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  Dedications

  To my mom, who died of cancer during the writing of this book, and to Janet, for her unwavering support.

  —Jeffrey Flanagan

  All that follows is the result of a collective commitment to achieve—whether with family, friendships, or fantasies!

  —Marty Schottenheimer
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  FOREWORD

  BY ERNIE ACCORSI

  MY FIRST JOB in the NFL was working as the public relations director for the Baltimore Colts. I was in Jacksonville, Florida, in August of 1971 for our preseason game against the Oakland Raiders (Jacksonville hosted several preseason games back then) when I first encountered Marty Schottenheimer. One of my many duties—in those days organizations were extremely compact—was to make hotel and bus arrangements for the team. Our owner, Carroll Rosenbloom, insisted that I greet the players as they descended from the stairs of the plane on every road trip and hand them their hotel-room keys. The Colts just had acquired a reserve linebacker named Marty Schottenheimer a few days before the game, and I had not had a chance to meet him yet. When he appeared in front of me at the bottom of the airplane stairs that day in Jacksonville, I looked at him and said, “Who are you?” (Actually, I assumed it was Marty, but because he didn’t bother to initiate an introduction, I decided I’d have a little fun with him.) He replied, “Marty Schottenheimer,” and, as I recall, he seemed a little offended that I needed to ask. I shot back, “Well, I knew you weren’t Johnny Unitas.” Marty grunted at my sarcasm, grabbed the hotel-room key, and kept walking. Little did we know at the time, but on that tarmac in Jacksonville, a truly wonderful friendship began.

  The next time I saw Marty was on the practice field in Cleveland the first day of training camp in 1984. I had just joined the Cleveland Browns as assistant to the president and owner, Art Modell. I had heard plenty about Marty before that— mostly that he was a rising star in the coaching ranks with stops in New York with the Giants, Detroit, and now Cleveland. We had a more formal introduction this time and I remember saying to him, “Marty, the word around the league is that you’re the next assistant to get a head coaching job. Your reputation is terrific.” It was true. But neither of us realized that it would happen in Cleveland, eight weeks into our first season together, when Sam Rutigliano was dismissed as head coach. The night Modell informed Rutigliano he was fired, he called Marty to his home and, while in front of me, offered Marty the “interim” head coaching position. Marty rejected it flatly. Marty’s point, and he was right, was that he would have no chance of succeeding for the eight games left in the ’84 season if the players thought he was only an interim coach. Art and I then spoke privately and Art asked me what we should do. I warned Art not to call Marty’s bluff. Art agreed and offered Marty a multi-year deal. The firm stance that Marty took that night was the first sign to me that we had something special in this young head coach. At the conclusion of that 1984 season, Modell named me executive vice president of football operations (essentially the general manager) and Marty and I launched four of the best years I ever spent in football.

  Counting my collegiate years, I spent thirty-seven years in football, thirty-five in the National Football League. In all my time, Marty is the coach I enjoyed working with the most. I’d also have to say he was the one I was closest to. I had—and still have—complete trust in him. Marty has impeccable integrity. He is also one of the greatest coaches ever. He not only won everywhere he went, but he won immediately everywhere he went. That is rare, believe me. It also is rare for a general manager and head coach to have as close a relationship as we had. Normally, the general manager is closest to his personnel people, and the head coach is closest to his coaching staff. But Marty and I—and my personnel people and his assistant coaches knew this, too—were closer to each other than anyone else in the organization. I think that closeness came about because we both felt we had one common goal—what was best for the organization—and we would not let our egos ever interfere with that.
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  Marty and Ernie Accorsi hold Marty’s first of three “AFC Coach of the Year” trophies.

  Mixed in with all of Marty’s victories and achievements was a great amount of heartbreak, including the back-to-back AFC championship game losses to Denver while we were in Cleveland. But through it all, Marty never complained and never felt sorry for himself. I greatly admired that. I also greatly admired his willpower and determination. Whenever he got knocked down, he got right back up again. That’s why he kept winning where ever he went. The jobs of general manager and coach both have their unique pressures and challenges. But both jobs are a lot easier when the general manager and coach know they have complete trust in one another. That’s what I had with Marty Schottenheimer, and I felt fortunate for that. What a great man to go into battle with in the game of football. And what a great man to have as a friend for a lifetime.


