reason why I was there interviewing in the first place: because I was an ad copywriter; that’s what I did for a living. But “interviewing” for a football team? I had no frame of reference. I had no past experience to lean on. I had no “portfolio” of past kicking success to flip open, present to the coach, and say, “See this 43-yard field goal from the left hash mark into the wind during a blizzard with one second left on the clock?This is why you should hire me.”




Lost in my own jittery daydream world, I hadn’t noticed the little kid wearing a Tom Brady number 12 Patriots jersey standing in front of me. He just stared down at me, head cocked sideways, holding a football under his right armpit.




“Whatcha doin’?” he asked. He looked about eight.




“Watching practice.” I held up my pen. “Taking some notes.”




“Notes for what?”




“A book on football. Do you play for the Panthers?”




He shook his head, as if it’d been a totally serious question. “Nope. My dad does, though. My stepdad.”




“Which one is he?”




Mini Tom Brady turned, scanned the field for a moment. “There,” he said, pointing at a round, powerful, sturdy-looking player in royal blue football pants who, at that moment, was using his low center of gravity to block in a running drill. He was the fullback.




“What’s his name?” I asked.




“Todd.”




“What’s your name?”




“DJ.”




“Nice to meet ya, DJ.” I held out my hand and, after looking at it for a moment, he shook it firmly, with conviction. “Do you play football?”




DJ shook his head. “Not yet. But I want to when I get older.”




“You want to play for the Panthers like your stepdad?”




He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m pretty fast. You gonna play football?” he asked.




Kid, I have no earthly idea.




“Maybe.” I shrugged. “We’ll see.”




“Okay, then, bye.” And just like that he ran off, the ball cradled in his armpit, ducking and weaving through imaginary defenders.




It was now almost dark. As the coaches and players made their way back to their cars, Reggie approached me with another player whom I assumed was team owner and veteran semi-pro receiver Delaney Roberts.




 




An Antigua native, Delaney, 36, moved to the States when he was 11 years old. When he got to Hyde Park High, where he and Reggie first met as freshmen, a football coach noticed the quiet yet blazing-fast Roberts running track and suggested he try out for the football team. And that was that; he was hooked. As a junior, he became the team’s star punt returner and wide receiver. “I had never really played before, so I just played on instinct, and I had good speed,” he says, a drastic understatement to Reggie. “He might move a little slow now,” Reggie explains, “and back in the day, lots of guys might have been fast…but Delaney wasfast .”




By his senior year, Roberts was receiving so many recruiting letters that he sometimes never even opened them, all of them having started to look and sound alike. But one school stood out: Georgia Tech, coached then by Bobby Ross. “I really respected him,” Delaney says of Ross. “He was a great guy, and said that even though I had only been playing for a short time, he saw my raw talent and thought I could play at the next level with the right coaching. I was all set to go on a full ride to Georgia Tech.”




But then Fate intervened in his senior year: during a punt return in the late stages of a rain-soaked city championship game, he took a hit, landed awkwardly, and heard an unsettling “pop.” “I knew right away it was bad,” he says. “I had never heard nothing like that. And it hurt, too. When I tried to get up and walk on it, it felt like everything was just grinding together, fire was shooting up my leg.”




Today, most college-bound recruits would have had the knee scoped to gauge the damage and likely rehab time. But Delaney never did, something he now regrets. “I was afraid to have surgery,” he admits. “I seen lots of older guys in the neighborhood with these big, nasty surgery scars on their legs, so it just made me afraid of the hospital.” More than the eventual surgery, he says, was the fear of hearing a doctor’s diagnosis. He just didn’t want to hear those dreaded words: your football career is over. “Yeah, I regret the way I handled that. I should have had it checked out, but I just shut down and pretended it never happened.” He merely rested the knee for months afterward. Not surprisingly, it didn’t quite heal right on its own. Also not surprisingly, the recruiters stopped writing.




