
		
			[image: Cover for Turf Wars: The Fight for the Soul of America's Game, Author, DeMaurice Smith]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Turf Wars, Subtitle, The Fight for the Soul of America's Game, Author, DeMaurice Smith, Imprint, Random House]
			

		

	
		
			Random House

			An imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by DeMaurice Smith

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Random House and the House colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Hardback ISBN 9780593729427

			Ebook ISBN 9780593729434

			Book Team: Production editor: Luke Epplin • Managing editor: Rebecca Berlant • Production manager: Mark Maguire • Copy editor: Muriel Jorgensen • Proofreaders: Liz Carbonell, J. J. Evans, Kevin Clift

			Book design by Mary A. Wirth, adapted for ebook by Vincent Mancuso

			Cover design: Lucas Heinrich

			Cover photographs: AP Photo/Keith Srakocic (Denver Broncos kneeling), Cooper Neill via AP (Roger Goodell), Damian Strohmeyer via AP (DeVante Parker and Damar Hamlin), AP Photo/Andrew Harnik (Donald Trump), Aaron M. Sprecher via AP (Tom Brady), AP Photo/Ron Jenkins (Jerry Jones)

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3a_152634190_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			Prologue: In a Heartbeat

			Chapter 1: Outsider

			Chapter 2: Ace in the Hole

			Chapter 3: “Kill the Head”

			Chapter 4: The Homestead

			Chapter 5: Trial Dog

			Chapter 6: Pressure

			Chapter 7: “Race Hustlers”

			Chapter 8: Friendly Fire

			Chapter 9: Force Majeure

			Chapter 10: Bird

			Epilogue: The Question

			Acknowledgments

			Sources

			Index

			About the Author

		

	_152634190_

	
		
			To the Bravest Generation.

			My parents and my four centennial ancestors who were a part of a noble generation of Americans who were told to “watch their step” but nonetheless chose to stride forward fearlessly with hope, duty, and courage.

		

	
		
			
				Until the lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter.

				—Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In a Heartbeat

			My name is DeMaurice Fitzgerald Smith, and for fourteen years I was executive director of the National Football League Players Association, representing the human beings who suited up for your favorite teams. I worked for neither the franchises nor the cabal of greedy billionaires who control the league, which makes them some of the lever pullers of our larger society.

			I worked for players.

			The men whose uniform included an NFL helmet and pads, whose workplace was one of the league’s training facilities or stadiums, who bled or cracked ribs or “got their bell rung”—they were my bosses. And my job as the leader of their union was to fight for them, go to war for them, always against their own bosses and the league’s commissioner, Roger Goodell. The men who run the NFL are the same kinds of people who have traditionally accumulated power in the United States: rich, narcissistic, insecure. But rather than pursue political office, where their more devious impulses might play out in public view and be subject to reelection campaigns, these megalomaniacal capitalists have found and exploited a loophole.

			In 2017, when President Donald Trump wanted an ally as he publicly attacked San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick, whose on-field protests of police violence transcended sports and captured the nation’s attention, it wasn’t just Trump’s cabinet or top advisers he contacted. It was Jerry Jones, who owns the Dallas Cowboys. When Trump was making his first run for the White House in 2016, his confidants included Robert Kraft, the owner of the New England Patriots, who has claimed to have known Trump since the 1990s. Jerry and Kraft are the most powerful people in the NFL and are therefore some of the most influential people in the country.

			Be they in the Oval Office or a stadium’s owner’s suite, these men do not see the general public as human. They are voters and customers and fans. NFL owners view their own teams’ players not as people with families, aspirations, or pride. They are laborers and commodities, nothing more, an army of soldier ants who can and will be replaced by one of the thousands of cheaper options in college football or lower-tier leagues. Owners only pretend to care about a player’s remarkable journey from youth football to college and the pros, the sacrifices that must be made to reach the highest peak in American sports, or how many physical and socioeconomic hurdles must be crossed to reach this point.

			They don’t ache for the aging men whose careers end with chronic pain in their shoulders and hips. They don’t worry for those who fear that football may have damaged their brains.

			If someone’s performance dips or they question authority or, God forbid, publicly challenge the league? Owners band together, emboldened by the full might of the NFL league office, and stop at nothing to squash this ant and send a message to the remaining army. Because, to them, a rogue is a threat to their business model, which centers on playing games, and no threat can or will be tolerated.

			How could I make such callous suggestions? Because they’ve told me that this is what they think.

			I spent fourteen years with a front-row seat, and again and again, owners showed me with their actions by choosing the almighty dollar over humanity and compassion and fairness every single time. It didn’t matter if you were Zak DeOssie or Tom Brady.

			Of the roughly 341 million people who live in the United States, about eight hundred are billionaires. That translates to about 0.0002 percent of the American population. But those eight hundred people hold more than half of the entire nation’s wealth. According to Oxfam, which studies economic inequality, for every dollar an average American earns, each billionaire earns $1.7 million. And no amount is ever enough. While the rest of us were struggling during the coronavirus pandemic, be it financially or physically or emotionally, the superrich never stopped looking for ways not only to exploit the worst public health emergency in a century but to make the rest of us a little worse off. While 99 percent of the population has had to pinch pennies amid rising inflation and increasingly expensive essentials, billionaires weren’t just insulated from this strain. They got richer—way richer: The Institute for Policy Studies reported that, in the eighteen months between March 2020 and August 2021, these eight hundred people—most of them white men—added $1.8 trillion to their combined portfolios.

			Is it any wonder why lawmakers and the White House never send a billionaire to voicemail? That the mega-rich can sway legislation, send ripples through the economy, manipulate our wallets and habits and opinions?

			Politicians may be the ones signing off on the rules governing our society, but it’s that small percentage of the ultra-wealthy who decides on those rules.

			There is no greater concentration of American billionaires than the NFL. The city of Green Bay, Wisconsin, owns the Packers, but the other thirty-one clubs have a principal owner. Each one has a net worth somewhere north of ten figures, and as of this writing, the combined net worth of these individuals and families is estimated at $280 billion. The median household income in the United States is $75,000, which means an average American family could work for twenty-eight thousand years and still not be as rich as Cincinnati Bengals owner Mike Brown, who, at $4 billion, is the poorest guy in the room during the twice-a-year league meetings.

