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            Chapter 1
Dumpster Days

         
         Howie Roseman knew as well as anyone how quickly careers in the National Football League could be brought to an end. They
            took lifetimes to build and then collapsed in a fraction of a second. The snap of a bone, the wrench of a knee, the hit you
            never saw coming.
         

         
         He’d watched it happen hundreds of times. With over a decade in the front office of the Philadelphia Eagles, Roseman understood
            that every decision he made could be rendered suddenly pointless by an abrupt and gruesome act of professional violence.
         

         
         He just never expected it to happen to him.

         
         Roseman had it as good as anyone in the league. In his five seasons of living out his dream as an NFL general manager, he had a winning record and a reputation as one of the canniest operators in football. He had finished 2014 with nine of the players that he’d handpicked for the Eagles selected to the Pro Bowl, more than any other team. Philadelphia, a charter member of the NFL, had never won a Super Bowl, but he was beginning to feel like he might be the one to deliver the city its first championship. Roseman was building something. The problem was that not everyone inside the Eagles wanted to let him. Roseman had spent the previous few months butting heads with the team’s head coach, Chip Kelly, the prickly offensive mastermind hired in 2013 to replace Andy Reid. Kelly, a hard-nosed football lifer, had paid his dues designing crazy schemes at the University of New Hampshire and then lit college football on fire with his high-powered, up-tempo offense at Oregon. As far as he was concerned, he’d forgotten more about the game than Roseman, a thirtysomething lawyer from New Jersey, had ever known. Kelly, fifty-two, might need someone to help him with questions of contracts and cap space. But when it came to picking the right players, he felt there wasn’t much to learn from Howie Roseman. 

         
         So in January 2015, Kelly dialed up one of the most audacious and devious plays at his disposal: corporate restructuring.

         
         Roseman had seen the writing on the wall for months. After a brief internal power struggle, Kelly convinced Eagles owner Jeffrey
            Lurie to give him full control over the team’s roster. Technically, Roseman would receive a promotion to executive vice president
            of football operations. But in reality, this meant he’d been stripped of his title as general manager. The Draft, free agency,
            and all roster moves would now fall under Kelly’s purview.
         

         
         Roseman hadn’t been fired, but this was almost worse. He felt like he’d been blindsided by a three-hundred-pound nose tackle.
            He lost his authority, he lost his team, and he even lost his office. On the second floor of the Eagles’ NovaCare Complex,
            across South Broad Street from their stadium, he now had to make the sad trek from the northern end of the building that housed
            all football operations, to a small, repurposed conference room on the opposite side.
         

         
         On his first day at the wrong end of the floor, as far as could be from where meaningful decisions were made, Roseman huddled with the handful of trusted allies who’d been banished alongside him. As they took stock of their collective demotion, they looked around their new digs. There, right outside the window, was everything they needed to know. 

         
         A row of Dumpsters.

         
         It was almost too on the nose.

         
         Howie Roseman’s professional ambitions, his fifteen years of experience, and his grand designs of someday winning a Super
            Bowl—all of it had been summarily tossed out with the trash.
         

         
         

         This wasn’t how things were supposed to work out for the wunderkind of NFL executives.

         
         Roseman had wanted to be in the league since he was eight years old and was prepared to do whatever he could to haul himself
            there. Unfortunately for him, the NFL job he truly aspired to was professional quarterback—a stretch for anyone on the best
            of days, let alone for an undersized kid growing up in Marlboro Township, New Jersey, with no discernible athletic gifts.
            In high school, Roseman joined the wrestling team at 119 pounds.
         

         
         “I definitely didn’t have the genetic pool that you need to play in the National Football League,” he says.

         
         Roseman settled for the next best thing: putting himself in the vicinity of as many people as possible who did have what it took to play in the National Football League.
         

         
         Sometimes it happened by accident, like the time a preteen Howie found himself on a flight to Florida chatting with Jack Elway, father of John and a former head coach at Stanford. Roseman had been reading a draft preview while wearing a Yankees cap when Jack walked by and mentioned that his son had played briefly in the Yankees organization. The two struck up a conversation about football minutiae that so impressed Elway Sr. that he handed Roseman’s mother his business card and told Howie to stay in touch. The business card was soon lost. “But I finally had someone who believed in me,” Roseman remembers. “And I held on to that for a long time.” 

         
         Roseman would need it. He spent the following decade carefully planning his own proximity to the football world through any
            means necessary. He convinced his non-football-watching father to buy season tickets to the New York Jets. Then, when it came
            to deciding where he should go to college, high school Howie figured that his best chances of being around future NFL players
            was to enroll at the University of Florida.
         

