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            I would like to dedicate this book to my
                    parents.

            

            My dad, Lavelle Layfield, was my hero growing up. My
                    mom, Mary Layfield, is just simply the greatest woman I have ever met.
 I
                    could never have had a better upbringing or two better parents. Thank you. I
                    love you.

            

            A separate thank you and acknowledgment goes to Cody
                        Monk of the Dallas Morning News, an author in his own right, who
                        helped me find the words.

        

    
        
            PROLOGUE

            BEING POOR AIN’T FUN … STAYING THAT WAY IS STUPID

            
                
Life Is about Living
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                I always have believed that life is about living, not just
                        merely existing.

                I don’t believe in the austerity preached in some financial
                        books, that you have to save all your money now so that you can have some in
                        retirement. There has to be a middle ground. I don’t believe that you should
                        have nothing now so that you can have a lot later. I don’t
                        believe that you have to be miserable now so that you can be
                            happy later.

                I have learned a successful model through life experience—not
                        through a book or attending a lecture or just reading a road map, but by
                        going down the road itself. I smell like smoke because I have been through
                        the fire. I promise I can help you through my life story—the mistakes I
                        made, and the successes I have been fortunate enough to have.

                I want to help you. I would love to help everyone to become
                        financially successful; however, some people can’t be helped. Not because
                        their situation is hopeless—nothing is hopeless—but because they are just
                        too pigheaded to take advice from anyone. If you are one of these people,
                        thanks for buying my book, but when you end up in debt and in trouble,
                        please don’t let the people who seize your assets see my book in your
                        house.

                If you are not one of these people, then read on. This book is
                        for you. I hope you enjoy it.

                ***

                I was very fortunate in my early adulthood to receive a second
                        chance financially I didn’t know I needed a second chance until one lonely
                        Sunday afternoon as I was driving through the state I love so much, my
                        beautiful home state of Texas.

                [image: image]

                My 1980 Chevy step-side pickup.

            

            
                
Twenty-seven Dollars and a Road Map
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                It’s a good thing I had stopped by the gas station a couple of
                        days earlier. The old blue 1980 Chevrolet step-side pickup truck was full,
                        and I had my fingers crossed that I only needed one tank and one fill-up to
                        drive the 330 miles from San Antonio to Athens, Texas, my home.

                It wasn’t that I minded stopping to fill up. I love Texas, and
                        especially Texas small towns. I grew up in a small town and still live in
                        one that isn’t exactly on the beaten path. My concern was that if I had to
                        stop more than once, I couldn’t afford to fill the truck up.

                It was the spring of 1992. I had just been fired from my
                        second job in the three years since I left college. I had $27 in my bank
                        account. You read that right. I had barely enough to buy this book.
                        Actually, if this book had been out, maybe I wouldn’t have been in the
                        situation I was currently in. As it was, I was cruising—okay, flying—up I-35
                        with just my thoughts, my truck, an incredibly loud stereo system, and that
                        $27.

                Somewhere in the drive, I harkened back to an old Benjamin
                        Franklin quote: “Necessity is the mother of invention.” This flashback
                        probably happened somewhere between Georgetown and Killeen.

                That Benjamin Franklin quote kept sticking with me. It had
                        grabbed me, and my mind wouldn’t let it go. Isn’t it amazing how much better
                        you listen when you are in need? I was definitely in need, and this
                        necessity was about to spark a personal change.

                I realized that I had been playing professional football now
                        for three years and, financially speaking, I had wasted those three years. I
                        was no better off financially than I was when I had left college. I realized
                        at this point what a waste of money that had been.

                The only good thing was that I had not gotten into debt.
                        However, I had spent everything I had made. I had had a great time. Blowing
                        money usually is fun. I had been to Hawaii, the Grand Caymans, Las Vegas—and
                        I had a huge stereo in my truck, all paid for. The problem was that I only
                        had $27 left over. I had a chance to make the rest of my life better, and I
                        hadn’t done it. I priced perfection into my future—that is, everything would
                        always be the same—but it turned out it wasn’t to be.

                I should have known that football couldn’t last forever and
                        that the money would have to end eventually. However, like a lot of young
                        athletes I thought it wouldn’t. That day, I realized the importance of
                        saving for the future. Three years before, I had never thought this day
                        would come. Now I had to decide if three years from this day I would again
                        be unprepared, or if I would learn from my mistake and not waste the next
                        three years.

            

            
                
Standing at the Crossroads
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                It was a very important day for me, a twenty-three-year-old
                        standing flat-footed at the crossroads in my life. I had to make a choice of
                        playing the cards I’d been dealt in the best way possible or feeling sorry
                        for myself and continuing down the same road that had gotten me broke. I
                        decided that being poor ain’t fun, and staying that way is
                    stupid.

                I didn’t consider myself stupid, so I decided that I couldn’t
                        remain poor.

                The set of cards that life had dealt me that day were not
                        cards that I wanted, but the only option I had was to play the hand dealt to
                        me in the best possible way. Whether these cards are good or bad really
                        doesn’t matter; you have to figure out the best way to play them. Griping
                        about the cards, or even the dealer, wasn’t going to help me any.
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                Playing pro football for the San Antonio Riders.

            

            
                
At Least I Was Drafted … Barely
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                That day in the spring of 1992 started like any other had the
                        better part of the last three years. I woke up, knees aching, hung over, and
                        headed to football practice. It was my job. I played professional football
                        for a living, and I was living one of my lifelong goals. I was an offensive
                        tackle for the San Antonio Riders of the World League of American Football.
                        The league consisted of a lot of former NFL players and college players who,
                        for whatever reason, were not on an NFL roster.

                I was content making my living playing for the Riders. I had
                        spent the fall of 1990 with the Los Angeles Raiders, and now here I was in
                        this new league. I wasn’t getting rich, but I was living just like I wanted
                        to and playing football. I didn’t think things could get much better. I came
                        to the World League with the intention of making it back to the NFL, but I
                        was enjoying playing so much, I didn’t really care where I played. I was
                        just happy playing. This was all I ever wanted to do.