  INTRODUCTION

  THE IDEA TO do a book with Marty Schottenheimer came to me while I was finishing up another book, A Sea of Red, the story of the Kansas City Chiefs’ fifty years in pro football. I had just written the section for that book detailing Marty’s amazing coaching job in Kansas City in which he took a pitiful franchise and transformed it into one of the most formidable NFL teams of the 1990s. When Marty arrived, the Chiefs hadn’t won a playoff game since Super Bowl IV. By Marty’s third season, his Chiefs were a playoff winner. In ten years in Kansas City, Marty made the playoffs seven times and had a regular-season record of 101-58-1. He turned Arrowhead Stadium into one of the most feared venues in all of the NFL, posting a 62-18 record at home, the third best home record in the 1990s. I knew all this, of course, having covered the Chiefs for The Kansas City Star as a page 2 columnist. But chronicling that era once again reminded me of just how special Marty was as a coach. He turned around Cleveland and was “The Fumble” and “The Drive” away from making the Super Bowl with the Browns. He was almost as close in Kansas City, twice gaining the No. 1 playoff seed with 13-3 records, and also making the AFC title game after the 1993 season. He then resurrected a sad San Diego franchise and elevated the Chargers to one of the elite teams in the league, even going 14-2 in his final season before being fired. All of this screamed to me that someone should be doing a book about Marty Schottenheimer. Amazingly, no one had. I called Marty shortly after A Sea of Red came out and asked him if he was interested in doing a project together. He told me he had been asked before, but he hadn’t felt the time had been right. He again didn’t seem sold on the idea, but pledged to talk about it with his wife, Pat, and children, Brian and Kristen. It was October of 2009.

  Then, on the day after Christmas of that year, my cell phone rang. It was Marty. He said that after talking to his children and to Pat, they all agreed that the time finally was right to do a book, especially because they all wanted Marty’s grandchildren to know of his legacy. I was thrilled, to say the least. Marty invited my girlfriend, Janet, and I to Palm Springs, California (their winter home), to spend a week with he and Pat to start the project.

  When we arrived in Palm Springs, we were both overwhelmed by Marty’s and Pat’s hospitality. Marty and I developed a daily routine: We talked for hours each morning, played some golf in the afternoon, and then had great dinners and a few cocktails at night with Pat and Janet. It was a fabulous week. And both Janet and I were virtually in awe of how Marty and Pat maneuvered through each day as the perfect team. They doted on each other, and each move they made seemed directed toward what was in the best interests of each other. In fact, after the week was over, I remember asking Ernie Accorsi, who wrote the foreword for this book, if Marty and Pat could possibly be that perfect of a couple all the time. Ernie laughed and said, “I don’t know if they’re perfect, but they do act like they’re always on their honeymoon. They are amazing.”

  Over the next year, I met with Marty in Kansas City and in Charlotte, North Carolina (their main home), and interviewed dozens of his friends, former players, former assistants, and family members. Their glowing praise of Marty was unwavering. I can honestly say, too, that Marty and I never had a disagreement during that time. He was exactly as advertised as a person—ego and pride never factored into his decisions. He was only interested in what was best for the book. That selflessness is how Marty approached coaching. And that’s how he is as a person.

  The only real “debate” we ever had concerned the title of the book. I opted for the title “Midnight Rule,” the name of one of Marty’s coaching commandments in which he compels players and coaches to completely forget about each game, win or lose, by midnight of the night of each game. That’s actually how Marty rules his life, too—he doesn’t dwell on bad events, nor does he bask in any of the glories. Each new day brings new challenges to him, regardless of the past. But both Marty and Pat wanted us to go with “Martyball!” as the title. After all, “Martyball!” is his unmistakable brand. My only reservation with using “Martyball!” as the title was that the moniker had gone through an evolution since it came to define Marty’s style of winning football in Kansas City. Fair or not, with each heart-breaking playoff loss, “Martyball” eventually became synonymous with an approach that was too conservative. Granted, it was the media which helped push that new definition of Martyball. But, fair or not, fans seemed to pick up on it. I was worried that a book named “Martyball!” might not lure readers into a great story because of that new definition. But then in May of 2012, Marty, Pat, and I had a very rational discussion about it in their kitchen in Charlotte. They both convinced me that no matter how much the definition of “Martyball” may have changed, they both still embraced its original meaning—“Martyball” stood for winning football. Period. They were right. Only five coaches in the history of the NFL have ever won more games than Marty, who won 200 regular-season games. So, no matter what the media and some fans may think, “Martyball’s” true meaning actually never changed. It is not about conservative football, it is about intelligent, hard-nosed, winning football. To emphasize his point, Marty looked at me, punched his fist in the air and barked loudly, “‘Martyball!’ That is what defines me,” he said.

  End of debate. I was sold. And I hope you are, too, when you read “Martyball!”


  Chapter 1


  THIS ONE’S FOR YOU, DAD

  ALL EYES INSIDE San Diego’s packed Qualcomm Stadium watched anxiously as one official stretched out the first-down chains and another official knelt, holding the football in place. The lead stick came down beyond the football, almost one full yard beyond. Groans emerged from the New York Jets’ sideline. Referee Jerome Boger raised his right fist, indicating it would be fourth down. The most important decision of this 2010 playoff game now awaited Jets’ coach Rex Ryan and his staff. The game clock restarted, and it ticked down toward 1:40. A Jets player standing behind Ryan immediately began howling, “Go for it, coach! Go for it!” Another Jets player pleaded, “Just sneak it, man! We gotta sneak it!”