         
         Officially, Roseman majored in . . . it doesn’t matter. Classes were not what preoccupied him. He invested his time doing
            a different kind of homework. Treating it as his most important assignment, Roseman prepared for the Draft every spring as
            if he already had his dream job in an NFL front office. He compiled binders full of research on potential picks. He mocked
            up a board. And most important, he drew up a list of players that his beloved Jets absolutely, imperatively, without question
            needed to take. In 1995, Roseman’s fraternity brother Jedd Fisch, a future NFL assistant and head coach of the University
            of Washington Huskies, witnessed this ritual firsthand. One spring morning, he watched Howie bound down the stairs in a suit
            carrying a briefcase like it contained the nuclear launch codes.
         

         
         “What are you doing, man?” Fisch asked him.
         

         
         “It’s draft day,” Roseman answered, as if that should explain why he was dressed for a wedding.

         
         Roseman was actually just dressing for the NFL job he wanted—general manager of the New York Jets—not the job he had, which was college sophomore. But he figured it was worth practicing anyway. Like anyone who’d ever hoped to reach the NFL, Roseman was getting in his reps. The Jets held the ninth overall pick that year, and this pretend GM in a Gainesville frat house had strong views on who they should select. It was all right there in his papers. 

         
         The name he didn’t have going to the Jets was Kyle Brady, a tight end out of Penn State—which was precisely who Gang Green
            drafted. And when they did, Roseman went berserk. “The Jets already have tight ends!” he shouted to no one in particular.
            “How could they be so stupid?” Nothing about it made any sense. No fewer than three future Hall of Famers would go in the first round after Kyle Brady and none of them would be wearing Jets green. Fisch watched Roseman seethe, wondering why his buddy was so upset
            about a process he had absolutely no bearing on.
         

         
         “I’m going to be a GM in this league one day,” Roseman told him. “And this is never going to happen on my watch.”

         
         Before he could be a GM in this league, though, Roseman had to get a gig anywhere at all. But Howie had a plan for that, too.
            Back in high school, he had begun a relentless letter-writing campaign to every front office in the NFL, telling them who
            he was, how much he cared, and asking them for any opportunity they might have going. Not everyone wrote back, which was Roseman’s
            cue to send a follow-up. Those who did reply inevitably sent back boilerplate notes informing him that they didn’t have an
            opening—to which Roseman replied with another letter thanking them for getting back to him. He continued all the way through
            college and into his law school days at Fordham. By then, he’d mailed over a thousand of them and a few people inside the
            league at least recognized his name. Roseman must have been doing something right, because the letters, according to former
            Jets GM Mike Tannenbaum, were “more endearing than annoying.”
         

         
         Not endearing enough, however, for the Jets to hire him. At one point, Roseman made it down to the final three for an internship,
            only to be passed over yet again.
         

         
         The team that wound up taking a chance on the most persistent candidate they’d ever encountered was ninety-five miles further south. Eagles vice president Joe Banner, who had also received Roseman’s endless correspondence, could appreciate a football outsider. He happened to be one himself. 

         
         Before his career pivot to football, Banner had run a chain of clothing stores in Boston. But in 1994 when his childhood friend
            Jeffrey Lurie asked him for help running the Eagles, the discount-suit business no longer seemed like the right fit. Never
            mind that Banner didn’t know the first thing about running a pro football team or constructing a roster. That much could be
            learned. What Banner could say for sure was that there was a right way and a wrong way to approach it. He knew all about the
            wrong way to build a winning team, because he’d spent decades watching baseball—in particular his beloved Red Sox, as they
            repeatedly smashed their heads against the thirty-seven-foot wall known as the Green Monster. But he figured that another
            group of Boston’s finest could teach him about the right way. Not long after he was hired, Banner commissioned a study from
            three professors at MIT on what separates great football teams from the rest of the pack.
         

         
         Their findings boiled down to one foundational principle. The only players who have a direct impact on every single play are
            the hulking grunts on the offensive and defensive lines. If you controlled the line of scrimmage, they told Banner, you won
            the game. That simple conclusion would shape the Eagles’ philosophy for the next thirty years.
         

         
         This wasn’t the last time that Banner would turn to an unlikely source for insight. Roseman might not have been an MIT statistician, but he impressed Banner with his attitude, his encyclopedic knowledge of the game, and his willingness to put in long hours while operating from a workstation that was little more than a corner of the desk belonging to Banner’s secretary. In the NFL, Roseman was a rarity. In the Eagles’ front office, though, he was just another football nerd who’d never held down a job before. Over the years, Banner would hire many other characters just like him—oddballs, contrarians, and freethinkers—to help the Eagles buck decades of futility. 

         
         “There was no such thing as conventional wisdom to us,” he says.

         
         Banner ordered up studies for everything, from kickoff strategy to the characteristics that defined a successful coach to
            evaluating undrafted free agents. Philadelphia had tried the old-school approach for six decades and gotten nowhere. What
            did they have to lose by breaking some of the ancient rules? “It was like a think tank, like what goes on at Google or Facebook,”
            Roseman says. “It’s competitive, but at the same time you’re sharing ideas. You have these freaking brilliant young people
            and you can see they’re going places.”
         