“I called Coach Ross and told him that I’d hurt my knee,” Delaney says. “He asked how bad it was, and I told him that I didn’t know. He encouraged me to get it checked out, but I just never did it. And I never called him again. I just went on with my life. I sometimes think about what might have happened if I had the surgery and rehabbed—I know I could have played college, at least—but no sense getting stuck in the past.” Delaney now had a successful plastering and blueboarding business, a small fishing boat he took out on weekends, a two-family home in Mattapan, a wife, stepdaughter, a baby son on the way, and his own semi-pro football team. Things were good. Perhaps it was his laid-back island upbringing, but he was all about living for today.




 




Fuller around the middle than in his speedster playing days, Delaney, dressed in carpenter’s jeans, a white Boston Panthers T-shirt, paint-spackled Timberland work boots, cell phone clipped to his belt, walked up to me and held out his hand.




“Hey, Mark, wanna take some kicks?” Roberts asked with a deep, Barry White-ish voice.




I shrugged. “Sure.” I felt the exact opposite of sure. But what else could you say when the owner asks you to kick? I had to purge my “sports wuss gene” at some point in my life, and it might as well have been in front of 30-odd Panthers standing nearby, unwinding, changing out of their cleats and jerseys into sneakers and street clothes. They had to be eavesdropping to see who I was and what I was doing there. I couldn’t wimp out now. I had no choice but to kick.




I followed Delaney and Reggie out onto the battered turf. Reggie tossed me a ball. I meticulously set it on an orange, hard rubber tee. Donnie Williams, 41, the senior member of the Panthers who wore many hats—offensive lineman, holder for extra points and field goals, assistant general manager—headed downfield about 40 yards, turned, and waited in the darkness, ready to shag my kicks. Assuming I reached him.




“All right, Mark,” Reggie said, nodding encouragingly.




This was really happening. No turning back now. I took a deep breath and started forward, slowly at first, and then speeding up as I approached the teed-up ball…five feet…three feet…one foot…and then, no foot—as in, noleft foot planting into the turf and providing the necessary support to keep my idiotic body from falling. My stupid, no-good running sneaker, which was more than adequate for the cement jogging paths along the Charles River, proved to be less than suitable for this rocky, divot-filled turf. Hence, as if someone had yanked the entire park out from underneath my feet, I flew through the air legs-first like some sort of remedial superhero with vertigo and landed on my ass in a painful, humiliating thud, emitting a guttural “ooof” and sliding on said ass through the dirt, scraping the hell out of my left calf in the process.




No. No no no no no no. That didnotjust happen. I did notjust try to kick a football and fall on my ass in front of 30 men in the ’hood. Just sit here with your eyes closed and they’ll all go away…. Don’t move….




“You all right, Mark?” Reggie called over.




“I’m good,” I said faux casually, bounding up, gathering the football, and jogging back over to the tee as if nothing had happened. I heard a few chuckles from the parking area.




“This place is a minefield,” Reggie said, absolving me of any athletic sins. “Guys twist their ankles all the time. Just take your time.” Delaney just stared at me, probably wondering if his childhood pal was playing a practical joke on him. What would Reggie bring him next time, a kicking mule? A legless midget on a skateboard?




I teed the ball up again, backed up, turned.Screw this. I can kick a soccer ball. I can kick a stupid football, sneakers or no sneakers. I ran ahead, mad, embarrassed, determined.




Contact.




The ball flew long and straight, sailing over Donnie’s head. Reggie tossed me another ball; I teed it up and kicked again. And again. Most I hit well, sending Donnie back into the darkness to retrieve the ball; others I shanked, low, bumbling line drives. I was no Adam Vinatieri, but my old-guy leg at least hadn’t detached from my torso, helicoptered into nearby power lines, and burst into flames.




Finally, after about 10 kicks, Reggie looked at Delaney and raised his eyebrows:So, what do you think? Delaney shrugged, his expression saying,Better than what we got, I guess.




“All right, Mark,” Reggie said and grinned. “You’re our new kicker.”