			More than a century ago, industry titans such as J. P. Morgan, William Vanderbilt, and John D. Rockefeller belonged to a private organization called the Jekyll Island Club—something of a secret society. More than a century ago, some of their peers met off the coast of Georgia to unilaterally create the Federal Reserve of the United States. Today that club’s equivalent is the National Football League. Like the men of Jekyll Island, NFL owners decide how the rest of us live, work, and interact.

			The cohorts of Morgan, Vanderbilt, and Rockefeller did this via manipulating our banking, transportation, and education systems. Jerry, Kraft, and their cohorts use football, one of the most addictive, powerful, and profitable drugs in American culture, to influence elections and bully competitors as they ruthlessly pursue an ever-higher percentage of wealth. The most diabolical part? We have no idea that they’re doing it. We think we’re just watching a game or going to a Super Bowl party. So strong is the league’s hold on us that, in 2024, businesses spent an average of $7 million for each thirty-second advertisement during the Super Bowl. Of the hundred most-watched television broadcasts in 2023, ninety-three were NFL games.

			We’re conditioned to think the individuals who run this financial and cultural behemoth are well-mannered titans of industry. They are, in fact, insecure and petulant—men who sneak partially nude photos of their own cheerleaders, destroy suites in other owners’ stadiums, flip each other the bird, and fling drinks on fans. They regularly welch on their own contracts with one another.

			If it’s to the advantage of one or more owners, they sow division and stoke controversy. Believing they are all-powerful and untouchable, they operate only in self-interest and, for the most part, with impunity.

			There’s almost no government or legal oversight, and not because the NFL is protected in any way from investigation. In 2012, a prominent owner sent me a spreadsheet that practically confessed that the league had broken federal antitrust laws by coming to a secret handshake agreement that, two years earlier, had denied players millions of dollars they were contractually entitled to. This person was so sure that he and the other owners would face neither charges nor a government inquiry that he actually sent me an email with written evidence of this crime.

			And he was right. Neither the Justice Department nor a state attorney general so much as opened a case file despite my meeting with all of them, email in hand.

			Why? Because it’s sports—supposedly the last bastion of innocence and unity in our country, the one thing we can all agree on, because Sundays in our nation are sacred. The bleachers are where fans can supposedly set aside their differences for just a few hours each week and escape the ongoing culture war, political division, and historic societal ills.

			There’s a problem with that notion, though, and it becomes increasingly clear when you have the view I did. The NFL isn’t a distraction from the country’s problems. It is a mirror image of them: economic disparity driven by corporate greed, an out-of-touch ruling class reluctant to modernize its thinking or its demographics, a baked-in racism that separates the power from the labor on our playing fields as much as in our boardrooms.

			It’s not just sports. It is, on the other hand, the most accurate look at how our nation was built, a microcosm of how the haves and have-nots stay that way, because even now, much of the NFL is run or influenced by segregationists or their sons. The NFL is the largest, most successful unregulated socialist system in America, its very existence based on a crime. If you could break the law, get rich, and face no consequences, would you? I know thirty-one guys who said yes, who keep saying yes, and they generally lack the moral core that divides right from wrong. They claim to police themselves, or have the league and its commissioner do so for them, but that’s just another smoke screen.

			They refuse to be policed, controlled, even challenged, because they have spent decades and billions engineering a system that keeps outsiders from knowing the truth, ridding themselves of competitors and anyone willing to stand up to these men, tell them no, and keep them from doing what the Jekyll Island Club did: build a structure whose hubris overpowered its wealth, ultimately leading to a crash.

			The only organization that stands in the league’s way is the NFLPA, and for the most eye-opening, stressful, and rewarding period of my life, I was its leader. My responsibilities included making players’ working conditions safer and better, and usually that involved me being a thorn in owners’ sides. Almost nothing, including the most basic acts of decency, came without a battle.

			I fought for my guys, and at the same time I tried like hell to convince the owners that the game we all love, whose week-in, week-out symphony is so intoxicating, is in mortal danger. It, too, may be headed for catastrophe.

			But I believed, and still believe, that football can be saved, or at least made more sustainable. And the basis of my task, time and again, seemed so simple: Just get the owners and Roger to see (and treat) players as equals, or at the very least as human beings.

			

			• • •

			On the evening of January 2, 2023, an NFL player collapsed on the field during a nationally televised game. Twenty million people watched as Damar Hamlin’s heart stopped following what appeared to be a routine hit—something that happens a hundred times a game.

			I don’t usually watch NFL games. That may seem strange, considering that my job was protecting the interests and safety of NFL players. And the league and my critics like to paint me as someone who hates football and would like to oversee its ruin. To be fair, this job can be brutal, and the end of my tenure saw me get beaten down and deeply disillusioned, though not about the game itself. The truth is, I love football. Always have, and some of my favorite childhood memories were going to RFK Stadium to watch my hometown Washington Redskins alongside my dad. John Riggins, Brig Owens, Charley Taylor: Those are the guys I remember, the players I wanted to be when I grew up.

			That’s about as clearly as I can sum it up: I do love football. It just so happens that I love the players more. If I have to fight the league on behalf of its participants, I don’t feel even a moment of hesitation.

			My tasks at the NFLPA were largely performed away from the field, in the days and hours when nobody was watching. It’s not unlike when I was a prosecutor in the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Washington, D.C. The trial may be the show, but the real work occurs long before the judge bangs the gavel. I prepare to the verge of obsession, which isn’t always good for your marriage or mental health, but what made me good as a lawyer and union leader was my willingness to contemplate every possible outcome to every possible scenario. It’s game strategy. If my opponent does this, then I’ll do that. Chess, not checkers, as they say.

			To me, NFL games are the trial: the culmination of so much work. Coaches build and adjust their game plans; players practice and study film. Sundays are a nationwide stage production, broadcast to millions, and every time, say, the Kansas City Chiefs and Baltimore Ravens line up against each other, a million tiny boxes had to have been checked.

			So by the time kickoff happens, I usually want to watch anything but a football game.