  The Jets, perhaps the most improbable of teams to even be in this situation, had to decide. Clinging to a 17-14 lead over the San Diego Chargers, who were the pick of many to reach the Super Bowl, the Jets had a chance to settle the matter here and now. Ryan let the play clock run all the way down before using his final timeout with 1:09 remaining in regulation. The football rested at the Chargers’ 29-yard line. A long field goal, even if successful, would not put the game out of reach and also then would give the Chargers one last chance to pull out a victory. A pooch punt might ensure the Chargers a longer field to navigate, but it still would give San Diego a chance to tie the score with just a field goal and send the game into overtime. Because the Chargers had already used their final timeout, a New York first down would allow the Jets to take a knee, run out the clock and continue their magical playoff ride with a trip to Indianapolis and the AFC championship game. Those were Ryan’s options.

  Could the Jets really be here? Could they really be this close? These were the 9-7 Jets, a team most people thought smuggled its way into the playoffs in the first place. Just a few weeks earlier, the Jets had seemingly bottomed out their season with a disastrous 10-7 loss to Atlanta at home, leaving them 7-7 and no doubt pondering their off-season vacation plans. But then the following week, they upset the 14-0 Indianapolis Colts on the road, though that 29-15 victory was tainted by the fact that the Colts seemed to pass on a chance at a perfect season—the Colts rested their starters, including quarterback Peyton Manning, in the second half. The next week, the Jets again won on the road, this time cruising 37-0 past the disinterested Cincinnati Bengals, who by then already had their playoff position set and treated that final regular-season game as if it were the preseason.

  So, just like that, the Jets suddenly were the suspicious guests at the AFC playoff party. But no one was asking to see their invitations the following week when they shocked everyone with a convincing 24-14 thumping over those same Bengals in Cincinnati—this time the Bengals really were trying—in the opening round. And now, here the Jets were, one yard away from the unthinkable: upsetting the 13-point favorite Chargers in the Chargers’ own backyard. If this was indeed destiny, Ryan must have sensed it all along. So while many NFL head coaches might have taken the safer, less second-guessed approach to this fourth-down situation by trying a field goal or a pooch punt, Ryan would have none of that.

  By the time Jets rookie quarterback Mark Sanchez and veteran center Nick Mangold reached the sideline to discuss the matter, Ryan had made up his mind. Moments before he had turned to offensive coordinator Brian Schottenheimer and barked, “We’re going for it! Get a play ready!”

  Bold and gutsy, to be sure. But what play to call? As Schotteneheimer huddled with offensive line coach Bill Callahan to discuss the plan of attack, two intent observers— Mangold and Sanchez—listened in. Callahan then turned to Mangold and asked what play he thought might work in this situation. “What about ‘Boom?’” Mangold suggested, referring to a running play that Schottenheimer had just game-planned into the offense on Thursday night. “Boom” was a run to the right, with no pulling guards, a quick hitter designed for short-yardage situations. But it was a play that might be vulnerable if the Chargers guessed right and overloaded the correct side.

  Both Schottenheimer and Callahan immediately shook their heads no. Schottenheimer already had the play he wanted. It had to be “40 Blast.” In the NFL, virtually every team has a signature running play and for the Jets it was unquestionably “40 Blast.” The play also is designed to run to the right, like “Boom,” through the gap between right tackle Damien Woody and right guard Brandon Moore. But unlike “Boom,” left guard Alan Faneca has to pull to his right on “40 Blast” and charge into that gap as fullback Tony Richardson trails close behind. Faneca and Richardson each must search for the nearest defensive body to blast. By design, the tailback with the ball, either Shonn Greene or Thomas Jones, then should be able to burrow his way to daylight behind the lead blocks. “I want 600 pounds of angry flesh leading the way,” Schottenheimer often commanded his players when they practiced the play.

  Schottenheimer grabbed Sanchez by the arm, walked over to Ryan and announced, “We’re going with ‘40 Blast.’” Ryan looked at them both and said simply, “Fine. Let’s get it and end this thing.” Sanchez and Mangold jogged back toward the huddle as Schottenheimer and Ryan gave each other reassuring nods. This was it. This was the season on the line. As the Jets broke the huddle and set up at the line of scrimmage, Schottenheimer thought to himself what a pure football moment this truly was. With everything at stake, the Jets were not about to try anything out of their depth. No fancy misdirection plays, no cute bootlegs, no play-action passes. They were going to run “40 Blast.” Strength against strength. Totally macho football. Truth be told, most football observers knew exactly what play the Jets were going to run, too, including the Chargers. “At some point, football just comes down to willpower,” Schottenheimer would say later.