                My first year in San Antonio was 1991, also the league’s first
                        year. I had an absolute ball playing football that year. The World League
                        was created very much the way Vince McMahon created the XFL. The entire
                        salary structure was built upon performance and bonuses. It made the guys
                        play harder, and the fans liked that. There were bonuses for starting and
                        for outstanding position performance. I believe the fans really appreciated
                        this format.

                To me, the league was a great opportunity and a way for me to
                        continue playing football and making a living at the same time.

                In the inaugural season of the WLAF, the league started with a
                        position draft. They drafted 111 offensive linemen.

                I was number 108.

                My reputation for bad knees and uncertainty about the level of
                        talent that was playing in NCAA Division II football really hurt me. I was
                        just glad I was handed a uniform.

                In football, players are measured by where they are on the
                        depth chart. The depth chart lists each position and the starter and backup
                        at each spot. On the offensive line, there are five positions: two tackles,
                        two guards, and a center. So on the depth chart there are 10 spots for
                        offensive linemen.

                I was number 11.

                I may have gotten the coaches’ attention by being the only
                        player on the third team, but I knew that if I was ever going to play in
                        this league and have any modicum of success, I had to do something on the
                        field. The cards I had weren’t good, but I was about to make the best of
                        them.

                On the third day of camp I got a chance at right tackle. I
                        never believed I had a real fair shot at staying with the Raiders, and being
                        chosen so late in the WLAF draft really burned me up. I decided I had to
                        make a statement and make it early or else my football career would be
                        over.

                My knees were bad by this time, and the quickness that I had
                        used to my advantage through my career was gone, but I still had a terrific
                        desire to play. Actually, I am not sure words could describe the desire I
                        had to continue playing. You could take my speed, but you couldn’t take my
                        desire to play, and believe me, football is all about desire. A forty time
                        and bench press never once made a football player. You simply can’t measure
                        heart, and I had heart to spare. There were guys there that were playing
                        because they didn’t know what else to do. I was playing because I loved the
                        game.

            

            
                
Let’s Fight
[image: image]


                I was going to get noticed this day if I had to fight the
                        whole team, the coaches, and the equipment manager. So I started with the
                        players.

                After one play early in practice, I got tied up with the
                        defensive end I was going against. We exchanged words. Briefly. Mostly we
                        threw fists. It was like being alive again—I was on a football field
                        battling, and I loved it. The fight got broken up, and things settled down
                        briefly.

                I decided I wasn’t done. I don’t think he wanted to quit
                        either. So instead of going back to the huddle, we went after each other
                        again. I was really beginning to enjoy this. Finally, we got broken up again
                        briefly. Very briefly.

                Coach Mike Riley called for a water break, but I really wasn’t
                        thirsty. Apparently, the defensive end wasn’t either. This time we really
                        got into it. When they broke us up for a third time, Coach Riley called off
                        practice. I not only got noticed, but I got the guys, and me, out of an
                        extremely hard practice. Pretty good day.

                The next morning, I walked into practice almost expecting a
                        message that I had just been cut. Instead, I was greeted with the pleasure
                        of looking at a depth chart with my name in a starting position.

                I never let the spot go.

                I guess the coaches figured if they just left me there, then I
                        wouldn’t feel compelled to fight everyone. I was kind of glad. It had taken
                        half a day to fight just one guy properly, and there were over forty guys on
                        the roster, not counting coaches and the equipment manager. My plan to fight
                        everyone would have taken quite a while to execute.

                I was playing the cards dealt to me. There was nothing I could
                        do about my past knee injuries, all I could do was to play as hard as I
                        could with the body I had left. I had no real choice except to figure out my
                        next move. The option of feeling sorry for myself never much fit me. Being
                        drafted number 108 wasn’t acceptable to me, but I realized that there was
                        nothing I could do about that. I could do something once I got to training
                        camp, though.

                You have to play the cards dealt in the best way possible.
                        Sometimes they are good, sometimes they are bad. It doesn’t matter. You have
                        to play what is put in your hand.

            

            
                
My Own Football Card
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                During the first World League year, we got word that the
                        league was going to make a football card for one player at each position on
                        each team. One offensive lineman, one running back, one wide receiver, and
                        so on. The Riders chose to feature me.

                I can’t tell you how excited I was to have my own football
                        card. I thought I had made it. My mom certainly thought I had made it. I was
                        playing professional football and even had my own card to prove it. I was so
                        excited about the set that I couldn’t wait for it to come out.

                My own card and my rapid ascension through the depth chart had
                        me thinking I was going to play football forever. And there was no reason to
                        think otherwise.

                The league did pretty well that first year. We weren’t the
                        NFL, and we weren’t trying to be. We had our niche. We were popular in
                        Europe, where several of the teams were based, and we drew decent enough in
                        the States to provide fans a football fix during the NFL
                    off-season.

                After that first year, the NFL decided it needed a stage to
                        develop players already on NFL rosters. The big league started showing a
                        greater interest in the WLAF and began allocating players to our league.
                        These allocated players were the made players. Coaches were told to play
                        these guys. They were there to be developed because some NFL team saw enough
                        in them to make an investment to send them to a developmental spring
                        league.

                With the influx on new talent in the World League, those
                        players that were stuck somewhere in the middle got caught in the mix.
                        Still, I didn’t think I had anything to worry about. I had played every snap
                        the previous year. I was the San Antonio Riders’ offensive lineman
                        representative in the WLAF football card set. I would be fine. So I
                        thought.

                I reported to camp in the spring of 1992 feeling as good as I
                        could feel. I was moved to left tackle, something I took as a compliment,
                        since I was now protecting the quarterback’s blind side.