         
         Eight members of Banner’s front office would go on to become general managers or vice presidents or heads of player personnel
            at NFL teams, including Brett Veach in Kansas City, Ryan Grigson in Indianapolis, and Jason Licht in Tampa Bay. But Roseman
            would get there at lightning speed. He and his law degree climbed the ranks of the Eagles in the salary cap department, negotiating
            contracts and learning the most complex mechanics of the NFL that don’t involve blocking schemes. He then progressed through
            college scouting and pro scouting. In 2010, exactly a decade removed from the unpaid internship, Banner promoted Roseman into
            the role he’d been preparing for his entire life. Howie, all of thirty-four years old, was now the youngest general manager
            in the National Football League.
         

         
         He didn’t have much time to celebrate. “You go to bed with a knot in your stomach, you wake up with a knot in your stomach,” he says. “There’s an issue you have to deal with every single day.” But one April evening, Roseman felt that he’d arrived when he put on a suit, picked up his briefcase, and, for the first time in his life, phoned in his very own pick in the NFL Draft. After a nifty trade with the Denver Broncos, Roseman watched Roger Goodell stride to the podium and announce it to the world. It wasn’t going to be a tight end. 

         
         “With the thirteenth pick of the 2010 NFL Draft,” the commissioner said, “the Philadelphia Eagles select Brandon Graham, defensive
            end, Michigan.”
         

         
         Inside New York’s Radio City Music Hall, Eagles fans cheered Roseman’s handiwork and underscored their point in the customary
            fashion: by chanting Dallas sucks.

         
         Not everyone was so impressed. One NFL columnist called Roseman a “shakedown artist” during his attempts to trade quarterback
            Donovan McNabb earlier that month. A veteran GM said he was “trying to be too smart for his own good.” But Roseman felt like
            he was operating at a different speed from the rest of the league. Convinced that someone might suddenly snatch this opportunity
            away from him, he hardly slept. There were more moves to explore, more corners of his roster to improve. By the time the regular
            season started, Roseman had been involved in 17 trades with 12 different teams.
         

         
         “I’m not sure I ever got diagnosed with ADD,” he says, “but I definitely have it.”

         
         And yet, Roseman couldn’t shake the impression that others viewed him as some kind of impostor. Few people in the history of the league had ever come in with more study under their belt. Still, he worried that his lack of a playing or coaching background hurt his legitimacy. At the instruction of Banner and then–head coach Andy Reid, Roseman had spent years putting in the hard yards in the Eagles’ personnel department. He’d gone on the dreary road trips to obscure college campuses. He’d gotten to know coaches and stayed in Motel 6s. Roseman knew that a GM was only as good as his address book, so he padded his out until it looked like the Yellow Pages. But even once Jeffrey Lurie handed him the power to shape the team in his own image, Roseman worried day after day that football lifers were out there conspiring against him. 

         
         Then he met one who actually was.

         
         

         From their makeshift offices at the other end of the second floor, Roseman and his team got the distinct sense that Chip Kelly,
            by then a little over a year into his tenure as head coach, was deliberately keeping them in the dark. Their jobs had been
            spared because they knew their way around the formalities of player transactions. But in early 2015, they were no longer involved
            in making decisions. Deals were presented to them as already done.
         

         
         Anything that crossed their desks was covered in Kelly’s fingerprints. It was also completely horrifying. Roseman could only
            watch as his replacement systematically dismantled the roster he had spent years so carefully putting together.
         

         
         Running back LeSean McCoy, Philadelphia’s all-time leading rusher, was abruptly traded to Buffalo. Kelly also cut Pro Bowl
            guard Evan Mathis and defensive end Trent Cole. He allowed stalwarts such as receiver Jeremy Maclin to walk away in free agency
            and almost let pass rusher Brandon Graham do the same right after a breakout season, until Lurie stepped in to prevent him
            from signing with the Giants. The Graham move felt like a particularly pointed rebuke of Roseman’s tenure.
         

         
         It wasn’t just the players Philadelphia lost. With every name Kelly brought in, he seemed to invite fresh problems. When quarterback Sam Bradford was acquired in a trade from the St. Louis Rams in exchange for Nick Foles, the issue wasn’t that the Eagles had turned the team over to an injury-prone and underwhelming passer. It was that Bradford was coming to the end of his rookie contract. With no new deal in place, Roseman and his team were forced to negotiate a new one from a position of no leverage against NFL super-agent Tom Condon. 

         
         “If you go through Howie’s history, that’s not something you would ever see him doing,” said one member of the Eagles’ front
            office. “What were we supposed to do?”
         

         
         Roseman did his best to lead by example. Day after day, he put on a brave face and refused to let on how much this whole shit
            show ate away at him. Even after Kelly banned him from attending practice, Howie didn’t lose his cool.
         

         
         “When I’m home, I’ll kick rocks,” he told colleagues. “But no one in this building will see me sweat.”

         
         The situation was so dysfunctional that Roseman found himself questioning his own rooting interests every Sunday. He remained
            an Eagles fan and committed to the players that he had brought to Philadelphia, but he sensed that every Kelly victory pushed
            him deeper into exile. “It presented a very screwed-up dynamic,” one executive said. “We all knew, the better the team did,
            the worse off we would be going forward.”
         