  Schottenheimer loved “40 Blast,” perhaps because he’d seen a version of it so much growing up. The play was a virtual clone of his father’s favorite play of all time—“Power O.” Brian’s father, Marty Schottenheimer, had been running “Power O” since Brian was a boy, all the way back to when Marty was coaching the Cleveland Browns. Marty’s “Power O” also had a guard pulling in front of the fullback, leaving the tailback the option of cutting inside or outside once he reached the second tier of blocking. Marty’s “Power O” actually was a condensed version of Vince Lombardi’s famous “Packers Power Sweep,” which had both guards pulling outside the tackle (“Get a seal here, a seal there, and you run through the alley?” Lombardi would repeat.). Marty so adored his “Power O” that he often still tells friends, “You know, some day when I die, they will put on my headstone ’Coach Marty Schottenheimer, Power O.’” So perhaps it was no coincidence that in the most important play of the Jets’ 2009–10 season, Marty’s son, Brian, was betting it all on “40 Blast.” As the Jets’ linemen settled into their stances, Sanchez started shouting out his signals. The crowd at Qualcomm countered by showering a deafening roar down upon the field, imploring the Chargers to make one final stand. Meanwhile, some 2,500 miles away, Marty Schottenheimer stood nervously at a hotel bar in Orlando, Florida, his eyes fixed on the high-def television screen overhead. In his right hand, Marty nursed his favorite drink—single-malt, Glenmorangie scotch. As much as anything, the scotch was there for medicinal purposes, an effort to soothe his nerves. His left hand, its palm sweaty, clung tightly to the bar railing. Most of the bar’s patrons had recognized Marty the minute he had walked in, and they had cheered with him the entire game, rooting for Brian and the Jets to pull off the huge upset. As Marty watched the Jets get ready for the fourth-down play, a man standing next to Marty patted him on the back and said supportively, “Don’t worry, coach, you got this one. You got it, coach.” Marty grinned appreciatively but joked, “Thanks, but I’m not coaching here.”

  At that moment it dawned on Marty that coaching this game actually might be far less stressful than having to watch it, helplessly, on television. Indeed, the man who had been through it all in pro football, having played in two AFL title games himself with the Buffalo Bills, having coached in three AFC title games, and having persevered through 21 years as an NFL head coach, was as unsettled as he had ever been observing a football game. And it was rare for Marty Schottenheimer to ever be unsettled. As a coach, Marty simply refused to be rattled. He took pride in that. Marty was a coach who preached calmness to his teams, especially during a game’s most pressure-packed situations. Just stay relaxed, men. Keep your poise, men. Maintain your composure. One play at a time. One play at a time. Marty lived by those words. They comforted him and guided him. They were his compass. Always. But here and now, as he watched his son, Brian, and as he waited for this fourth-down play to unfold, Marty’s time-tested tenets weren’t doing him the slightest bit of good. He was a nervous wreck.

  Marty took a sip of scotch and stared at the television. He wanted so much to be in San Diego for this game. He wanted to be there for Brian. But months before Brian and the Jets had made their surprising move into the second round of the playoffs, Marty had accepted an invitation to coach in the East-West Shrine Game that weekend in Orlando. Marty is a man of his word—he had no choice but to honor his commitment to the Shriners. So here Marty was, having to watch the Jets-Chargers game in a hotel bar. “I can’t stand this,” Marty said to the man next to him. “You know how hard this is?” This, after all, was his son, his Brian, his baby boy, in the biggest coaching moment of his life. And this was his son coaching against, of all teams, the San Diego Chargers.

  Many people close to the Schottenheimers—not to mention many people around the NFL—were well aware of the hidden storyline building up to this Jets–Chargers game. There was something else at stake to this game other than the trip to Indianapolis. Something personal. Marty would never suggest this, not in a million years, but those loyal to Marty and his family viewed this Jets–Chargers game as a golden chance to get even. Indeed, to those faithful to Marty, this Jets–Chargers game was something akin to a morality play. To them, this game was an opportunity for Marty’s son, Brian, to come back and avenge his father. Imagine, a Schottenheimer, coming back to beat the Chargers, the team with the ungrateful front office and the self-serving general manager, the team that did Marty wrong, horribly wrong. The team that made history three years earlier by being the first and only NFL franchise to ever fire a coach, Marty, after a 14-2 season. This game was about setting things right. This game was about payback.

  Marty, of course, certainly didn’t look at the Jets–Chargers game in that manner. He simply isn’t wired that way. Marty always believed in taking the high road, no matter the personal pain, and he did so even during that fateful February of 2007, when he was in the midst of a maddening injustice. He never bad-mouthed the Chargers after he was fired, though most observers in the NFL thought he had every reason to. In fact, just as he had done in Washington years before when he shockingly was fired after reviving the Redskins to an 8-8 record, Marty actually praised the Chargers. after they dismissed him, proclaiming they were a team headed for great things. And he meant it, every word of it. “Take me out of the equation,” Marty said at the time. “This team has a ton of talent. The Chargers and this organization will be just fine without me. Trust me.” And Marty walked away. While Marty never launched any volleys toward the Chargers, those around the league and those familiar with the situation weren’t as kind. “The dumbest firing I’ve ever seen,” said one NFL executive at the time. “Probably the dumbest firing in history.” An NFL general manager said, in disbelief, “Do they have any idea how hard it is to win fourteen games in this league? Are you kidding me? You fire a guy like Marty Schottenheimer? They probably just cursed themselves forever.”