			For reasons I don’t remember, my wife, Karen, and I happened to tune into ESPN on that January night: Monday Night Football. Buffalo Bills at Cincinnati Bengals. Playoff implications and star power galore. We were cleaning up after dinner as, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cincinnati receiver Tee Higgins catch a pass before colliding with Damar, a twenty-four-year-old Bills safety.

			As hard as we work to make players’ jobs safer, there’s no denying that these are some of the world’s biggest, fastest, strongest athletes slamming into one another at full speed. Their bodies are intricate vessels running on complex, rhythmic networks. Injuries will happen, and the way they play the game, with a reckless and indefatigable abandon beyond what most of us can imagine, makes it our job—my job—to mitigate their exposure to those injuries.

			In America, it is every employer’s duty to keep its workers safe. The NFL has long tried to skirt this responsibility, and players have unwittingly assisted with that narrative by thinking of themselves as gladiators charging into the arena or claiming that they “signed up” knowing the risks. To paraphrase my friend and longtime colleague Don Davis, who’s maybe the most empathetic and emotionally intelligent person I’ve ever known, I wish those players would just go somewhere and sit down.

			Translation: Stop saying what the owners want you to say.

			At first I thought Damar had suffered a concussion or neck injury, and the ESPN crew cut to commercial. When the broadcast returned, the young man remained on the turf, not moving. Players, desensitized to on-field violence, were panicking. Tears streamed down shocked faces; teammates joined arm in arm as they prayed. An ambulance crept hauntingly onto the field, and one of the broadcasters reported that a defibrillator had been used to shock Damar back to life.

			My phone started buzzing. A veteran NFL player was calling from one of the locker rooms.

			“I saw blood,” he said, his voice trembling. “We all did. Coming out of his mouth.”

			I assured the player that everything that could be done to help Damar was being done. He was on the way to the hospital and would receive top-notch care. Other than a hospital, the safest place you can be during a health crisis is an NFL field. With specialists on the sidelines and world-class instruments just out of sight, it’s true.

			My mind nonetheless pondered which boxes hadn’t been checked, including post-trauma resources for players. In the blink of an eye, some of the toughest men in America had witnessed something that forced them to question both their physical fragility and their mortality.

			As I spoke to the player in Cincinnati, ESPN’s Joe Buck insinuated that Damar had been stabilized and that the NFL was pushing for the game to resume. Cameras cut to Bengals quarterback Joe Burrow, starting to loosen up on the sidelines.

			“We shouldn’t be playing, De,” the player told me. I agreed.

			I ended the call and immediately tapped the contact for Roger Goodell. I have twenty-two hundred bosses, but the NFL commissioner has thirty-one. All control freaks, all tone-deaf masters of their own fiefdoms. Nobody outside that ambulance had any idea if Damar Hamlin was alive or dead. But in that moment, as a national audience held its breath, owners plotted to remind us how devoid of compassion they are.

			Advertising dollars were on the line, after all, and if this game were suspended or postponed, they saw it only through the prism of someday weakening the league’s position at the negotiating table.

			“I don’t know anything yet,” Roger said, sounding exasperated.

			He said the league’s chief football administrator was at the stadium. She was huddling with the teams’ coaches as they discussed when and if the game would resume. They would also seek player input. Did he think this would reassure me? Players have spent lifetimes being told to play through anything, to silence the alarms of their bodies and minds while lining up for the next snap.

			I implored Roger to end the game, to take the decision out of players’ and coaches’ hands as the league and union came together to issue a joint statement about doing the right thing.

			He stalled. This is typical of Roger, who never agrees to anything in the moment. The league paints this as deliberate contemplation. I’ve been reminded many times what really drives it.

			I could hear in Roger’s voice that he was worried about Damar. I don’t have the power to stop a game—no union can halt a business’s production, short of calling a strike or judicial intervention—and neither does the NFL’s commissioner. Not without permission from his bosses.

			It was clear I needed to press onward, and I pleaded with him one last time before ending the call.

			“Roger,” I said, “this game needs to be over.”

			

			• • •

			Fifteen months earlier, I was exhausted after a dozen years on the job. Countless fights had come and gone—from a grueling work stoppage when owners locked out players in 2011, to Bountygate and then Deflategate, to defending the rights of Ray Rice after he knocked his fiancée out cold and Kaepernick’s divisive protests of police brutality toward Black Americans.

			There were enemies inside my own building, with my own right-hand man and Pro Bowl players trying to cut my throat. I had been on the front lines of so many battles, drawing the ire of everyone from Trump and Rush Limbaugh to Aaron Rodgers and Richard Sherman. After the league’s mishandling of return-to-play protocols during the coronavirus pandemic, I could feel myself physically and psychologically breaking apart.

			Then, in October 2021, a reporter from The Wall Street Journal called. He had obtained an old email chain between Jon Gruden, the Super Bowl–winning former coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and longtime ESPN broadcaster, an executive with another NFL team, and, of all people, the co-founder of Hooters.

			“And?” I asked the reporter.

			Coaches, after all, have no union.

			“Well,” he said, “the email is about you.”

			Dumboriss Smith has lips the size of michellin tires.

			If I had ever met Gruden, I didn’t remember. I shrugged off the language to the reporter, joked about it in our office, told myself that any job in pro sports requires thick skin, particularly when that skin has dark pigmentation.

			Then again, it also requires denial. I took this job in 2009, just months after Barack Obama was elected as our nation’s first Black president. This had briefly fooled many of us into thinking we had entered a “post-racial” society, when racism would no longer exist in real life, living on only in our imaginations and memories. That the fissures of our economy may have been exposed during the Great Recession, but at least we were entering a period of unprecedented social unity and equality.

			Denial is a hell of a drug.

			And a useful tool, especially when, for me, denial can be used to suppress my deepest insecurities, worries, and fears. Why would I care what some coach thinks? Especially “Chucky,” whose cartoonishly angry expressions on the sideline had earned him popularity and fame in the NFL ecosystem.

			Hours turned to days and then weeks, and the longer I ruminated on Gruden’s words, the angrier I became. In just nine words, he had confirmed every suspicion I had ever had about the plantation mentality that exists not only in the NFL but in the C-suites of every business, law firm, and capitol building in America. There is a ruling elite, in the league’s case the owners and commissioner and coaches, overseeing the labor class beneath them. The majority of NFL players are Black, and while every player is well compensated, contracts aren’t guaranteed. Meaning that, in the case of injury or a decrease in productivity or even the changing economic winds, teams can reduce what they owe and cancel a player’s contract without recourse. Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, and the National Hockey League guarantee every dollar of every player’s contract and can void it only with cause.