         
         At times, Roseman felt like he would rather be anywhere else in sports. So that was exactly where he started going. Any chance
            he got, Roseman connected with clubs in other leagues and even other countries. He spoke to teams in Major League Baseball,
            the NBA, the NHL, and the English Premier League. He learned about player development and casting a wider net for talent—Roseman
            knew firsthand that college-football-to-pro-football wasn’t the only pipeline for capable people. And he finally understood
            the value of delegation. During his stint as GM, Roseman had been guilty of such micromanagement that at one point, he personally
            interviewed candidates for the position of assistant equipment manager—despite not knowing the first thing about the job.
         

         
         He even reorganized his personal life. Roseman and his wife came to an agreement that any pressing issues at home would go on into the Notes app of their phones. Then, once a week, they scheduled a catchup to resolve them as if they were breaking down game film. 

         
         Above all, Roseman nursed the wounds that came with losing the only job he’d ever really wanted.

         
         “The anticipation of it is way worse than the reality,” he says. “Maybe you’re in the news for a couple of days, but at the
            end of the day, everyone gets over it. And nobody cares.”
         

         
         Roseman decided that by the time anyone in football was ready to care about him again, he wouldn’t be the same GM who’d been
            so unceremoniously cast aside by Chip Kelly. He would be bolder, more assertive, more collaborative, and more willing than
            ever to swim against the tide. In the big, wide world beyond the NFL, he’d seen iconoclasts weather far more violent storms
            than whatever blew his way from the Philly media. Next time around, he promised, nothing would catch him off guard.
         

         
         “It was the best thing professionally that ever happened to me,” Roseman says. “I got to step back, I got to work on my deficiencies
            and, most importantly, I got a freaking master’s in running sports teams.”
         

         
         

         Despite all his time spent at institutions of higher learning, Chip Kelly definitely did not have a master’s in running a
            sports team. In fact, it was becoming clear that he was horrible at it.
         

         
         During his very first practice, in 2013, he pulled off the rare trick of alienating all twenty-two of his best players. “There are no starters,” he announced. The depth chart had been wiped clean and years of NFL experience disregarded. The way Kelly saw it, every job on the team was up for grabs, no matter which name was on the back of the jersey. 

         
         For a stud like wide receiver DeSean Jackson, an Eagles starter since his rookie year in 2008, it was like being told that
            his 4,785 receiving yards and 30 touchdowns weren’t worth a damn. In fact, Jackson knew precisely how much they were worth:
            He was in the second season of a five-year, $47 million contract. And no one was about to tell him any different.
         

         
         “How the hell are you coming into the NFL as a coach and saying there’s no starters?” Jackson thought. “We get paid more than
            you.”
         

         
         Kelly had his reasons. After soaking in the peak-performance culture of Eugene, he’d become obsessed with optimizing every
            marginal gain. He figured that all of that Oregon sports science, which had fueled Olympians and record breakers, could only
            make his NFL stable go faster, higher, stronger. He assiduously monitored hydration levels by placing urine sample collection
            jars at every locker. He grilled players on how many hours they’d slept. He had the Eagles invest in state-of-the-art equipment
            to collect biometric data during practice. And postpractice, he fed them smoothies tailored according to their personal workout
            programs.
         

         
         The players hated all of it. To them, Kelly wasn’t innovative, he was invasive. For some reason, he’d even forbidden them
            from practicing in black socks.
         

         
         Sports science wasn’t the only thing he brought with him from Oregon. Pretty soon, Kelly was filling out the roster with guys
            who’d starred for him in college and done next to nothing of note in the NFL. Kelly trusted his Ducks, but their new teammates
            looked at them as if a bunch of actual ducks had waddled into the locker room.
         

         
         From 2013 through 2015, no fewer than nine former Oregon players came and went—all with minimal impact. The first of them was a wide receiver named Jeff Maehl, who had the dubious distinction of being the final selection of the 2011 Draft. But not the NFL Draft. Maehl had caught the eye of the United Football League’s Virginia Destroyers. He never played for them, though, because he was rescued by the Houston Texans’ practice squad. By the end of 2012, he’d made appearances in all of three games and had only one pass thrown his way. It was not completed. His NFL career was hanging by a thread, which made it all the more surprising when Kelly insisted that the Eagles trade for him. His new teammates hardly acknowledged his presence—Maehl was the textbook definition of training camp fodder. That is, until he not only made the team but was handed a significant role in the Eagles’ offense. To the other guys in the huddle, it was absurd. 

         
         “He was a cool kid,” said one, “but he couldn’t play.”

         
         “We got a guy on the bench that went to Alabama, that’s good as hell, that’s strong, that’s big and effective,” recalled another.
            “You’re not going to play him, but you’re gonna play a white dude from Oregon?”
         