            

            
                
You’re Cutting Who?
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                After the first preseason game, I got a message that Coach
                        Riley wanted to see me. I thought a lot of Coach Riley who later became the
                        head coach of the San Diego Chargers after helping turn around the Oregon
                        State program. He had always been a good friend, a real players’ coach. He’s
                        a credit to the coaching profession.

                I thought I had played well in that game. I had no idea why
                        Coach Riley wanted to see me. For all I knew, he was going to tell me I
                        needed to be at practice early tomorrow for a photo shoot for the new World
                        League card set. Or perhaps I was to be the new centerfold for Dairy Cow
                            Weekly.

                This wasn’t a pleasant meeting. I didn’t realize that it was
                        the day final cuts were made. I hadn’t paid much attention to it because I
                        didn’t figure there was any need to pay attention to it. It was just another
                        day on the calendar to me.

                Coach Riley’s office was just another room in the San Antonio
                        hotel that doubled as our residence. I walked into his office/bedroom and
                        was told the news. The San Antonio Riders no longer had a need for a
                        six-foot-seven, 300-pound left tackle with bad knees and several broken
                        bones to his credit. I don’t know if they felt they had to cut me because of
                        the injuries, or if it was the new role the NFL had taken in the league.
                        Either way, it didn’t matter,

                I was unemployed.

                I have a lot of respect for Coach Riley. I could tell it
                        really hurt him to do this. If it didn’t hurt him, he sure made it look like
                        it did. He told me my offensive line coach, Jim Gilstrap, wanted to see me
                        before I left to say good-bye. I turned around and left the
                        office/bedroom.

                My football career was over.

                I had further options to continue to play, but I knew my days
                        were numbered at best. I had to play the cards dealt me. I didn’t really
                        like those cards.

                I had no idea why I was cut. It was a shock. I’m sure the NFL
                        had something to do with it. I was damaged goods and doing nothing but
                        holding some young guy’s spot. Coach Riley didn’t tell me that. He didn’t
                        have to.

                I went back to my room to tell my roommate, Mike Kiselak,
                        other friends, and my dream of playing football good-bye. They all thought I
                        was pulling a prank on them. When they saw me walk out of that hotel with my
                        life packed in a few bags, they realized it wasn’t a prank.

                I was a casualty of the Turk (the football term for the Grim
                        Reaper).

            

            
                
Out of Money, Out of a Job—Not a Good
                        Combination
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                I had budgeted my money perfectly from my first World League
                        season to the next. I didn’t worry much about money I figured I would keep
                        playing forever and make this kind of money forever. I hadn’t planned on
                        getting cut. This is a problem with a lot of young men who go into
                        professional sports. All of their lives they are taken care of, and then
                        when they sign a pro contract they are still taken care of. Often the first
                        time they have to face the world by themselves is when they are released
                        from a team. These young guys normally aren’t prepared for this. I wasn’t
                        either. This is also the first time these young athletes find themselves
                        alone. I was definitely alone.

                The positive was that I had accomplished my dream of playing
                        professional football. The negative was, I was driving up I-35 with nothing
                        but my blue pickup, a bunch of construction, and $27 to keep me company. I
                        made just enough to live like I wanted. I didn’t live past my means, but I
                        spent everything I made. I priced perfection into my future, believing that
                        my future was going to be as perfect as my present.

                It’s humbling to realize that you can’t afford to live like
                        you have been or buy things that you are used to having. This is called
                        maturing, growing up—we all have to do it. But it sure did stink when I had
                        to do it. Living like a king and not having to grow up, being immature with
                        a pocket full of money, sure was a lot more fun.

                Everybody goes through this process at some point. Mine just
                        came much earlier than I wanted or thought it would. Going through this
                        humbles you, but it also makes you take a hard look at reality. I learned
                        this at an early age, and it ended up being the most valuable lesson I ever
                        learned. Had I made it in the NFL, I likely would have ended my career in
                        the same place I was that day I got cut from the Riders. I would be broken
                        down, broke, and left with no second chance at breathing new life into a new
                        career or my finances. I could handle the bad knees. The lack of paycheck
                        was quite depressing.

                When I was making that drive up I-35,1 didn’t know if I’d ever
                        make decent money again. I told myself that three years from that point I
                        was going to be better off than I was currently, even if it was just by a
                        little. Of course, that wouldn’t take a whole lot (just $28 in my pocket
                        would be an improvement), but at that time I didn’t feel like setting goals
                        too lofty. I know all good things don’t have to come to an end, but mine
                        had. I promised myself that if I ever had a chance to make money again, I
                        would not make the same mistake.

            

            
                
My Three Lifelong Goals
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                I had to have a plan, and a good one. I had set three goals
                        for myself growing up: play football at Abilene Christian University, play
                        professional football, and become rich.

                I had come up a little short on the third one.

                I have always been competitive and have always tried to work a
                        little smarter, a little longer than the next guy. My current situation was
                        begging for me to take it head on. I was hurt, no question. It was one of
                        the lower points of my life.

                The fire, though, still remained. That fire was instilled in
                        me during my early years and on into high school when I began playing
                        football in the ultracompetitive Texas high school ranks.

                I was at a huge crossroads in my life. My whole life had been
                        spent playing football and living to play football. It was now coming to an
                        end. Did I try to hang on, or should I do what was best for my
                        future?

                My future was bleak in football, but it wasn’t elsewhere. I
                        had grown up a wrestling fan. I had always dreamed of being a wrestler. I
                        had just figured I would play football too long to realize that dream.
                        However, now I had the opportunity to do just that. It was still hard to
                        give up on that small-town dream of playing football forever.

            

            
                
High School Football in West Texas
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                I was raised in Sweetwater, Texas. Sweetwater is just over two
                        hundred miles west from Dallas-Fort Worth. Interstate 20 runs right through
                        the town. With a population of just over 12,000 people, Sweetwater is at the
                        Texas crossroads—far enough west to be in cattle country, but far enough
                        south to be in the fertile oil grounds. During the heyday of the Texas oil
                        boom in the late ’70s and ’80s, Sweetwater had its share of money rolling
                        around.