			The NFL? Coaches and executives, few of whom identify as minorities, receive guaranteed compensation, but players do not. It’s impossible to ignore the historical parallels, even as the league’s public relations apparatus works tirelessly to deny them.

			Gruden happened to say the quiet part out loud, unmasking a pettiness rooted in race, gender, nepotism, or class. Or all of the above.

			But aren’t sports the only corner of our society truly built on competition and merit? Doesn’t everyone have an equal chance?

			Sports leagues and the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) spend tens of millions to convince you of that. It’s a fairy tale. In 2022, two-thirds of NFL players identified as Black or multiethnic. Of the league’s thirty-two clubs, four—or slightly more than 10 percent—had a Black head coach, resulting from a hiring structure that provides fewer paths for coaches of color to reach top positions and achieve maximum earning potential. The numbers weren’t much better for top executives, and no principal owner identifies as Black.

			The bosses, in other words, are white. The workforce is Black. And while researching an article for the Yale Law & Policy Review, I found that 90 percent of all coaches of color believe that the league and its owners ignore federal statutes against discrimination.

			The league went so far in 2017 as to agree to pay Black retired players less because of its longtime reliance on “race-norming.” That little-known neuropsychological practice assumes that Black people are born with lower cognitive potential than whites, meaning the NFL could withhold money from a Black retiree with neurological damage because that individual couldn’t have been that smart to begin with.

			“While racial barriers have been eroded in many areas…(the NFL) lives in a time of the past,” lawyers for Brian Flores, the Black former head coach of the Miami Dolphins, wrote in a landmark 2022 discrimination suit against the league. “Over the years, the NFL and its 32-member organizations have been given every chance to do the right thing. Rules have been implemented, promises made—but nothing has changed.”

			I had somehow convinced myself I was an exception. Surely, those in and around the league didn’t see me this way. I had gone to a top law school, obtained a coveted position in the U.S. Attorney’s Office, held partnerships at two of the best firms in the world. Denial, though, has been part of my life since childhood. When my sister and I went swimming at a hotel pool during a family vacation in the early 1970s, our parents didn’t tell us until much later that all of the white people had immediately fled the pool. Their vision was that we would grow up believing not that we were different or “less than,” but that we were just as deserving of an education, opportunity, and time in the pool as anyone.

			Gruden, therefore, saw me as I had never been allowed to see myself: the so-called Angry Black Man, hired because of his skin color, who bites the hand that feeds him by fighting every battle and suing the NFL for sport. And it’s true that I engaged in public combat with the league, exchanged rough language with owners, cursed them (as they did me) as dogs. I didn’t want to be part of their club, I told myself, which was the only explanation for why they couldn’t see me as a peer.

			Many fans just accepted the league’s characterization of me, as an impediment to the Sunday escape. The NFL works hard to protect that comfort because, in actuality, they’re not selling football. Their product is escape and, by speaking up, I was a threat to their business model.

			That was the only way to get owners’ attention. There’s no reasoning with these people on a moral or intellectual level. In their minds, they know everything. In the micro-societies they create for themselves, there is no one to stand up to, or challenge them, or, God forbid, flatly tell them no. They believe they own not only the franchises and brands but everything and everyone involved in the sport. Billionaires resist any ethical imperative, so you have no choice but to publicly shame them. They detest condemnation, so you must haul them into court or use the bully pulpit in the media because those are the only kinds of leverage you have.

			The fact that it was a Black man doing all this? It drove them crazy.

			Gruden, like so many mediocre men of his ilk, felt comfortable being openly racist with his buddies. He is part of the ruling class, after all, strutting about as if on top of the food chain. That’s only as true as it is allowed to be, but the NFL is exceptionally good at shaping the contours of public opinion. A few days after The Wall Street Journal published its story, Mike Tirico, Tony Dungy, and James Brown appeared on national television. All three men are Black, and their achievements and platforms made them untouchable.

			Brown and I grew up together in Prince George’s County, Maryland, a predominantly Black community just outside Washington, D.C. I assume he, Dungy, and Tirico have family stories not unlike mine. My dad was a sharecropper, two generations removed from slavery, and his earliest memories include running his fingers across the skin bumps on his grandmother’s back, physical reminders of her enslaver’s whip—proof that scars are passed through the generations.

			My mother and her twin brother fled Atlanta as teenagers to track down their father, who had abandoned the family, justification for escaping the brutality of the Jim Crow South. She became a nurse in Washington, D.C.’s segregated Freedmen’s Hospital, where she met my dad, married, started a family, and decided on a parenting strategy that made me possible.

			So imagine my disappointment when neither Tirico, Dungy, nor Brown came to my defense. They instead backed Gruden, an avatar for the league, presumably because their bosses instructed them to. Millions of fans, therefore, were assured that there was nothing to see here, folks, so let’s get on with the games.

			“I’m not going to chalk everything up to racism,” Dungy said on NBC. “I think we accept his apology, move forward, and move on.”

			Tirico insisted he’d never heard Gruden use racist language in their time together in the Monday Night Football booth.

			“I’m not here to judge anybody,” Brown said.

			It was as cowardly as it was reasonable. Even as much as I wanted to fire back publicly at Gruden, to verbally slam his head into the floor as I did the high school teammate who’d called me the N-word, I couldn’t. Or at least I didn’t. America, not unlike its favorite sports league, discourages people of color from speaking out.

			We live by an additional set of commandments because centuries of trauma have conditioned us to keep criticisms to ourselves. Thou shalt not show anger, for this makes the powerful uncomfortable and potentially dangerous. Thou shalt work twice as hard for half as much success. And thou shalt, at all times, remind our overseers that we are just happy to be here, thankful for opportunity and nourishment, thrilled with even a moment inside the plantation house.

			In the satirical film The American Society of Magical Negroes, one of the young characters is given supernatural powers in exchange for appeasing white people.

			“We’re showing the client the parts of ourselves that make them feel good,” this character is told, “and nothing more.”