         
         The Kelly recruits just kept coming. Kenjon Barner, 1 start for the Eagles. Brandon Hughes, 1 start. Josh Huff, 4 starts.

         
         “You would look up on the roster and out of nowhere these guys would pop up,” McCoy said. “I’m like, how are these guys even
            getting chances to play in the NFL? This is the pros. I know they came from Oregon. But we want guys on our team that’re going
            to be able to really help.”
         

         
         Kelly agreed. He just didn’t think that Shady McCoy was one of them. In March 2015, Kelly made that position official by trading
            him, something McCoy only found out when his agent, Drew Rosenhaus, phoned him with the news. He didn’t even bother saying
            hello.
         

         
         “Shady, it’s not a joke,” Rosenhaus told him. “The Eagles have traded you to the Buffalo Bills.”

         
         McCoy, a two-time All Pro selection who was still just twenty-six years old and had rushed for nearly 3,000 yards over the previous two seasons, took a moment to process what he’d just heard. It felt incomprehensible. The only rationale he could imagine was that the Eagles had received an impossibly good offer—two second-round picks, at minimum. 

         
         “Who are they trading me for?” he asked.

         
         “Kiko Alonso,” came the response.

         
         McCoy paused again. But this time it was because he was racking his brain trying to remember whether he’d ever heard that
            name before. If he had, then Kiko Alonso hadn’t left a lasting impression.
         

         
         “Who is that? Let me look him up,” McCoy said, quickly opening up a search engine. “How do you spell that shit? I don’t know
            who this dude is.”
         

         
         Once the result popped up, though, Kelly’s baffling decision suddenly made perfect sense.

         
         Kiko Alonso, linebacker, University of Oregon.

         
         McCoy wasn’t the only star player who found himself on the wrong end of Kelly’s master plan. The offseason before he traded
            McCoy, Kelly had also cut Jackson, a beloved figure in Philly and one of the most electrifying playmakers in the NFL. Jackson
            chalked it up to Kelly’s desire to be the only alpha in the room. “You could tell he was scared of me,” Jackson says.
         

         
         Taken together, Kelly’s general haughtiness, intrusive rules, favoritism, and apparent disregard for years of loyal service left much of the team constantly unsure of where they stood. And Kelly seemed uninterested in offering any clarification. Of course, NFL players are under no illusions—they’re big boys who know the league is a ruthless business. But even by those standards, Kelly struck them as particularly callous. Football decisions felt like anti-Howie decisions, as though he was trying to cleanse the locker room of any trace of the previous administration. He wanted the Eagles’ successes to be his and his alone. 

         
         The issue was that his entire approach seemed to be eroding the trust of the locker room. Players felt that he would tell
            them one thing and say another behind their backs. The chaos literally drove some to tears.
         

         
         As quarterback Michael Vick told his teammates, “I cried more dealing with Chip Kelly on the Eagles than I did in prison.”

         
         

         Somehow, making grown men cry wasn’t Kelly’s worst miscalculation. That one came in December of 2015 as the Eagles prepared
            for one of the biggest, most anticipated dates on their calendar: Jeffrey Lurie’s annual holiday party.
         

         
         As long as anyone at the Eagles could remember, this had been a tie-and-jacket, bring-your-family type of affair. Lurie had
            always prided himself on the attention he lavished on his employees and their loved ones. For twelve months of the year, they
            worked their tails off to make his football team a success. For one festive evening of dancing and revelry, he would show
            them how much he appreciated it.
         

         
         Only Chip Kelly had a conflict, this evening and every evening. The last time he checked, December was still football season
            and winter carols didn’t help him win games. At his behest, the holiday party went from a nighttime bash to a lunch held outside
            the cafeteria—which didn’t exactly buy him much goodwill inside the building. What little Christmas cheer remained wound up
            like so much gray snow when Kelly informed everyone shortly after the party began that he and the football staff had somewhere
            else to be. They were working out a free-agent player from the Calgary Stampeders of the Canadian Football League. The Eagles
            didn’t sign him.
         

         
         By then, the winds were turning against Kelly outside the building, too. The Eagles’ Thanksgiving performance in Detroit, a 45-14 embarrassment, had all but guaranteed them a losing record. Two more losses in December dropped them to 6-9, leaving Philadelphia outside the playoffs for a second straight season. Lurie had seen enough. The culture he’d so meticulously fostered had been trampled. Heroes made in Philadelphia had been drummed out. It felt like the building had been hijacked. And for what? 

         
         On the Monday before their final game of the season, a dead rubber against the Giants, word spread throughout the Eagles’
            practice facility that Kelly had been summoned to Lurie’s office. By Tuesday, the news was public: The Chip Kelly era was
            over.
         

         
         Howie Roseman was about to come in from the cold.

         
         

         It took a few weeks for Roseman and his crew to reclaim their old offices. They still had no windows, although it was better
            than looking out at the Dumpsters.
         