                It’s windy, dusty, and hot in Sweetwater—not exactly the
                        poster city for the Texas Department of Tourism. Perfect, though, for oil
                        country, cattle farming, or a John Wayne movie (it still burns me up that
                        the Duke was born in Iowa and not Texas). It sits below the Texas caprock,
                        but it’s pretty flat.

                A traffic jam is a couple of cars at a stoplight. We’re famous
                        for one of the world’s largest gypsum plants and the annual Rattlesnake
                        Roundup.

                At the Roundup, kids take a burlap sack and tongs and, well,
                        round up rattlesnakes. The area Jaycees pay a certain amount per pound for
                        the snakes. If you gather enough snakes, the Roundup can be a pretty
                        profitable undertaking for a fifteen-year-old.

                [image: image]

                Textbook pass blocking, Homecoming 1988, ACU vs. Eastern
                        New Mexico. We won, they lost.

                There is nothing like climbing a rocky, rolling West Texas
                        hill, pouring butane into a hole, and hearing a whole den of rattlesnakes
                        let you know they don’t like that. They will come out shortly thereafter.
                        That’s when you grab them.

                Sweetwater doesn’t have the humidity of Dallas and Fort Worth
                        because it’s at a much higher elevation. In fact, you get much better gas
                        mileage driving from Sweetwater to Dallas than you do driving from Dallas to
                        Sweetwater.

                There’s your first piece of financial advice. Never leave
                        Sweetwater after you get there. You get much better gas mileage by hanging
                        around.

                Legend precedes Texas high school football. Any story you’ve
                        heard or any stereotype you have about our game is likely true. Football
                        stars are Friday-night heroes. Kids in this part of West Texas grow up
                        wanting to be like the local high school stars. Sweetwater was one of the
                        capitals of West Texas football.

                Not liking football in Sweetwater would be like not liking the
                        Catholic church if you lived in the Vatican. Everything revolved around our
                        team and our upcoming event, in season or not. The school didn’t allow
                        spring baseball because officials thought it would interfere with the
                        football off-season. No wrestling, because it might interfere with the
                        football off-season. Even if you ran track or played basketball, you still
                        went through football off-season. In Texas high school, there are basically
                        two sports: football and off-season football.

                We thought football was so important that we had an indoor
                        practice facility (remember, this is in the early 1980s). We didn’t need it
                        to protect us from the weather. We needed it to prevent other area coaches
                        finding out that we were practicing in there creatively. I say
                            creatively because my hometown wouldn’t do anything illegal. You
                        see, it was against UIL rules to scrimmage during the spring; however, if
                        you had an indoor practice facility you could do this without getting caught
                        because you could close and lock the doors.

                This facility was nicer than anything at any college in West
                        Texas. The oil money had gotten to be so big around this time that the
                        oilmen just spent it on whatever they wanted. They wanted Sweetwater to
                        remain atop the Texas football heap, so they pooled some money and built
                        this thing. We also had one of the nicest stadiums in the state. The stadium
                        was a bowl. We had the latest and greatest surface, bleachers, benches, and
                        scoreboard. You name it, we had it.

                At the time, we had about 12,000 people in town, and we would
                        draw 8,000 or more for our home play-off games. When we played out of town
                        or in the play-offs, almost all the stores in town shut down. People would
                        line the highways up to fifty miles away from where we were playing with
                        banners on fences, so we would see all these signs while driving. You can
                        understand why I had a hard time giving up my dream of keeping on playing
                        football. It was a great place to grow up.

                Life just stopped on Friday night everywhere in town because
                        football was the king. Football was the commodity, and the coaches were the
                        power brokers.

                Texas high school football coaches can make up to six figures.
                        A lot of coaches in West Texas made great money when I was in school in the
                        mid-to late ’80s because the oil was flowing. Coaches would get their
                        regular salary and then, likely, a huge bonus for doing a little
                        Saturday-morning football talk show on radio. Normally a bunch of
                        businessmen got together to pay the coach just to keep him in town and away
                        from rival high schools. These shows were a lot like what you see college
                        coaches building into their contracts these days. He might make $50,000 for
                        his coaching job, but he could make upward of double that if had a
                        successful show. In Sweetwater, that was certainly the case.

                In Texas, there are five classifications under the University
                        Interscholastic League. The small schools are in Class A, the ones a little
                        larger in 2A, and so on until you get to the Class 5A schools, the ones in
                        Dallas, Houston, San Antonio, and some of the larger towns that might have
                        only one or two high schools.

                Sweetwater was in Class 4A during my run from 1981 to 1985. We
                        stayed 4A because, for the most part, we creatively created a few extra
                        students so we could stay 4A. Most schools would like to go down in class so
                        they could be more competitive. Sweetwater had a tremendous amount of pride
                        that we were 4A, and we wanted to stay that way. It normally meant
                        generating a few more students, but that didn’t matter. We could always make
                        a few more students show up on the day the numbers were counted, even if
                        they really didn’t show up. This often made us one of the smallest 4As in
                        the state. In the play-offs, we’d often play schools twice our size as far
                        as enrollment.

                [image: image]

                With my mom outside of Sweetwater High School gym, the day
                        she won fan of the year.

                The town was 12,000, but the county was only 16,000.
                        Basically, the county consisted of Sweetwater and another town, Roscoe.
                        There was no competition for entertainment. Dallas was four hours away,
                        Midland/Odessa the same. No major entertainment groups ever went there.
                        There weren’t any major league sports. Really, all people had year-round, as
                        in most towns in West Texas, was their football program and girls’
                        basketball. However, they wouldn’t let the guys play with the girls (at
                        least on the basketball court), so the only option was to play
                        football.