			That is how the NFL traditionally runs. Tirico, Dungy, and Brown may be happy to retain their jobs to keep their overseers comfortable. Gruden’s email, and how quickly the league made the controversy disappear, led me to make two decisions. The first was that my mom and dad, after all they had been through, deserved to hear about this not in the media but directly from their son. So I drove to Kensington, Maryland, rehearsing how I would explain this to them.

			As I pulled into their driveway, my phone rang with a Tampa area code. It was Gruden, who I sent to voicemail.

			“I’m really sorry about what’s being written out there,” he said in a file I haven’t deleted. “I’d love to talk.”

			No thanks.

			A few minutes later, ESPN reporter Chris Mortensen, whom I considered a friend, called me to ask for comment on Gruden’s apology. The mighty NFL messaging apparatus, far more sophisticated than that of any political campaign, was already hard at work to deflect and obscure.

			This led me to the second decision. After so many years of public losses, court cases, and backstabbings from my own side, I decided that I was done. Just before walking into my parents’ house, I accepted that the time had come for me to leave this arena and, in effect, give back my magic.

			To keep staying silent in the name of entertainment? To keep the league’s secrets? To carry on, even a little bit, showing billionaires and their cronies the parts of me that make them feel good?

			Fuck that.

			

			• • •

			On the night Damar Hamlin collapsed, I waited for the NFL commissioner to return my call. For years I had known Roger was driven by twin fears, both paralyzing. One was the possibility of a player dying on the field, a dread made more acute by science that brings to bear the damage football causes on the human body, in particular the brain.

			That worry seemed to be playing out in real time.

			Roger’s other fear is that his bosses, in particular Jerry Jones and Robert Kraft, may be disappointed in him. The league relies on smoke and mirrors, and among the NFL’s truths is that Roger is nowhere near as omnipotent as he and the owners want you to believe. He presides over the NFL, yes, but far more optically than in actuality. Owners, not Roger, make decisions. He is merely their mouthpiece, even if he is personally conflicted by what has been decided.

			For a long time, this confounded me. Roger is a politician, far more gifted and devoted than most elected officials, even more than his own father, a former U.S. senator. Roger doesn’t have to answer to an electorate or the fourth estate. He never has to run for reelection or face a referendum. His caucus consists of the NFL’s thirty-one owners, and the commissioner’s job isn’t to do what’s right for football. It is to keep his bosses happy.

			Want to understand the NFL? Don’t be ashamed if you don’t. Most coaches and general managers don’t fully comprehend the operational dynamics of their own league, as evidenced by top executives calling me to get information about the salary cap or the outcome of some battle between the union and league.

			The NFL is Game of Thrones or, to be more precise about it, a feudal society with sovereign castles scattered throughout the land. And, oh yeah: The lords all hate one another.

			Every NFL owner thinks the others are idiots, liars, and con men. (In my experience, some happen to check all three boxes.) For instance, Jerry detests Kraft’s power; Kraft can’t stand how selfish Jerry is. They’re constantly trying to humiliate and get the better of each other. It may seem odd that billionaires, these supposed titans of industry and the captains of the world’s most exclusive boys’ club, are so insecure. But it’s the one thing they have in common.

			These aren’t the Vanderbilts or Rockefellers of today. They didn’t start Google or Amazon or Tesla. These guys made their fortunes in hedge funds (the Carolina Panthers’ David Tepper), manufacturing car bumpers (the Jacksonville Jaguars’ Shahid Khan), and running truck stops (the Cleveland Browns’ Jimmy Haslam)—businesses that aren’t exactly shaping American life or driving the national conversation.

			What NFL owners lack individually in the national zeitgeist, they try to make up for collectively by being the puppet masters of a national obsession. Jerry (oil and gas speculation) and Kraft (paper products) are by far the most powerful of them and, for the most part, they’re the only owners who care about shaping league policy. Roger may only want to talk to the Baltimore Ravens’ Steve Bisciotti (staffing firms) or the Buffalo Bills’ Terry Pegula (fracking) when he has to, instead focusing his energy on managing the egos of the second- or third-tier owners who matter: the New York Giants’ John Mara, the Pittsburgh Steelers’ Arthur Rooney II, and the Kansas City Chiefs’ Clark Hunt (their daddies).

			Owners aren’t stupid—morons on occasion, but not stupid. They realized long ago that a single massive army is more powerful than thirty-two regional ones, especially while fending off an attack. The NFL’s league office, based in New York, is the capital of the kingdom, the mega-powerful force that exists only to protect the league’s image and fight its wars.

			Roger Goodell, then, is Prince Valiant, hired and paid $63.9 million per year to clean up the owners’ messes, do public battle, and further enrich the collective. His job is to ride out on a black horse, take the arrows, and be the face of an organization whose actual leaders prefer to remain in the shadows. When Ray Rice slugs his fiancée in a casino elevator, for instance, or yet another NFL player dies and is found to have had the degenerative brain disease chronic traumatic encephalopathy, or CTE, in rides Roger to clumsily explain or deny, deny, deny.

			Yes, Prince Valiant gets shot up occasionally, bloodied and impaled as he’s knocked off his horse, but that’s what the owners are buying for their $64 million. Because they split a $13 billion-a-year pie. Roger keeps getting up, limping and caked with grime, to head back into battle again and again. Why? So no owner ever has to take an arrow. So they aren’t the ones explaining their antiquated views on racial injustice or trying to explain the league’s domestic abuse policy or pretending concussions aren’t turning some players’ brains to mush.

			Roger does it for them. You see him and no one else because that’s who the league wants you to see. Don’t believe me? Who is the chairman of the NFL’s governing board? Don’t know? You’re not supposed to.

			Everybody hates Roger, from fans to players, a visceral disgust. The fact that there’s so much venom is evidence of how well the system actually works. You detest Roger, so you never even think about the Philadelphia Eagles’ Jeffrey Lurie (old movie theater money), the Houston Texans’ McNair family (power plants), or the Tampa Bay Buccaneers’ Glazer family (trailer parks) until they’re doing something they want you to see.

			Owners keep Roger on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and he lives in constant fear of letting them down.

			When I called Roger after Damar Hamlin collapsed, demanding he cancel a prime-time game just months after the league signed a broadcasting rights deal worth $110 billion, he and I were 250 miles apart. But I could almost see the blood vessel in his throat start to pulse. That’s what happens when Roger gets angry, scared, or cornered.