  Marty couldn’t have possibly foreseen the soap opera that eventually enveloped him in San Diego and ultimately led to his firing. After his abrupt departure from Washington and eccentric Redskins owner Dan Snyder in 2002, Marty immediately got an offer from then San Diego general manager John Butler to coach the Chargers. “We clicked right off the bat,” Marty said. “John Butler was a good guy, a good football man, and I knew we could work together. We could communicate and that’s the basis of any good relationship.” Marty, a master at rebuilding organizations, was truly enthused about taking on the task in San Diego, a disorganized franchise that hadn’t won a playoff game since 1995. But Butler was diagnosed with lung cancer just a few months after Marty was hired in San Diego, and Butler succumbed to the disease after Marty’s first season there.

  AJ. Smith, who had been working under Butler, was promoted to general manager, and Marty’s relationship with the Chargers’ front office became strained almost overnight. “I never found out what the problem was,” Marty said. “I asked him several times why he had a problem with me and I never got an answer. Never. After a while you finally get tired of asking and you just accept the situation you’re in. You live with it.” As their first year together pressed on, Smith and Marty essentially stopped speaking. They routinely would pass in the office hallways and never even say hello. Smith never admitted publicly that he had issues with Marty, but those close to the team suggested that once Smith became general manager, he desperately wanted to hire his own coach, a coach he could have complete control over. In fact, rumors swirled that Smith wanted to fire Marty immediately after the 2003 season when the Chargers stumbled to a 4-12 record. But Chargers president and CEO Dean Spanos stood by Marty, and Marty, as resilient as ever, bounced back and led the Chargers to a 12-4 mark in 2004. Marty was named NFL Coach of the Year. Smith then seemed stuck with Marty, a coach he didn’t hire and a coach he clearly didn’t want. Insiders say Smith was mired in frustration.

  After the Chargers finished a disappointing 9-7 in 2005, rumors again popped up that Smith was ready to fire Marty. But Marty and the Chargers bounced back once more and seemed primed for a Super Bowl run the following season, posting a league-best 14-2 record. Then in January of 2007, a series of mental mistakes, fumbles, dropped passes, and missed field goals by the Chargers led to a crushing, upset loss to the Patriots in the AFC divisional playoff game at home. Rumors again surfaced that Smith was ready to pull the trigger on Marty, who still had one year left on his contract. Still, Spanos made it clear to everyone that he wanted Marty back and announced those intentions at a press conference a few days after the playoff loss. Smith, meanwhile, stayed mum. The rumor mill lost some steam, at least for a while.

  But within a week or two, other NFL teams predictably came cherry-picking at Marty’s successful coaching staff. First, Miami plucked Marty’s offensive coordinator, Cam Cameron, for its head coaching job. Then, defensive coordinator Wade Phillips, who happened to be Smith’s favorite and his preference to eventually replace Marty, left for the head coaching job in Dallas. Smith seemed to become even more agitated with the realization that not only would Marty be back the next season, but that Phillips would not. Perhaps even harder for Smith to accept was knowing that Marty would be bringing in more of his own people to replace Cameron and Phillips (Marty’s contract stipulated that he could hire his own staff). Finally, when Marty made his intentions clear that he wanted to bring in his brother, Kurt, who was then the defensive backs coach for the Green Bay Packers, to interview for the defensive coordinator’s job, Smith went ballistic. Smith sent word to Marty that under no circumstances should he attempt to interview his brother (Gasp! Another Schottenheimer on the staff?). Marty sent word right back that hiring his own staff was his prerogative and within his rights contractually. Smith reportedly stomped directly to Spanos’s office and pleaded with Spanos to intervene.

  Spanos, no doubt growing increasingly fatigued by the years of this dysfunctional relationship between his general manager and his coach, finally reached his limit. But Spanos raised eyebrows around the league by surprisingly siding with his general manager. Spanos fired Marty and then practically admitted publicly that the reason behind the dismissal was that the Smith–Marty relationship simply could not be repaired. The firing sent shock waves around the NFL. Who in their right mind fires a coach who just went 14-2? Marty, though, never flinched. The next day he thanked the Chargers for his time there, said good-bye to his players (who incidentally overwhelmingly supported him), and saluted the Chargers’ fans. Marty’s wife, Pat, had their belongings packed, she sold their house in La Jolla, and the Schottenheimers quietly moved back to their main home in Charlotte, North Carolina. “Marty wasn’t angry and he wasn’t resentful,” Pat said. “It was football. It was a business. And it was time to move on. So we did.” Long ago, Marty had learned to cope with the incredible highs and lows of the coaching lifestyle by employing what he called the “Midnight Rule,” which dictates that, win or lose, you put each and every game behind you the minute the clock strikes midnight. Absolutely no exceptions. Marty and Pat seemed to apply the “Midnight Rule” to this firing as well. A decision had been made, what’s done is done. They didn’t dwell on it. By the next morning, Marty and Pat were already moving on.