            

            
                
Oil Money and Football—The Good 01’Days
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                Here’s how much people thought about the game: These oil
                        companies would catch wind of a star athlete somewhere. It didn’t even have
                        to be in Texas. Then the companies would recruit kids to different high
                        schools by offering their parents a job. They came to work for the company,
                        and Junior went to the high school and became a star.

                It was a fun place to grow up, especially if you were a
                        football player. If you were a male tennis player, it probably wasn’t the
                        place you wanted to be.

                [image: image]

                Working on my brother-in-law’s ranch, outside of
                        Sweetwater.

            

            
                
Hauling Hay with Illegal Aliens
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                I wanted to be a part of this badly. I wanted to be the one
                        kids emulated. The summer between my freshman and sophomore year I worked
                        for my brother-in-law, Butch Sims. I hauled hay almost every day in the
                        one-hundred-degree heat. Hay can be baled two ways: where a tractor picks it
                        up or where you pick it up. Butch went the route of producing smaller bales
                        and then having us load them onto the truck, take them to the barn, and
                        unload them there. I don’t think it ever occurred to him to build the barn
                        closer to the hay.

                I think mainly he chose the small bales because he was paying
                        me next to nothing, and the other two gentlemen who worked with me, Benito
                        and Cristino (who I don’t think were legal residents of our fine state or
                        country), didn’t make much either.

                We had a several-person crew each day that would pick the
                        bales up from the ground and put them on a flatbed truck. While other guys I
                        worked with would only get one to two bales on the truck in a certain
                        distance, I tried to get double or triple what they got. I wasn’t just
                        hauling hay, I was getting ready for football season.

                I even stuck weights in my cowboy boots and would do as much
                        running as I could. I would grab a bale on one side of the truck, run to the
                        other side, get another bale on, and then back to the other side.

                I would run behind the tractor back to the barn. I think
                        Benito and Cristino thought I was a loco American.

                My junior year I started to come into my own. I was now
                        six-four, but still only 175 pounds. I could play on the line. I still
                        wasn’t very fast, but I was getting stronger and learning the game.
                        Actually, the thing I learned was that if you wanted to play bad enough, the
                        coach would find a place to put you.

                The hard work was beginning to pay off. I began to get all
                        sorts of honors. I had a good junior season and was first team All-State my
                        senior year. They even had a compilation team of all the divisions, and I
                        made first team on this one as well. I was living the dreams and goals I had
                        set for myself years before.

                It looked like working as hard as I did those few years was
                        about to make the first part of that dream come true, playing football at
                        Abilene Christian University.

                It may seem strange that I would have going to Abilene
                        Christian and playing football there as one of my life goals, but not when
                        you realize where and how I grew up.

                I had grown up going to Abilene Christian football games. I
                        grew up idolizing their players. I was now going to be one of their players.
                        I had grown up looking at the All-American pictures that hung around their
                        basketball coliseum, Moody Coliseum. I wanted my picture to hang up there
                        with the Feasel brothers, Wilbert Montgomery, and gold medalist Bobby
                        Morrow. My picture hung up in the field house at Sweetwater, and I wanted it
                        in Moody Coliseum as well. It was the first of my three goals, and it was
                        about to be crossed off the list.

                My father, Lavelle Layfield, was on the board of trustees. A
                        lot of my relatives had gone there. It was the next logical move for
                        me.

                It wasn’t the smartest move careerwise. The smartest thing to
                        do would have been to go the University of Texas and play
                    football.

                Because I had never really been outside of Sweetwater, the
                        University of Texas might as well have been the University of Washington to
                        me. Every day when I picked up the paper, I saw something about Abilene
                        Christian.

                I did take some of the recruiting trips, simply because they
                        were offered. None of it made a dent in my desire to go to ACU. I committed
                        early, which cost me a Southwest Conference scholarship. It didn’t really
                        matter.

                Looking back, it would have been smarter to go somewhere else
                        to play football because you have a bigger platform and better competition.
                        But I didn’t have anything to complain about. I was about to achieve
                        lifelong goal number 1, and I was going to do it in a place that I held
                        sacred.

                My father, mom, sister, and brother had all gone there.
                        However, my brother, Paul, would be the only Layfield that would get into
                        more trouble than me. He had to finish at Texas A and M.

                It was like a natural progression for me, a progression I
                        didn’t fight because of the adulation I had for the school. I think my
                        parents thought I would be doomed for eternity if I didn’t go to Abilene
                        Christian University. I wanted to go too, so I didn’t mind the
                        pressure.

            

            
                
ACU Homecoming 1976—Greatest Recruiting Day
                        Ever
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                I remember one Saturday in 1976 we were in Abilene watching
                        ACU play a homecoming football game. Ove Johansson lined up for a 69-yard
                        field goal. I scampered to the end zone with my cousin Alan Rich and the
                        rest of the kids to try to catch the ball after it went through the
                        uprights. Ove made the try with plenty to spare, the longest field goal ever
                        recorded.

                That same day, Wilbert Montgomery, who went on to play for the
                        Philadelphia Eagles, broke the NAIA-II rushing all-time touchdown
                        record.

                I followed closely when Billy Olson was breaking pole-vault
                        world records. Abilene Christian was the ultimate for me, and I intended to
                        set my mark there as well.

                When I finally got on campus, I realized another challenge was
                        being thrown in my face. While I enjoyed being at ACU, they didn’t always
                        enjoy me.

                ACU is a private school affiliated with the Church of Christ.
                        Because it is privately funded, the administrators can make their own rules.
                        I joke a lot and like to kid around, but what you’re about to read is real.
                        There is actually a place that existed, and still exists, that operates this
                        way. I went to ACU in the fall of ’85. It may as well have been the fall of
                        1885.