         
         But they didn’t waste any time getting back to work. Like a government in exile, they knew exactly which moves they wanted
            to make because they’d been mulling them all year. While Kelly had his hand on the wheel, Roseman was drawing up his own lists
            of free-agent targets and potential draft picks should he ever return to power.
         

         
         The first order of business was hiring a new coach. They quickly settled on a familiar name, Doug Pederson, who had served as Andy Reid’s quarterbacks coach in Philadelphia and then as his offensive coordinator in Kansas City, where Reid had since decamped. It was no accident that they picked a candidate who’d never been a head coach before. After subjecting themselves to a football ideologue with unflinching views on how the game should be played, the Eagles were looking for someone a bit more flexible. Roseman felt that with the right guidance Pederson could become the cutting-edge coach to match the forward-thinking front office—someone who would embrace analytics, understand the primacy of the passing game, and be fearless about going for it on the fourth down. From now on, the Eagles’ head coach would work in service of the organization, not the other way round. 

         
         Roseman figured he no longer had anything to lose. As he liked to tell people, he’d already died once.

         
         “Being dead and seeing how that looks, kind of watching it and then coming back,” he says, “it’s like, ‘Okay, life still goes
            on.’ Maybe not worrying so much, being able to play fast and not worry so much about all the mistakes I’m going to make.”
         

         
         Fast only begins to describe it. Roseman hit the phones with all the pent-up energy he’d sat on for a year. What unfolded
            over the first few months of his second stint turned into one of the most aggressive, frenzied, and ambitious sequences ever
            attempted by an NFL executive.
         

         
         It began when he agreed to a trade with the Miami Dolphins to move up to No. 8 in the 2016 Draft in exchange for the thirteenth
            pick and a pair of players, including Chip Kelly acquisition Kiko Alonso. For plenty of other GMs, climbing into the top ten
            would have been enough for one offseason. But Roseman wasn’t done. He set his sights even higher and flipped that No. 8 pick—along
            with four more—to the Cleveland Browns to jump all the way up to No. 2. The Eagles were determined to draft a quarterback
            and, that April, Roseman’s wheeling and dealing landed them a big-armed passer out of North Dakota State named Carson Wentz.
            It was the first time that Philadelphia had used a first-round pick on a quarterback since Donovan McNabb in 1999. But Roseman
            wasn’t afraid of doing things his own way anymore.
         

         
         “The National Football League, like everything else, is like a bell curve,” he says, “I would rather . . . maybe risk being on this side of the bell curve than being stuck in the fucking middle.” 

         
         Within two years, the Eagles certainly weren’t stuck in the middle. With Wentz under center, they were back on top of the
            NFC East and heading to the playoffs. The wheels threatened to come off when Wentz tore his ACL in Week 14, but Roseman had
            prepared for this very eventuality. That offseason, he’d picked up free agent Nick Foles to serve as the team’s second quarterback.
            (Roseman refused to call him a backup.)
         

         
         Two months later, Foles was their Super Bowl starter. And as they took the field in Minneapolis against the New England Patriots,
            any sign of the Chip Kelly Eagles had been all but eradicated.
         

         
         Philadelphia played with the same chutzpah that their GM had shown ever since he walked back to the business end of the second
            floor. No play better encapsulated that than a fourth-down roll of the dice known as the Philly Special.
         

         
         Pederson had never called it before—and it’s not hard to see why. The scheme involved a direct snap to an undrafted rookie
            running back, who flipped the ball to a third-string tight end, who was then asked to attempt the first pass of his NFL career
            and aim it at his “second” quarterback. It was up to Nick Foles, who had never made a single reception in the pros or in college,
            to break to his right, get himself in the end zone, and reel it in over his shoulder.
         

         
         When Foles pulled it off, his touchdown catch instantly entered Philadelphia sports lore alongside Dr. J sweeping the Lakers
            and Rocky Balboa single-handedly winning the Cold War.
         

         
         But for Howie Roseman, the moment everything came full circle arrived with 2:16 remaining in the fourth quarter. That was
            when Tom Brady dropped back to pass and immediately found himself nose-to-nose with Roseman’s first-ever draft pick. Brandon
            Graham slapped his left hand on the ball and wrapped up Brady with his right, causing the fumble that effectively ended the
            game.
         

         
         After half a century of trying—and three years of turmoil—the Eagles were Super Bowl champions for the first time.

         
         Roseman could have rested on his laurels. He’d been proven right. There’s no validation in any walk of life quite like overcoming
            your haters and waving the Lombardi Trophy in their faces. But Roseman was keenly aware that nothing in pro football lasts
            for long. The moment you felt comfortable was when things were most dangerous.
         

         
         Because of the NFL’s historic, heavy-handed obsession with parity, success in one season immediately put you on the back foot
            for the next. This was not a league built for serial winners. As soon as you put together a triumphant campaign, everything
            from the schedule to market economics to the bounce of an oblong ball suddenly begins to conspire against you. The only thing
            more difficult than achieving success in the first place is maintaining it. And everything Roseman had done to lift the Eagles
            to the pinnacle of the game was about to become infinitely more challenging. Breaking free from the NFL’s great big middle,
            he knew, was like running a sports team on hard mode.
         