  But to the people around the Schottenheimer family, and to many people around the league, the firing never sat well. It was flat-out wrong. It lingered. And that’s why the payback element to this Jets–Chargers playoff game was such an intriguing sidebar—there seemed to be a strong sentiment around the league that if a Schottenheimer could come back and knock out A. J. Smith and the Chargers, justice would be served. “I can tell you this,” an NFL executive from the East Coast said months later, “a ton of people around the NFL were rooting for the Jets that day, and not because they cared that much about the Jets.”

  Still, to Marty, this Jets–Chargers game was simply about one thing and one thing only—Brian’s coaching career. Marty was not the type of father who would have forced his son to follow in his coaching footsteps. But Marty was damn proud when Brian did choose that path. Marty often worried that the relentless time demands of being an NFL head coach had prevented him from being a good father to Brian. “You’re away from your children so much in our business,” Marty said, shaking his head, “you just wonder if you’ve done your job as a parent. And you wonder what your children think of you.” So, when Brian decided to pursue a coaching career as well, it served as somewhat of a validation for Marty as a father. Brian actually determined just before he reached age 20 that he wanted to become a coach, like his dad. Brian had it all mapped out, starting with a college transfer from Kansas to Florida after his freshman season just to quarterback (but mostly study) under offensive guru and Gators coach Steve Spurrier. After college, Brian then patiently paid his dues in the NFL, starting at the bottom as video coordinator and offensive assistant with the Rams and the Chiefs, then rising to quarterbacks coach with the Redskins, and also, yes, with the San Diego Chargers (Brian tutored Drew Brees in San Diego under Marty). In 2005, Brian got his big break—he was offered the job as offensive coordinator with the Jets. He accepted. “There was no doubt in my mind that Brian was going to be successful once he got into the coaching business,” Marty said. “But as a father and a parent, you still worry about everything that your children go through. You always worry.”

  And here was Brian’s most pivotal moment as an offensive coordinator, making the decisive call on fourth-and-one for the Jets in the divisional playoffs with a chance to go to the AFC championship game. Marty took another sip of scotch as he waited for the Jets to snap the ball. Earlier, about midway through the fourth quarter, Marty had called Pat on her cell phone but got only her voice mail. Marty left a message, “I can’t stand this, honey. I’m going nuts. Pick up the phone!”

  Pat, meanwhile, was trying to cope with her own level of anxiety. She and Brian’s wife, Gemmi, had made the trip to San Diego to watch the game in person. But the planning required to get into the stadium that day turned into an almost covert operation. Gemmi had received the game tickets from Brian and the Jets—coaches and coordinators always get complimentary tickets, just as the players do. Pat, though, also wanted to get parking passes for she and Gemmi and several other Jets’ wives so their drivers could get them into Qualcomm’s parking lot and then drop them all off at the front gate. The problem was the Chargers controlled the issuing of parking passes. Pat, naturally, was wary of calling any of her friends inside the Chargers’ offices—who knew if it was safe for a Chargers employee to even talk to a Schottenheimer? What if Smith found out and what might he do to that employee? Pat finally decided to call Jim Steeg, who was a dear friend and the executive vice president of the Chargers. Pat, however, chose to call Steeg at home. Steeg arranged for the parking passes to be delivered to Pat’s hotel.

  The ride to the stadium that day was tense. “I knew Pat was nervous about the game and about everything,” Gemmi said, “because Marty kept calling from Florida before the game and all Pat would say was ‘I can’t talk right now, honey. I can’t talk.’”

  Make no mistake, this game wasn’t easy for Pat. Obviously, she had no conflicts over whom she wanted to win. Her son had a chance to coach in the AFC championship game the next week. And then perhaps even the Super Bowl after that. But in all of Marty’s coaching stops, Pat had made it a point to befriend the people in each and every organization. She considered that part of her role—Marty and Pat, after all, were a team. Pat, indeed, was the ultimate head coach’s wife. She was always there for the coaching staff’s wives and the players’ wives, often helping them get settled into new environments. She established relationships with the owners and team executives and their families. She set up parties and friendly get-togethers to encourage bonding among everyone. She was a diplomat, an ambassador, a therapist, a problem-solver, a shoulder for anyone to lean on. It was no different during her time in San Diego. And Pat still had numerous friends within the Chargers’ organization. In fact, even after Marty was fired, Pat remained friends with Susie and Dean Spanos. She also was friends with Nancy and Norv Turner, the Chargers’ coach who replaced Marty. Pat even called Nancy to ask her if there was anything she could do to make the Turners’ transition easier. Pat was friends with several of the Chargers’ players and their wives, especially LaTorsha and LaDainian Tomlinson. In other words, it was hard for Pat to openly root against her friends, so many of whom she had gotten close to. But this was still San Diego, the organization that had foolishly fired her husband. “I’m almost ashamed to admit this,” Pat said, “but when we were in Cleveland and Kansas City and Washington, I never rooted against those teams after we left. I always wished them well. Always. But with the Chargers, I really didn’t want them to go to the Super Bowl. I just didn’t.”