                Now please understand, I really liked ACU, it was just that
                        the rules were a little off the chart on the conservative side. However, I
                        have good memories there, which do outweigh the few bad ones. And while I
                        truly don’t like a few people there to this day, there were many, many more
                        that I learned to love.

            

            
                
Is This a College or an Amish Colony?
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                When I was at ACU, no shorts were allowed on campus. I believe
                        that rule has been modified, but at this time you could only wear shorts in
                        athletic areas for athletic events.

                There was mandatory daily chapel. Monday through Friday, you
                        were expected to attend chapel services.

                Actually, you weren’t expected to attend—you had to attend.
                        Roll was taken, and you could be suspended if you didn’t go. At first they
                        assigned seats for all 4,000 students, then they installed electronic
                        machines where you had to punch in to be counted. I think somehow you lose
                        the value of a church service when you have to punch in electronically
                        Needless to say, I found a way around this.

                Probably the hardest rule for me to follow during my ACU days
                        was their prohibition policy. If you were enrolled at ACU or drew a paycheck
                        from the school, you could not go to any place where the primary purpose was
                        to drink alcohol or dance. Restaurants like Chili’s, for example, that
                        served alcohol were fine because their primary purpose wasn’t to serve
                        alcohol. The bottom line was that even if you were thirty-eight years old
                        and were a professional student enrolled at ACU, you couldn’t have a
                        drink.

                Abilene Christian believed it to be un-Christian to indulge in
                        alcoholic beverages. I believed it un-American not to. I am just glad that
                        when Jesus turned the water into wine, He and the apostles were not enrolled
                        at ACU. He would have had to turn the wine back to water, or else they would
                        have been suspended if they had a drink.

                There were always stories about teachers going out and
                        ordering a mixed drink in a coffee cup so they could have a cocktail with
                        their meal. If they were caught drinking, they would have been fired. (Now
                        don’t any of you teachers worry. Even though I know who you are, I won’t
                        tell on you here.)

            

            
                
Is That the Dean in the Bushes?
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                Because of Abilene’s relatively small size, there were only a
                        few bars in town. The ACU administration knew them well. So did I. Actually,
                        they just knew the landscaping well. Administrators would—once again you
                        just have to keep reading and believing—go to the bars and hide in the
                        bushes or sneak aroundto see if they could see ACU stickers on cars parked
                        at the bars. These people would actually troll for beer drinkers. They would
                        take down a license plate number and then run the plate when they got back
                        to the school to see if it matched any registered to an ACU
                    student.

                [image: image]

                My college roommates, John Buesing and Mark McIntyre, and
                        me. My dad is in the background.

                I probably should have told them to put me on probation and I
                        would take the standard punishment, because I was going to have a hard time
                        following this policy. I am just glad they didn’t believe in caning people
                        at the GATA fountain, the center of the school. Now understand that just as
                        you cannot blame the Crusades and the Holy Wars and all the bad things on
                        Christianity, you can’t blame some of the zealots that were bona fide idiots
                        on ACU.

                Sweetwater looked a little differently on drinking. It wasn’t
                        as taboo there. If you had a beer in Sweetwater, you were just being one of
                        the boys. If you tipped one up at ACU, you were headed to hell.

                My age and curiosity and my enrollment at ACU were about to
                        mix like oil and water. It was only a matter of time before something
                        happened.

                My first year at ACU, I got in trouble. It didn’t exactly take
                        a team from the NASA station in Houston to predict this was going to happen.
                        For some, the rules, and forty-five-year-old men hiding in bushes outside a
                        bar checking license plates, had no effect. They took something away from me
                        that I wanted to do.

                I wanted to sit down with a beer and watch a football game,
                        but I wasn’t allowed. The rules created a fantasy world. You had a lot of
                        kids who had never seen anything other than this fantasy world. They had
                        been in private schools since they started school. Now they were in yet
                        another private school that was doing nothing more than sheltering them from
                        the real world. I do think these rules were well intended, just
                        misapplied.

                I never did anything illegal. Had I been at a state school, I
                        would have been doing nothing more than any other normal student was doing.
                        But since I was six-foot-seven, a football player, and a high-profile
                        recruit from a nearby town, I stuck out. A normal student could likely walk
                        into a bar, tilt a glass, and walk away untouched. If I walked into that
                        same bar and picked up that same glass, someone was going to recognize
                        me—that is, if the dean and his camouflaged friends didn’t do it
                        first.

                My freshman year I was at a get-together that was indeed
                        serving adult beverages; however, the drinking age was nineteen at the time,
                        and I was nineteen. The phone rang, and I noticed no one was answering it. I
                        picked it up. It was my RA. He recognized my voice. I can only imagine what
                        was happening to him on the other end of the line. He asked me if I was at
                        the party. Now realize this: He actually asked me if I was there. Wow. I’m
                        not even going to touch the stupidity on this one. I answered that I was at
                        the party. He asked if I was drinking. I also answered in the affirmative.
                        Hey, we were into morals at ACU, and I was doing my part. I was telling the
                        truth. I was drinking. My honesty didn’t help me much when the dean found
                        out.

                The second time I got into trouble was a few years later at my
                        college roommate’s house. John Buesing, who is now a Texas state trooper in
                        the Fort Worth area, was planning a big twenty-second birthday party. I was
                        to be there with my party hat on. No problem. If we saw someone, we invited
                        him or her. It was going to be the bash to end all Abilene bashes. John was
                        a couple years older than me and was about to graduate. I felt it was my
                        duty to send my man off in the right way. The guys understand.

                We had the party. And I mean, we had the
                    party.

                We certainly sent John out the way any man would want to be
                        sent out. Now would be a good time to talk about the typical girl at ACU,
                        because she is about to play a big role in my battle with ACU
                        administration. There were a group of girls we called “bowheads” because
                        they always wore bows in their hair. They dressed like Laura Ingalls Wilder
                        from Little House on the Prairie. Bows in their hair, and eyes on
                        trying to find a rich husband. They acted like the greatest saints in the
                        world in order to fool a young man whose parents were rich into marrying
                        them.