         
         The green-and-white confetti had barely been cleared from Broad Street when Roseman’s plan to win another Super Bowl took
            shape. This team had done its job.
         

         
         Now it was time to blow it up and start over.

         
         “Anytime you think you arrive in this business,” Roseman says, “you get your ass kicked.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
League-Think

         
         Every fan who has ever lost their mind watching a game has, at one time or another, been absolutely convinced that the whole
            system of professional sports was rigged against them.
         

         
         The difference in the National Football League, as Howie Roseman knew too well, is that this happens to be completely true.

         
         No other enterprise punishes winning—or rewards losing—quite as brazenly as professional football. Over more than a century
            since the proto-NFL was formed in an auto dealership in Canton, Ohio, the league has evolved into an edifice of rules specifically
            engineered to level the playing field. Weak teams are given a boost and strong ones are kneecapped, all as a matter of course.
            Whenever a suspicion of imbalance has threatened to creep into the sport, the league has found new levers to pull to restore
            the competitive balance. From the Draft (which redistributes talent to those teams that need it most), to a hard salary cap
            (which dilutes the advantage of rich owners), to a model of revenue sharing that leaves even the most hapless club drowning
            in money, the NFL has spent a century designing the ultimate race to the middle.
         

         
         All of which makes building a consistent winner in the NFL the most maddening challenge in sports. While other leagues use a few of these rebalancing mechanisms to achieve parity, no one deploys them quite as oppressively as the NFL. Baseball has a salary cap, but if owners want to exceed it, they simply keep on spending, provided they can afford the luxury tax. The NBA’s salary cap, meanwhile, has more holes than a mesh jersey, with provisions that allow owners to retain star players regardless of cost in the goal of assembling superteams. As for the most popular sport on Earth, the thought of implementing a salary cap in European soccer is about as realistic as letting everyone use their hands. 

         
         But in football, any loopholes that threaten this delicate equilibrium are legislated out of existence as soon as they emerge.
            The resulting degree of difficulty is precisely what makes the NFL the NFL. The better a team performs, the harder the game becomes. This is a system that hammers down the top teams by sending them
            to the back of the line for new talent, limiting their ability to keep their best, highest-paid players through the salary
            cap, and explicitly building their schedules to face tougher opponents. To believe that seasons are decided strictly by what
            happens on the gridiron every Sunday is to ignore the years of work and calculations that go into building a competitive roster.
            It’s not just a matter of finding the most gifted players. The fate of a franchise depends on cramming them into a vast, complex
            puzzle of resource allocation that’s harder to navigate than a swimming pool in a straitjacket.
         

         
         All of it can be undone at any moment with repercussions that ripple out over years to come. Catastrophic injuries are only
            ever a play away. Mistakes haunt you for seasons in the form of dead money. And a complex wage scale that keeps rookie salaries
            artificially low is forever bending incentives and value.
         

         
         But from the NFL’s perspective, the system works. The league has managed to manufacture parity at the micro and macro levels of the game so successfully that if you flip on any contest at any point during the season, the outcome will likely still be in the balance. In 2024, a staggering 70 percent of games were within one score at some point in the fourth quarter. And even if your team happens to lose, the NFL has engineered it so that they’ll be back sooner rather than later. Since 2016, every single franchise in the league has reached the playoffs at least once—except for the New York Jets, which is less a professional football organization and more a clown car with four flat tires. 

         
         What happens in the postseason is a crapshoot, no matter how prepared you are. So winning a Super Bowl is neither everything,
            nor can it be the only thing—contrary to one of the NFL’s favorite maxims. In a league so committed to preventing dynasties
            and dragging down any team that pulls too far ahead, the definition of success has to be relative. Simply by finishing season
            after season above .500, you’ve effectively gamed the game.
         

         
         None of this is an accident. Each of these measures was carefully thought out, implemented, and adjusted over the course of
            decades to make the games entertaining and keep every team in with a shot. The history of the NFL has been about a relentless
            push for parity, a league where no team could be branded a perennial winner or loser. And yet, in spite of all this, some
            have managed to figure out how to beat the system, even for just a fleeting moment.
         

         
         This is a book about how it’s done, about the people—the GMs, the coaches, the players—who were able to identify gray areas,
            bend the rules, and see around corners long enough to turn the league’s byzantine structure into a hidden advantage. NFL archives
            are full of powerhouses for whom parity seemed to be an airy concept that didn’t apply to them, but those teams were operating
            largely before the league cranked up the difficulty with one of the most draconian controls in sports: the hard salary cap.
            The moment it was introduced, in 1994, marked the beginning of the modern NFL, when the rules that enforced parity became
            truly totalitarian.
         

         
         It was also when some of the brightest minds in the NFL elevated their skill for navigating under, around, and in between those rules into an art form. 