  When Pat and Gemmi arrived at Qualcomm, they made their way to their seats. “It was pretty weird just walking back in there,” Gemmi said. “We had great seats, right below the press box, at club level. But we were right in the middle, naturally, of all these Chargers fans. It was kind of hard to take.” Said Pat, “Let’s put it this way: Where we were sitting, it was going to be very uncomfortable cheering for the Jets.”

  By the second quarter, Pat and Gemmi decided it was too uncomfortable so they relocated to a spot with some of the Jets fans near the top of the stadium. “It was clearly the nosebleed section,” Gemmi said, laughing. But hey, it was safe. Together, Pat and Gemmi leaned on each other to get through the sluggish first half when the Jets trailed, 7-0. “But we both just started to get a feeling in the second half that the Jets would come back,” Pat said. “And then when the Jets went ahead … wow … I think that made me even more nervous.”

  And then, the decisive moment arrived. Fourth and one. Gemmi thought about keeping her eyes closed—she figured the cheers or sighs of the Chargers’ fans would let her know the outcome. Pat sat motionless, hands over her mouth. The crowd noise around them was deafening.

  * * *

  Back in Charlotte, Pat and Marty’s daughter, Kristen, was anything but motionless as she watched the game that day on television. Kristen paced around her living room like a coach working the sideline, which is fitting because Kristen dreamed as a girl of becoming the first female head football coach. She certainly knew football well enough to be a coach. Kristen grew up truly a student of the game, perhaps even more so than Brian. She spent much of her youth constantly prying into her father’s mind when it came to play design, blocking assignments, defensive coverages, you name it. She came to understand football better than most males. When she was a teenager watching her father’s games with the Cleveland Browns, she could correctly identify exactly why a play didn’t work and who was responsible for blowing an assignment. That knowledge and attention to detail, though, often led to frustrations for Kristen. When the media or fans wrongly laid blame on certain players, or even on her father, for a broken play, she desperately wanted to set the matter straight. “There were so many times my dad took responsibility for something that wasn’t his fault,” Kristen said. “And my dad would never single out a player who messed up a play, either, and so a lot of times people pointed the finger at him and I just never thought that was fair.” The injustice of it all got to Kristen so much in Cleveland that she used to sit in her bedroom and write letter after letter after letter—she intended to send all those letters to the Cleveland Plain Dealer’s letters-to-the-editor section. “I just wanted people to know the truth about what happened on a certain play or the truth about what happened during a certain game,” Kristen said. “Of course, I never mailed any of them. You’d never do that as a coach’s daughter. I guess it was just good therapy for me to write those letters. I still have them all in a box somewhere. There’s probably over 100 of them.”

  Football was always serious business to Kristen, and so was watching her father’s games. When they were growing up, Kristen and Brian, who is three years younger, always watched their father’s road games together at home on television. Most of the time, they watched the games alone, just the two of them, which is what Kristen preferred. And years later, after Kristen had moved away to college, she still preferred to watch her father’s games in privacy. “I guess I watch games differently than most people,” Kristen said. “It’s more intense for me.” And even after her father’s coaching career ended with the Chargers, Kristen preferred to watch Brian’s Jets games completely alone, too. “I have a great group of friends that I watch the Carolina Panthers games with and that’s fun and all,” she says. “But to watch Brian and a Jets game, that’s different. I like to do that by myself.”

  Yet there was something different about this Jets–Chargers game that led Kristen to break her own viewing rules. For this game, she decided to surround herself with friends. “I guess because there was so much at stake,” she said, “and there was so much emotion leading up to it, for Brian and for my dad, and for our whole family, I just couldn’t see myself alone. I’m glad I wasn’t.” Yet as the Jets lined up to go for it on fourth-and-1, Kristen had no trouble tuning out everyone else in her living room. She stopped her pacing, folded her arms across her chest, and stood directly in front of the television. She took a deep breath in.

  The fans at Qualcomm were now as loud as they had been all game, desperately hoping to induce a false-start penalty from the Jets. As Sanchez shouted out his signals over the noise, he and the Jets’ linemen surveyed the Chargers’ defense. They quickly recognized that the Chargers had shifted into a 5-3 front. Faneca, the left guard who was supposed to pull to the right on “40 Blast,” prepared to make an adjustment and stay put. Pulling to the right in that situation would permit the extra Chargers’ defensive lineman a clear shot through the vacated hole toward tailback Thomas Jones.

  Without Faneca pulling, Moore and Woody, the Jets’ right side, really needed to get a push. And Richardson, the fullback, needed to pick off the first body he could find. Mangold snapped the ball to Sanchez, who pivoted and handed the ball off to Jones. Mangold, Moore, Woody, and jumbo tight end Wayne Hunter, who was an extra offensive lineman on the right side, powered into a sea of Chargers bodies, some of whom were submarining underneath the Jets’ line. Richardson picked off a Chargers cornerback who had come crashing in from the corner. “I saw just a crack of light and went for it,” Jones said. Jones lowered his shoulder pads and drove forward, pumping his legs furiously and finally crashing to the turf once he knew he was beyond the first-down marker. There was no doubt. Jones needed one yard. He got two. First down, Jets.