Huh?That was my tryout? Shouldn’t I have had to run with tractor tires tied to my waist? Had my vertical leap measured? Passed a urine test? Apparently not. Apparently the semi-pro kicking tryout process was, shall we say, informal.




Just like that, I was the new Panthers’ kicker. I think I was, anyway. I mean, the head coach hadn’t even seen me kick or given his blessing yet. Didn’t his opinion mean anything?




“Pitt will be cool with it,” Reggie said when I asked about the head coach. “And it’s Delaney’s team anyway, so…”




“What’s his name?”




“Mike Pittman. We call him Pitt. Everyone’s got a nickname. Hell, I don’t even know half of these guys’ real names, only their nicknames. Delaney doesn’t either. Watch.” He called over to Delaney, who’d been talking to Donnie and not listening to us. “D, what’s Sugar Bear’s real name?”




Delaney shrugged.




“What about Pee Wee?”




Delaney considered it for a moment. “William. I think.”




“See?” Reggie smiled.




“Did Pitt know that you guys were bringing in a kicker tonight?” I asked.




Reggie shook his head. “I don’t think he’ll even know how to use a kicker. We’ve never really had one before. But Delaney and I will talk him into it. A good kicker is a real luxury in this league. Not many EFL teams have them. Last year, we left so many points on the field going for two after scoring, or having to go for it on fourth down even though we were in field goal range. If you have a good kicker you have a definite advantage.”




“Hey, I never said I was a good kicker,” trying to make a joke, but, honestly, feeling a little panicked, as if I’d somehow falsely advertised my skills. Damn Reggie for getting me into this! “I never even said Iwas a kicker.”




“Football kicking, soccer kicking, same thing.” Reggie shrugged. “You’ll pick it up fast. I have faith in you, Mark. C’mon, let’s go meet these little bastards. And I gotta introduce you to Pitt.”




Great. The head coach didn’t even want a kicker, let alone know how to use one. Imagine his surprise when he learned that he was getting one who had neveractually kicked before. Throughout the entire practice, Pitt had looked like a serious, downright humorless guy who stood in the middle of live defensive drills, massive arms crossed at his even more massive chest, occasionally barking out a command or a criticism. Put a Smokey hat on him and he could have been a drill instructor at Parris Island.




Reggie, Delaney, and Donnie escorted me over to the parking lot. There were about two dozen guys still left, standing near their cars. A few sipped from beer cans, lowering them whenever a police cruiser skulked by, which one seemed to do every few minutes, a white cop and a black cop closely eyeing the group. A guttural, pulsating bass line pumped out of a low-riding, tricked-out Honda Accord straight out ofPimp My Ride central casting.




“Listen up, ya little bastards,” Reggie announced. “This is Mark—our new kicker.”




Most conversations stopped. Heads turned. I was suddenly front and center. There was a brief moment of trepidation—all I could hear was the bass line—booph, BAM, booph, BAM!—during which I feared they’d groan and ask why they couldn’t get areal kicker, why they always had to scrape the bottom of the athletic barrel, or, worst of all, they’d ask what the hell I thought I was doing in their neighborhood, their field, their world.Isn’t there a polo team on Beacon Hill you’d rather play for, Opie?




Number 54, Captain Insano, approached. He’d looked enormous in his pads, but now, while still big—about six-one, 245 pounds by my guess—he looked slightly less menacing. “Hey, Mark,” he said, holding out his hand. His voice was soft, almost introspective, friendly. “I’m Darrell. Welcome to the Panthers, man.”




I extended my own hand for a traditional handshake, only to discover that he was doing something different, something more elaborate. Our fingers got all tangled up, the grips all off-kilter, him still gripping my fingers when I was releasing, a total mess, like a remedial game of rock-paper-scissors. I’m surprised I didn’t poke his eye out. We both chuckled…me nervous, him amused.




“Where’d you play before?” he asked.




A few heads turned to hear my response. I froze.Shit. The one question I’d been dreading. Make something up…the Patriots…the Barcelona Dragons…a small school in the Niagara Falls area that they wouldn’t know. “Um, I’ve never played football before, actually,” I finally admitted.