			With Damar on the way to a Cincinnati hospital, I had no idea what Roger would decide. The right thing for the sport or what his soulless bosses wanted? I had a hunch, though.

			“Looks like we’re going out,” a player wrote in a text. The NFL was ready to pretend nothing had ever happened.

			No. We couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t allow it.

			I wanted to get to Cincinnati, but after 9:00 p.m., there were no commercial flights available from any of Washington, D.C.’s three airports. Nothing to Dayton, Louisville, or Indianapolis. I called Michael Rubin, a friend of mine with a private jet, but his plane was on the West Coast. I even tried chartering a helicopter, but bad weather in the Midwest curtailed that idea.

			Thom Mayer, the NFLPA’s medical director and my friend, assured me Damar was alive and stable. He’d experienced a rare condition called commotio cordis, or an agitation of the heart. The blow to Damar’s chest had occurred at precisely the worst time, during the twenty-to-forty-millisecond window between heartbeats. It had knocked his heart’s rhythm offline, and without immediate treatment, 90 percent of patients die. Even with access to a defibrillator, as few as four in ten people survive.

			If this young man had been almost anywhere but an NFL field, he would have died. And though the league likes to take credit for that, the men who run it have repeatedly tried to make the game less safe because, to them, it’s too expensive to protect their labor force.

			These are measures we passed. Our union forced owners to do what’s right.

			On this night, the right thing was canceling a football game, something that hadn’t been done after 9/11 or the assassination of John F. Kennedy. I reached out to dozens of players, many of them superstars with social media megaphones, to let it be known the NFLPA’s position was that the game should end.

			“Blame De,” I kept saying. “I said we shouldn’t play.”

			After what seemed like hours of waiting for Roger to call, my phone lit up. He may have transformed into a hollow automaton, but I wanted to believe there was some humanity left inside that cold, dark void. Would he listen to his conscience and do the right thing?

			“I’ve decided to call the game,” he told me.

			Relief washed over me. Our players wouldn’t be forced back onto the field. They wouldn’t have to go on competing, as if one of their brothers wasn’t clinging to life. Roger, at long last, had opted for the greater good. He’d been a true leader and put principle ahead of greed.

			Except…that’s bullshit.

			That’s the kind of fairy tale the NFL fed you that night—has been feeding you for years—but I’m here to tell you the truth about your favorite sports league. I’m finished holding my tongue about the people and controversies that came to define my tenure as executive director.

			And the truth is that, when Roger came face-to-face with a crippling fear, he froze. While he waited on directions from his bosses, actual leadership was playing out inside locker rooms and among the closest band of brothers in any sport. In a moment of crisis, players built a coalition and refused to play.

			They chose to neither be compliant nor be appeased and, faced with a revolt, Roger had no choice but to call the men of the plantation and tell them we had forced the league’s hand.

			I was the villain that night, because that’s what our guys needed me to be. They could exhale and start to process, but my role in this nationwide show was just beginning. The next morning, I was on my way to Cincinnati and Damar’s bedside. To be with his parents and tell them we actually had done everything possible to protect their son, to do what’s right for him and every other human being who wears the NFL logo.

			It was a frightening week. Exhausting. A little ugly, considering the league’s intentions, and for me, just another day in the job. There’s a saying in football, and after this latest fight, it felt appropriate.

			A win’s a win.

		

	
		
			Chapter

			1

			Outsider

			I opened my spiral notebook and took a breath. Nearly two hundred pairs of eyes glared back, and in my mind I wondered if they’d be choosing between voting for me or breaking me in half.

			“Gentlemen,” I began, “the owners are not bluffing. They are ready to lock you out.”

			March 2009. The Fairmont Kea Lani hotel in Maui. A former Secret Service agent was protecting the door. This was the final stage of the NFLPA’s process of selecting an executive director, and each of the final candidates was to give a presentation to a player-representative from every NFL team. Of the four finalists, I was scheduled to go first.

			Nobody wanted to hear about a lockout. The league had existed for nearly a century, and owners had never initiated a work stoppage. Why would they? As long as games were played, each franchise at the time stood to pocket between $50 million and $100 million per year. Derailing their own gravy train seemed to make no sense.

			But, I explained, this is what I do.

			I’m a trial lawyer with an expertise in advanced game theory. I had spent months researching the league’s history, finances, employment structure, and relationships. I’d met with Wall Street financiers, labor attorneys, and sports licensing experts to figure out why, a year earlier, the league had made the unprecedented move of opting out of its existing contract with players.

			They had tried to remove a federal judge who’d mediated league matters for decades, and owners were publicly bragging about having accumulated a $4 billion rainy-day fund. And the NFL’s new commissioner, Roger Goodell, had indicated he had no interest in being a peacetime general.

			Players stared toward me. A few rolled their eyes.

			It was clear, I said, that the league was gearing up, and I couldn’t care less if players took me seriously, as long as they took this threat seriously.

			“They want a lockout. And if it goes longer than six weeks, you cannot win,” I said. “I’m not saying you won’t. I’m saying you can’t.”

			

			• • •

			Four months earlier, I was just another partner at Washington, D.C.’s Patton Boggs, the heaviest-hitting legal and lobbying firm on K Street.

			And I had a secret.

			Barack Obama had been elected president, and this felt like more than just the dawn of a new American idealism. We as a people, especially those of us of color, had made it full circle—from the agony of bondage, the nation’s original sin, and the shame of segregation, to the pride and power of the Oval Office. Obama’s campaign message had been, “Yes, we can,” and that never felt truer than watching the president-elect deliver his victory speech in Chicago’s Grant Park.

			“If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time; who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer,” he said. “Change has come to America.”

			Obama had already decided to name Eric Holder, Jr., a friend and mentor of mine, to be his attorney general. Eric had arranged for me to do some legal work for the Obama campaign as a side hustle, which opened the door to my joining the transition team. After Inauguration Day, I had the inside track to be appointed United States Attorney for the District of Columbia.

			When I entered law school decades earlier, such a position would have been a pipe dream. For my parents? Their ancestors? Impossible. But Obama was right: Regardless of where we start, no matter our skin color, there was no mountain we couldn’t climb.