                There were all kinds of bowheads at John’s party. At the
                        party, they didn’t have the bows in their hair. Probably didn’t have both
                        feet on the floor either, as according to dorm rules. Maybe both feet
                        pointed toward the ceiling, but probably not on the floor. Two of these
                        bowheads were called into a disciplinary session the next day. A plea
                        bargain was offered. Stooge on the big guys and your sentence will be light,
                        was the delivered message. The names “John Layfield” and “John Buesing” were
                        music to ACU’s ears. A donor could have called and said, “I feel like
                        donating five million dollars next week,” and the dean wouldn’t have been
                        happier than he was after hearing our names.

            

            
                
Counsel the Grown Men Hiding in the Bushes … Not
                        Me
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                We didn’t get expelled, but I wish we had been. Instead, we
                        were ordered to attend an alcoholic counseling session and visit with a
                        psychologist. John and I were slapped with community service and ordered to
                        write a book report on the dangerous effects of gateway drugs. We were also
                        handed a 566-question test to determine our mental stability. The questions
                        were great: Are you afraid of spiders? Have you ever thought about beating
                        anybody up?

                I could deal with the rest of the punishment. The counseling
                        session, though, was a bit much.

                We walked into the session together to find the biggest geek I
                        had ever seen standing in front of the room, leading the session. I’m not a
                        big fan of the counseling profession. I think this guy got a job as a
                        counselor because he couldn’t associate with anything else in
                    life.

                He started the session by making us go around the room and
                        tell why we were there. It turned into one big lying session.

                One girl would say, “I just had one margarita.” Another would
                        say, “I just had one beer.” The counselor got around to John first. John
                        wasted no time.

                “What are you here for?” the counselor asked. “What did you
                        have to drink?”

                “Well,” John said, “it was my twenty-second birthday and I had
                        about thirty beers. One for each year and then a few more.”

                I confirmed to the counselor that, indeed, John had gone a
                        case plus a six-pack. Jaws dropped; according to that counselor, he had just
                        witnessed Satan and hedonism walking side by side into his precious
                        session.

                The incident, though, left a sour taste in the dean’s mouth as
                        well as the mouth of our athletic director.

                Now understand that there were a couple of athletic directors
                        and deans while I was at school. The first dean I had was Norman Archibald,
                        who, though he had had to discipline me, I respected and liked—as did
                        everyone. The first athletic director, Wally Bullington, was a good man as
                        well.

            

            
                
The Dynamic Duo
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                The second athletic director inherited a great athletic
                        program. He would leave it in shambles. He was without a doubt the worst
                        thing that ever happened to ACU athletics.

                The second dean, I believe, just couldn’t find a job anywhere
                        else.

                This dynamic duo determined that the events I had been
                        involved in during my three years at ACU were too much for them to handle.
                        They decided that my football scholarship was no longer valid. They stripped
                        me of my financial aid. I had made several All-America teams my junior year.
                        Now, I was a returning All-American that was about to walk onto the ACU
                        team.

                I want to repeat that. I made second team All-American as a
                        junior and had to pay to come back to school.

                I’m not saying I was never at fault in any of these events. I
                        was an eager college kid having a good time. I did break the school rules,
                        though I never did anything illegal. Believe me, ACU was not to blame; the
                        only problem I had that wasn’t my fault was with a couple of men who held
                        positions that unfortunately affected me directly. I believe they loved
                        affecting me very much.

                I was doing a lot for the university on the field. In fact,
                        through all my troubles with the administration and the dynamic duo,
                        football was my escape. It was the one place where I was able to be myself.
                        I didn’t have to worry about Dean Rambo in the bushes or anyone making plea
                        bargains to send me to counseling sessions.

                I would have to say, though, that one of the worst incidents
                        of getting into trouble, certainly the oddest, was partly our athletic
                        director’s fault. He just didn’t understand the rules.

                My coach in college was John Payne. Coach Payne coached with
                        Washington in the NFL and was a pleasure to play for. I can’t tell you how
                        hard it is to write that someone who used to help beat my beloved Dallas
                        Cowboys is a great man. He was good to me, and we always got along. I loved
                        his tough, hard-nosed style, and he respected how hard I played the game.
                        Coach Payne wanted tough players. He never understood why the young players
                        he brought in weren’t as tough and willing as he was.

            

            
                
Good Devotionais … Bad Football Games
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                My junior year we were coming off an off-season of changes.
                        The athletic director decided that Coach Payne needed to recruit more good
                        old-fashioned church players. The decision left Coach Payne with some nice
                        young Church of Christ men. It made for fantastic devotionals.

                It also produced a bunch of young men that weren’t exactly
                        football-acclimated. To put it nicely.

                In fact, I remember one day we got a recruit in that had a
                        broken jaw. They claimed this showed he was a fighter; my argument was, we
                        should recruit the guy who broke his jaw. We kept getting the guys who
                        lost.

                Because there was a lack of fire (which is a nice way of
                        saying we had recruited a bunch of sissies), Coach Payne gathered us around
                        every day at the beginning of practice for the “Bull in the Ring” drill.
                        This drill is pretty self-explanatory. One guy stands in the middle of a
                        circle, and one by one, guys come at him from all direction, trying to knock
                        him out of the ring.

                The drill had good intentions. But if dogs don’t bite when
                        they’re pups, they aren’t going to bite when they are dogs. In other words,
                        if a nineteen-year-old guy isn’t tough already, you’re not making him tough
                        all of the sudden with one drill.

                In “Bull in the Ring” everything was legal—for the most part.
                        Kicking, punching, whatever it took to throw a guy out of the ring. I never
                        had a guy throw me out.

            

            
                
Wrestling an 800-Pound Brown Bear
[image: image]


                One day some freshmen approached me after practice.