They stared.




“But I played soccer in college,” I added quickly, as if that would make things better. I smartly left out the “Division III” part of my heroic sports history, however, and that I’d eventually quit, and that we were named the “Dips.”




“You playing at Brockton this Sunday?” Insano asked.




I shrugged. “I think so. It’s up to Coach Pitt, I guess.”




“Cool,” Insano nodded and then, before turning back around, added, “We finally got a full-time kicker.” How I heard it:We finally got a new mascot.




I shook hands with a bunch of the other guys. Each handshake was also a bit awkward and fumbled, as neither I nor my “handshake partner” knew which type of handshake, exactly, the other preferred—the more traditional “white-guy-businesslike” handshake or the more “urban hand-slap-followed-by-quasi-GI-Joe-with-the-Kung Fu-grip fingertip” thing that I’d just botched with Insano. Some went in for the soft rap of the knuckles, which I was utterly unprepared for, holding my open hand out for a shake when they were balled into a fist (paper-covering-rock), and, when they switched to the open-palm shake, I switched to a balled fist. Clearly, I was a moron. But we’d eventually iron that out.




So, okay, they didn’t carry me on their shoulders and hail my arrival as the saving grace of the team. But honestly, the low-key manner in which they reacted was much better than that: they just went about their business as if I had been there since training camp, which had opened three months earlier, in April. One thought kept repeating in my head:I’m the new kicker for a semi-pro football team? I’m the new kicker for a semi-pro football team! Wait, seriously…did I just say that I’m the new kicker for a semi-pro football team?




And then, there he was: Coach Pitt.




Mike Pittman had a 20-inch neck. That pretty much summed up his football coaching credentials as far as I was concerned. But there’s more. Even at 42 years old he was a rock-solid tank of a man. His biceps were the size of my thighs. And that neck, which you’d have a hard time getting both hands around (should you be dumb enough to try to strangle him). Born in Baltimore, Pittman was one of 15 total children among his mother, father, and stepfather. In elementary school he moved with his mom, a social worker, and stepfather, a brick mason and jack-of-all-trades who worked on oil burners and fixed cars in his backyard, along with three younger siblings to the toughest projects of Greensboro, North Carolina. The Greensboro projects were rife with racial tension, drugs, and crime. Those projects were also where he started playing football in street pickup games when he was eight years old. He soon tried out for a Pop Warner team and has been involved in football ever since.




He eventually grew into a star high school defensive back and linebacker and moved on to Fayetteville State University, and, after a year, transferred to UMass-Boston in the early ’80s. In 1984, at age 20, he tried out for the Boston Breakers of the United States Football League, which had a momentary heyday in the early-/mid-’80s with such high-profile signings as Herschel Walker (New Jersey Generals), Doug Flutie (Generals), Jim Kelly (Houston Gamblers), and Steve Young (LA Express). Out of the nearly 600 people who tried out, Pittman was one of the last players cut from the Breakers. Looking to stick with football, he discovered the Randolph Oilers of the EFL and began playing semi-pro. Pittman, a plumber, father of four, and grandfather of two, was still immersed in football, coaching three other teams besides the Panthers with his limited free time: he was an assistant at Norwood High School; he coached Pop Warner in the South End; and he also coached a local women’s professional team, the Bay State Warriors. He was in his second year as head coach of the Panthers.




Maybe it was just that…friggin’ neck. Or those keg-crushing biceps. Or maybe it was the fact that he was the only guy who was yet to so much as crack a smile that night. Whatever the reason, his mere presence made me nervous, looking at me as if I’d already screwed up somehow and needed to be scolded. With a slight aura of curiosity and skepticism he approached and spoke, his deep, serious voice somehow drowning out the bass beat of the hip-hop thathad been blasting from the low-riding Honda. (Yes, even Tupac Shakur deferred to Coach Pitt.) Reggie introduced us and we shook hands. It felt like I stuck my palm into a catcher’s mitt.




“Where you from, Mark?” he asked me.