         
         

         The thing about “Any Given Sunday” is that to the National Football League, it’s more than a catchy slogan. That three-word
            phrase might as well be the NFL’s mission statement, built into the history of the league from the very beginning, so that
            every team could and should have a shot at winning. And more importantly, so that every game would have the potential for
            drama.
         

         
         That wasn’t because NFL owners were profoundly attached to some Corinthian ideal of sport for sport’s sake or the beauty of
            hard-nosed competition.
         

         
         Parity was always, above all, an intentional business strategy. For the early NFL to exist in a country that had long anointed
            baseball as its national pastime, the games had to be close and the seasons unpredictable. No one needed professional football, so entertainment value was paramount. And for that, parity was essential—every NFL commissioner has
            believed this deep in his bones.
         

         
         It was the only way this league of theirs could possibly survive.

         
         For the first three decades of the NFL’s existence, the business model of professional football was essentially the same as
            the business model of a circus. Teams played each other according to a chaotically rendered schedule, barnstormed when they
            needed to, and packed up and changed cities when they inevitably ran out of money. They recruited performers as and when they
            needed them, only to pay them a pittance. Most people who ran away and joined the NFL had about the same job security as a
            sword-swallower.
         

         
         The league had none of the heritage or prestige of its more popular sibling, college football. Nor did it make nearly as much sense. On more than one occasion, no one was even sure who had won the championship and entire seasons turned on how many ringers could be rustled up. The loose confederation of moderately wealthy men who owned teams organized their games over telegram, merely hoping to sell a few thousand tickets. 

         
         That’s why, in the 1930s, franchises changed hands for under $5,000, all for the privilege of losing money year after year.
            Only the Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, and New York Giants could really dream of turning profits. Everyone else was spinning
            their wheels. They were up against sporadic interest from fans, the looming threat of organized gambling, and the immovable
            rock of baseball.
         

         
         In other words, the chief preoccupation of the fledgling National Football League was simply continuing to exist. And for
            the founding fathers of this enterprise—a group that had dabbled in everything from traveling sales to professional bookmaking—there
            was only one way to keep people interested. The games had to be exciting. Serial winners were the enemy.
         

         
         “We could give them a competition only if the teams had some sort of equality, if the teams went up and down with the fortunes
            of life,” Tim Mara, who founded the Giants, once explained. “Of course, that meant that no team would in the future win a
            championship every third year and people would start saying, ‘What’s happened to the Giants? They aren’t the team they used
            to be.’ That was a hazard we had to accept for the benefit of the league, of professional football and everyone in it.”
         

         
         For a man who had made what little money he had after quitting school at thirteen running cash for the cutthroat bookies and sharps of the Lower East Side, this was a stunning insight. A rising tide lifts all ships? That’s not what they taught you down on Orchard Street. But Mara, who had bought the team for $500, understood that he wasn’t in the business of winning on the football field. He was in show business too. 

         
         Mara wasn’t the only executive of football’s sepia-toned era to come to that realization. His counterpart in Philadelphia,
            De Benneville “Bert” Bell, had been mulling the exact same question, only from the other end of the standings.
         

         
         Bell, the son of a wealthy lawyer, had been a quarterback at the University of Pennsylvania before turning himself into a
            full-time man about town. He helped coach college teams during the season, worked various jobs at Philly’s Ritz-Carlton, and
            spent the rest of his time chasing two of his great passions, horse racing and booze—at least until he vowed to give up drinking
            so he could marry a Broadway actress. But even she was under no illusions: The real love of his life was the Philadelphia
            Eagles.
         

         
         In 1933, Bell had acquired the franchise rights that belonged to the defunct Frankford Yellow Jackets, a team from northeast
            Philly that had existed for all of eight seasons. But he soon learned that he was out of his depth. The Eagles couldn’t win
            football games, which meant they couldn’t sell tickets, which meant they had no money to attract talent. Nothing made that
            clearer to Bell than when he tried to sign a hulking fullback named Stan “King Kong” Kostka, who had helped the University
            of Minnesota win the 1934 national championship. Bell broke the bank to make him an offer of $6,000 (the equivalent of $139,000
            today). Yet Kostka still landed with the football-playing Brooklyn Dodgers.
         

         
         Bell was beside himself. He had done everything in his power to bring King Kong to Philadelphia and still came up short. Even
            worse, he saw no reason that this pattern might ever change. Without some kind of common system for NFL teams to pick up talent,
            less well-off clubs like his would always be left out. In the long run, this could only guarantee one thing: The young league
            would collapse.
         

         
         Bell mulled this all winter and, by the following spring, his thinking had evolved even further. No matter what a team’s record was, spreading talent all over the NFL’s nine outfits was essential to the business. If it happened to help his sad-sack, money-losing Eagles along the way, so much the better. 

         
         “Gentlemen,” he told a smoky room full of NFL owners and executives in 1935. “I’ve always had the theory that pro football
            is like a chain. The league is no stronger than its weakest link—and I’ve been a weak link for so long
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