                “Hey, how do you think you would do against a bear?” one
                        asked.

                “A bear?” I asked, trying to remember a story I thought I had
                        heard about legendary Alabama coach Paul “Bear” Bryant getting his name from
                        wrestling a bear. “I would beat him. That’s how I would do.”

                I had forgotten about this conversation before I had my pads
                        off that day The freshmen had not. About a month later, the same freshman
                        told me that the bear was in town.

                “What bear?” I asked.

                “The bear you’re going to wrestle,” he said.

                So now I’ve got a problem. Do I back down and look like a
                        liar? Or do I go down to the bar and wrestle this thing? At this point, I
                        was thinking this bear couldn’t be any more than 300 pounds at the most. I
                        was about 280 at the time, so I thought even though I was a little
                        undersized, I could outthink this thing.

                The bear I was to wrestle was at a local cowboy bar named
                        Butterfield Junction.

                [image: image]

                You thought it was a tale. Me and the bear in the bar (the
                        bear is the brunette). This didn’t last long.

                I headed down to Butterfield Junction, a little country bar in
                        Abilene. John Buesing went with me and promised to wrestle the thing first.
                        For those of you that don’t know what a cowboy/country bar is, here’s a
                        brief “Cowboy Bars for Dummies” lesson. Go to your garage and saw up every
                        piece of wood in the place. Leave the sawdust on the floor. Take a bag of
                        peanuts, eat the whole bag, and throw the shells on the floor. Now prop up a
                        couple of stools next to a long piece of wood that is about five feet off
                        the floor. That’s your bar. Now get a bunch of neon signs with the state of
                        Texas outlined and the Bud Light logo inside. Throw in a bunch of Wrangler
                        jeans that look like they have been spray-painted on with blue Krylon, rows
                        of Stetson hats (straw after Easter and before Labor Day, black felt the
                        rest of the year), and boots made from every animal that has skin to peel.
                        You’ve got Butterfield Junction.

                John and I got out of the car with only dollar signs on our
                        mind. If one of us got the bear on his back, $1,500 was headed that man’s
                        way.

                I already had plans for the money. If I won, I was going to
                        consider that gainful employment outside the semester.

                Well, not really. I was going to put the $1,500 in my pocket
                        and lie about it. Those plans were far down the road. One big obstacle was
                        between the moolah and me. I just didn’t know how big the obstacle
                        was.

                When John and I got closer to the door, we saw a picture of
                        this huge bear. I pointed the picture out to my cheering
                        section/bloodthirsty teammates and laughed. This had to be hype, I thought.
                        No way was a bear that big going to walk out on that floor. That picture,
                        once again I thought, was just there to draw people inside.

                I was wrong.

                John went first. The bear that walked out to face John was
                        over eight feet tall and weighed over 800 pounds. Now John is a very tough
                        and very big man, but the bear didn’t seem very impressed. Poor
                    John.

                This bear didn’t just walk out onto the floor. In wrestling,
                        we have our entrance themes. The themes normally, if this makes sense, sound
                        like the wrestler or team’s personality. At least, that’s the
                    goal.

                This bear had his own theme. With rock music blaring all over
                        this place, the bear was led to the ring like he was Mike Tyson. In between
                        gasps, I thought: He’s an 800-pound bear. He doesn’t need music.

                His head was as big as a stop sign. The trainers had choke
                        chains to keep things in control. His front teeth were also taken out so he
                        couldn’t eat human flesh. After seeing John lose rather decisively, I
                        decided there was no way I was getting out there.

                “You’ve got to do it,” the freshmen reminded me.

                What was I going to do? I was a team leader. I had to show
                        these guys what it meant to be tough. So, with my gym shorts and tennis
                        shoes on, I walked out to the center of the dance floor.

                I got out there with this stinking bear. And he did stink. He
                        slobbered all over me. Because he didn’t have any front teeth, he chewed all
                        the skin off my neck and one of my ears with his gums. This bear wasn’t only
                        huge, he also knew how to use his body He swung his paws like they were
                        baseball mitts. He just pawed me to death. His claws had been removed, but
                        the swats were more like Joe Frazier left hooks, claws or no
                    claws.

                I want to set the record straight quickly. I know that I’m
                        wrestling this thing on the dance floor. This wasn’t the first time I’ve
                        rolled around the dance floor with a big, hair, stinky thing. I figure I’ve
                        got the home-field advantage. It was the first time, however, I’d ever had
                        to sign a waiver saying I wouldn’t sue if I were killed as a result of
                        rolling around with a big, hairy, sweaty thing on a dance floor.

                A few seconds into the match, I realized the bear was
                        wrestling as hard as I was. That was the way he’d been trained. When I
                        started to back down a little, he thought I wanted to play. When he relaxed,
                        I threw him on his side.

                Memo to anyone who wrestles a bear: Don’t make him mad. Play
                        dead, anything, but don’t make him mad.

                The bear erupted. He made the most God-awful snort I ever
                        heard in my life. I’ve never heard anything like this before and never want
                        to again. It was piercing. He shot up and threw me across the whole dance
                        floor.

                There was a rug on the floor, but that did more damage than
                        good. The bear slung me under a table. I was trapped. Butterfield Junction
                        was packed. I had nowhere to go, and 800 pounds of ticked-off Smokey headed
                        my direction. Under the table, a thought crossed my mind: You might see this
                        on the Discovery Channel or in National Geographic, but not in a
                        cowboy bar.

                Now, I’ve been charged in cowboy bars before, but never by
                        something as mad as this thing. The bear reached me and decided his paws
                        hadn’t had enough. He swatted until he got his fill. Actually, it was until
                        the trainers had seen enough. It took two trainers to pull me out from
                        underneath him and a stiff steel rod to the head to get him to quit
                        attacking. I felt like kissing those two trainers. This bear had completely
                        lost his temper. He was trying to kill me.
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