Did he mean “from” as in,Where is your family from? orWhere did you grow up? orWhere do you live now? And why was I at such a loss to decode what was, essentially, under normal circumstances, a pretty simple question?




“I live up near the State House, near the Common.” Even though those specifics made the location obvious, I just didn’t want to say Beacon Hill.




“Ah,” he replied with a nod and a barely perceptible grin. “A rich boy.”




Shit!So there it was. He assumed I was a blue-blood, cosmo-sipping dandy.




“I wish,” I answered. I was no rich boy, although I could virtually guarantee that I was the only guy here who used Kiehl’s skin-care products for men. I pointed at my used 1999 Jeep Grand Cherokee. “My apartment’s about as big as my car.”




Pitt nodded, still staring at me, sizing me up. Having already reached his conclusion on one front—I was slumming it here in the ’hood, no matter what cute little jokes I made about my small apartment—he now moved on to pressing football matters. “Can you kick off into the end zone?”




“Sure,” I answered way too eagerly. I wanted to sound confident. All it sounded like was a chirpy, blatant lie. So I thought it wise to backpedal a bit. “I think I can. I’ve never really—”




Pitt stared.




“Yeah, I can reach the end zone,” I concluded, clumsily changing tack.




He cocked his head ever so slightly. “All right,” he said finally, sighing, resigned to the fact that Reggie and Delaney had unearthed his new kicker from some crosstown scrap heap. “I’m not sure if you’ll play this weekend, but come on down to Brockton and we’ll see what happens. Khary’s usually our kicker. But we don’t kick that much, to be honest with you. We’ll see, though. If you’re any good, maybe we’ll kick more.”




Thanks a lot, Coach. No pressure or anything.




Along with kicking, Khary—about six-foot-one with a slightly lazy right eye and a close-shaven head, except for a tiny little samurai-looking ball of hair clinging to the back of his skull—was a defensive back and punter. He turned upon hearing his name and then went back to chatting with two guys in white tank top undershirts: a massive D-lineman, Derek, who had light brown stretch marks on his arms and chest, clear signs of hours spent lifting ungodly amounts of weights in the gym; and an even bigger guy whom everyone just called, appropriately enough, Big Paul. He was the team’s center, easily six-foot-eight, 350 pounds. Dude practically had his own gravitational pull.




The Panthers’ 2004 EFL season opener would be against the expansion Brockton Buccaneers that Sunday, just three days away. But I honestly didn’t expect to play; after all, this had been my first “practice” with the team, and the season opener probably wasn’t the time for Coach Pitt—clearly not the freewheeling, loosey-goosey type—to experiment with aging rookies who’d never played the game before. Christ, I didn’t even own a helmet yet.




“If you can kick it into the end zone, we might be able to use you,” Pitt reaffirmed, possibly challenging my earlier positive response. I tried to look him back in the eye, but I just wasn’t able to hold his intimidating stare. So I looked at his shoulder, his eyes, the top of his head, the players behind him, thePimp My Ride low-riding Honda, anywhere but his eyes as I responded.




“Cool,” I said, trying to sound more at ease than I was. But not playing was fine with me. Let me watch for now. I obviously had a ton to learn.




Coach Pitt was the only one I received even the slightest skeptical vibe from that night. He was the only one who seemed to wonder what the hell I was doing there. Can’t blame him; all he had to judge me on were a few kickoffs…in khaki shorts and way-too-clean running shoes. Kicking with a helmet and shoulder pads, in front of a hostile crowd, while angry grown men try to possibly kill me? That’s a whole different story.Should I waste my time with this guy? Coach Pitt’s squint and cocked head seemed to ask.Can he possibly make my team better, help us win games? It wasn’t going to be a cakewalk making a believer of Coach Pitt. But while I had no empirical evidence upon which to base this conclusion, I knew that I wasn’t any coddled, soft white boy from the ’burbs. I had a strange feeling that hewould be able to count on me in the clutch at some point. Iwould play football.Real, American, honest-to-goodness football.




The season began in less than 72 hours.
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