  The Jets’ sideline erupted. Brian pumped his fist again and again, and screamed, “Wooh, baby! Yes! Yes!” Ryan then bellowed, “That’s New York Jets football, boys! That’s Jets football!” Brian grabbed Ryan, hugged him and actually tried to leap into his arms. Up in the nose-bleed section, Gemmi and Pat jumped up, hugged and cried. Back in Charlotte, Kristen dropped to her knees then leaped off the living-room floor, high enough to dunk a basketball she imagined, and began high-fiving her friends. In the hotel bar back in Orlando, Marty put his scotch down and threw both hands in the air. He let out a huge “Yes!” and began grinning as the patrons around him cheered, slapped him on the back and congratulated him. “I wasn’t about to hide my emotions,” Marty said, later, “and I didn’t care who was watching me. I was an absolute wreck that whole game. Man, I was wired, like I was on drugs or something. … I was so damn proud of Brian.”

  All the Jets needed to do now was have Sanchez take one more snap and take a knee, which he did, and the clock ran out. Final score: Jets 17, Chargers 14. The unthinkable had happened. The Jets had toppled the mighty Chargers in San Diego. A Schottenheimer had come back to beat the Chargers, ending their dream season, ending A. J. Smith’s season. Payback. (And if you don’t think people in the NFL knew all about that delicious angle to the story, consider that two days later, Ryan thought enough to Fed Ex the game ball all the way to the hotel where Marty was staying.)

  [image: image]

  Brian celebrates after the Jets clinch their 2010 upset playoff victory over the Chargers by running “40 Blast” for a decisive first down.

  After Brian and the Jets shook hands with some of the dejected Chargers on the field, Brian began to make his way toward the tunnel and toward the visiting locker room. Amazingly, despite the mass of players and people jammed into the hallways outside the locker rooms underneath Qualcomm, Brian noticed a familiar face that happened to be coming directly toward him. It was A. J. Smith, of all the luck. At first, Brian thought of avoiding eye contact. But eventually Brian looked up, and as Smith walked hurriedly past him he said to Brian, almost inaudibly, “Congratulations.” Brian nodded, and they both kept walking. Brian’s next thought was that he had to find Pat and Gemmi, who had been making their way down from the top rows of Qualcomm. Brian eventually spotted them amid the crowd outside the locker room, and he fought his way through to them. He bear-hugged them both, not letting go for several minutes. Brian knew exactly what he had to do next.

  Finding a relatively quiet area underneath the stadium, Brian pulled out his cell phone and called his father. When Marty answered, Brian’s first words were, “Well, what did you think of that?”

  Marty replied, “Wow, that was really something, Brian. Oh, man, that was something.”

  Brian paused for a moment, and, with his voice cracking, said, “This one’s for you, Dad. I love you.”

  Marty couldn’t speak right away. Tears began to roll down his face. “I love you, too, son,” he said.


  Chapter 2


  SNOWFLAKES ON HER EYELASHES

  ON EASTER SUNDAY of 1965, Marty Schottenheimer’s life changed forever. He was twenty-one years old, handsome, a sturdy 6'3", 225 pounds, and brimming with youthful confidence. He also was in the midst of carrying on an American tradition among college seniors—hitting the beaches of Florida for spring break. Five days earlier, Marty and two of his buddies had piled into his brand new Buick Riviera—part of his signing-bonus courtesy of the AFL’s Buffalo Bills—and began the journey from Pittsburgh to Florida’s beaches. Once they arrived at Daytona Beach, the routine that week had been a familiar one for most red-blooded college males—they checked out the sun, the sand, the ocean, the bars and, naturally, the bikinis.

  On Easter Sunday, the day before they intended to head back to Pittsburgh, Marty and his pals were grabbing some rays on the beach one last time when they spotted several pretty young women nearby, lying on beach towels. With the courage bolstered by a beer or two, Marty’s pals invited themselves over and joined the women. Marty, though, seemed only passively interested in the proceedings and kept mostly quiet. His interest level changed dramatically about an hour later when an attractive young blonde in a two-piece hot-pink bikini came walking slowly up the beach toward the group. Her name was Pat Hoeltgen, a twenty-one-year-old senior from Millikin University in Decatur, Illinois. Pat also was on spring break with her girlfriends and was arriving late to the beach that day because she had attended Easter Mass earlier. Marty couldn’t take his eyes off her as she approached the group. “I just looked at her and thought ‘Wow,’” Marty said. “I have got to meet this girl.” After Pat sat down and began chatting with her friends, Marty quickly made his move. He walked over toward her, kneeled down, and said, “Hi, my name is Marty Schottenheimer. I don’t mean to interrupt but do you mind if I sit with you?” Pat smiled and nodded that it was okay, and the two quickly struck up a conversation. It was a conversation that lasted over four hours. “It was the easiest talk I’d ever had with a girl,” Marty said. “It was like no one else was on the entire beach but her. We talked about everything. The time just flew by.”
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