			Karen and I started whispering about a possible move from Maryland to Washington, and though she didn’t love the idea, she knew this was my dream job and a return to where I had grown into a trial lawyer earlier in my career. This was a position Francis Scott Key, author of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” once held. As had Earl Silbert, one of the first prosecutors of the Watergate trials and my first boss out of law school. And, of course, as had Eric.

			When almost every prosecutor joins “The Office,” as alumni call it, usually the plan is to spend three or four years prosecuting Washington’s bad guys before transitioning to a private law firm. I had a different vision, having joined with my close friend Brad Weinsheimer, and remaining there for nearly ten years before Eric summoned me to a job in the Deputy Attorney General’s Office. The idea of returning to “The Office” as the top dog felt like a dream.

			Then, just days after the election, a former law partner called. A search firm had been reaching out to me. “You haven’t returned any of their calls,” my friend said.

			When you’re an attorney in Washington, especially at a prestigious white-shoe firm like Patton Boggs, it feels as if headhunters call you every week. Flattering as it may seem, usually these calls are from desperate people on fishing expeditions. If they broker a job change, the law firm that poaches you gets bragging rights and the search company gets a commission. It’s just part of the job’s ambient noise.

			“No,” my friend said, cutting off my spiel about the transition team, the White House, the many irons I had in the fire. “They’re interested in you being the executive director of the NFL Players Association.”

			“Dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said.

			As much as I prided myself on being an exceptional trial lawyer, risk strategist, and adviser to chief executives and boards of directors at some of the biggest companies in the world, I was not an NFL agent, nor was I certified to advise athletes. My football career had ended in high school. I had never taken a sports law class, did no legal work for the NFL or any sports league, and had zero experience as a labor attorney. I had gone to NFL games with my dad, but that was the extent of my qualifications.

			“Just talk to them,” my friend insisted. I agreed, but only as a professional courtesy.

			If I suspected this was a waste of time before, my research into the job left no doubt. The search firm, Chicago-based Reilly Partners, had identified more than a hundred preliminary candidates to succeed Gene Upshaw, a legendary former NFL player and executive director of the sport’s players union since 1983. The more I read about him, the less qualified I felt. The executive director of a sports union is the direct counterpart of the league’s commissioner. They are the parallel and dueling figureheads of the armies at their backs.

			As a player and union leader, Gene had led three strikes, forcing owners to adopt such basic workplace benefits as a 401(k) and severance pay, and he oversaw a landmark settlement of star player Reggie White’s class-action lawsuit in 1993 that allowed players to become free agents. Until then, players were stuck with the team that drafted them, with little to no control over their own careers.

			Working almost entirely behind the scenes, Gene was one of the most consequential figures in American sports history, helping players to break free of the league’s almost total control and establish what was essentially a workers’ bill of rights. The guy was an absolute killer, a soldier for his guys until the end, which had come abruptly and unexpectedly. In August 2008, Gene was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and died three days later.

			Search Firm Guy explained to me that the union’s most influential players had requested that any list of possible successors include at least a few names with no connection to or background in sports whatsoever, so I suppose I was qualified in that sense.

			In my head, the firm might be looking for a guy like Eric Holder, but he wasn’t hirable. Not only had he been tapped to preside over the Justice Department, but he had also worked directly for the NFL after one of its biggest stars, Atlanta Falcons quarterback Michael Vick, was indicted for his involvement in an illegal dogfighting ring. Eric’s firm, Covington & Burling, had represented the NFL for decades and the league’s longtime commissioner, Paul Tagliabue, had been a successful litigator before owners hired him in 1989. After Vick’s conviction, Eric had overseen the league’s own investigation into the matter. He couldn’t be a candidate.

			But me? No such conflict. After I spoke with the search firm, it seemed as if I was seen as “Eric Holder Lite” and that the union was at least interested in someone who knew how to oversee a potentially harsh negotiation and navigate an increasingly fraught political arena. In 2007, with the league drawing unwanted attention from Capitol Hill after a series of news stories outlined the use of performance-enhancing drugs and football’s link to a potentially devastating neurological disease, NFL commissioner Roger Goodell had dispatched a top lieutenant to Washington to be a lobbyist on the league’s behalf. A year later, the league started the Gridiron PAC, a political action committee designed to cozy up to lawmakers and, let’s face it, throw them off the NFL’s scent.

			My actual connections to the political world were virtually nonexistent, but that evidently wasn’t how Search Firm Guy saw it. I had a direct line to Eric, who had the ear of the next president. Still, I wasn’t a lobbyist. My job in 2008 was to represent major corporations in massive, potentially ten- and eleven-figure lawsuits. We called these “bet-the-company cases,” because they posed huge risks to an organization’s overall value, share price, and day-to-day finances, meaning a company had no choice but to hire the best of the best lawyers to defend it.

			A guy like me gets called in for one reason: Your company or one of your executives is in a lot of trouble, and the firm has agreed to take you on as a client. Once that sequence begins, it’s win or die. Luckily for every boss I have ever had, I am a meticulous, possibly obsessive planner who drills through layers of a case like those on a topographical map, inspecting each layer, testing each one for strengths and weaknesses, finally reaching the base before reassembling the entire map in a way that can be understood, manipulated, and organized into a winning argument.

			I don’t lose. I may not always win, but on “game day” my side doesn’t lose.

			In 1999, I was at a different firm, Latham & Watkins, when a Ford Motor Company power plant exploded in suburban Detroit. Six workers died and fourteen more were injured. By the time the case reached my desk, the insurance company that covered Ford was refusing to pay for damages in excess of about $1 billion while trying to blame the entire catastrophe on Ford. We represented the automaker in what became a huge case because of the amount of money at stake, as losing was not an option. They hired the partners billing thousands of dollars per hour while also providing me a once-in-a-lifetime perspective on how insurance works.

			The meeting was cordial and informal, and what Search Firm Guy described about the union and an approaching negotiation sounded ominous. I told myself the firm was merely checking a box by interviewing me for ninety minutes, and in my mind, there was no path for me to be a serious candidate to succeed Gene Upshaw, the NFLPA’s larger-than-life boss.

			I was nonetheless asked to remain in the candidate pool, and we agreed to keep our lines of communication open. But that’s one more thing you tend to get used to when you practice law at a major firm. To me, the only way this discussion made sense was if the players union might soon be in the market for legal counsel.

			We just needed to keep it quiet.

			I hadn’t told my boss, Thomas Hale Boggs, Jr., about the likelihood that I’d be named U.S. Attorney for the District. Tom was my Upshaw: a legendary figure and storyteller who had started the firm after working for President Lyndon B. Johnson, eventually shaping it into a legal behemoth that, by 2008, was hauling in an astonishing $348 million in annual revenue.

			Considering all the scenarios and examining the possible layers, as always, my plan was to use the NFLPA’s approach as a way to add to Patton Boggs’s earnings—because, I thought, whenever I told Tom that I’d be leaving the firm for my dream job, handing off a potential multimillion-dollar client was a decent way to soften the blow.

			

			• • •

			Good trial attorneys are incurably, possibly compulsively, curious. So it’s not as if I could just forget about the NFLPA thing. So, when I returned to my office, I called a meeting with two friends and colleagues who generally saw the world the same way as I did—and, also like me, who enjoyed trying to untie intellectual knots.

			Just as important, I knew I could trust Heather McPhee and Ahmad Nassar because they were the only people at Patton Boggs who knew about my future job running “The Office.” The three of us had worked together and been a team at Latham & Watkins, where I had become that firm’s first Black partner, before the three of us headed over to Patton Boggs. Both are brilliant researchers and tacticians, each a graduate of the prestigious University of Chicago School of Law, but my favorite parts of them were their differences.

			Heather is excitable and fluent in the beautiful language of profanity, with an almost supernatural ability to listen, process information, and document facts, a skill that would save our necks time and again. Ahmad is calculating and calm, ruthlessly meticulous with a talent for deconstructing legal principle to apply it in a way that best aids a client—ice, in other words, to Heather’s fire.

			Our bond was rooted in a shared confidence in the things we knew and an inquisitiveness about what we didn’t, which is part of what drove us to begin what became a forensic investigation of the NFL and NFLPA.

			This kind of deep dive into a potential client is standard practice at the biggest, most competitive law firms. If a major corporation is thinking of hiring us, for several reasons it’s important for us to establish a thorough understanding of the company’s legal structure and history, along with its strengths and weaknesses. One reason is that it shows the potential client that we care enough not to just give a damn but, in short order, to learn more about the business than much of its own C-suite knows. It helps us provide a speculative list of solutions to whatever problem that brought the potential client to us in the first place, and it also helps us find out if there’s some level of danger the firm should just avoid. We were used to devoting hours to the resulting pitch documents, tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of labor hours, for just the hope of being hired.

			We spent four days peeling back the layers of the NFL and players union, the historic agreement in 1966 to merge the National Football League with the rival American Football League, the NFL’s byzantine power structure, and the team owners who ran roughshod over every federal, state, and local law that would otherwise protect its labor force. Its commissioners were household names, well known in American culture for their power in a sport that seemed to become more popular (and profitable) by the decade. The “league” was in reality the collective alliance of all the franchise owners, with a posh headquarters in Midtown Manhattan. The U.S. government considered the NFL a nonprofit organization, which was confusing because a company that hauled in $8 billion in 2009 had somehow been deemed tax-exempt (it wouldn’t relinquish this nonprofit status until 2015).

			This wasn’t a sports company. It was a massive corporation with a robust legal team whose primary responsibility, it seemed, was keeping the NFL free of governmental checks and balances. This allowed it to collect allies and systematically destroy enemies, serving notice time and again that anyone who wanted to work and exist in this space had better fall in line, keep their mouth shut, and sell off a slice of their soul.

			The NFLPA, meanwhile, seemed to merely exist by the thinnest of threads. A coldly brutal monolith, the league shamelessly bullied its workforce, took a lopsided amount of revenue, and had for generations denied players pensions, meaningful healthcare, and a fair wage. Even the NFL draft, which the league had developed into a made-for-TV spectacle, had been installed decades earlier for neither entertainment nor fairness. It was to suppress player wages and strip players of the freedom to choose not only their workplace but the city in which they were employed.

			Gene Upshaw had been a warrior, but as we dug deeper, I had my doubts that the cancer in his pancreas was any more responsible for killing him than the job was. Yes, he had spearheaded three work stoppages to try to force a more equitable landscape, but the owners had steamrolled players in every instance—largely because the most powerful among them, even those with nothing to lose by standing up to owners, crossed the picket line. Joe Montana, for instance, had won two Super Bowls at the time and was seen for years as arguably the greatest quarterback of all time. When 1,585 of his professional teammates were counting on him during a strike in 1987 for better pay, more robust benefits, and improved injury protections, Montana screwed them by siding with owners and going back to work.

			Like any labor organization, we learned, the NFLPA represented members in all matters since declaring itself an independent union in 1968: wages, hours, and working conditions. Its organizational structure was, in a word, confusing. There was an executive director but also a president, an executive committee but also a board of player representatives.

			So we dug even deeper.

			The NFLPA president, in theory the union’s most powerful figure, is a player who must be on an active roster and a union member “in good standing,” according to the union’s bylaws, at the time of his election. The president and ten vice presidents, also players, make up the executive committee and serve two-year volunteer terms before running for reelection. Think of this as the Senate of professional football. The House of Representatives, therefore, is the board of player reps. Members of each team appoint a player as the union’s eyes and ears in the locker room, along with three alternates—all of whom vote on major decisions. It is a diverse and occasionally unwieldy group, with each player rep stumping for concerns and wishes unique to the culture of their locker room.

			Then there’s the executive director. There had been only two in the union’s history, Gene Upshaw and Ed Garvey, and this position is the NFLPA’s primary advocate, administrator, and public face. Richard Berthelsen, a longtime union lawyer, had been installed as interim. The full-time job comes with lots of media scrutiny and pressure but, on paper, the least amount of power. The executive director serves at the pleasure of the executive committee and is elected for three-year terms. The executive director’s most important responsibility is representing the union during collective bargaining negotiations, essentially an all-encompassing contract between players and owners that determines everything from how long each NFL team can practice to the share of total revenue each side receives.

			And this was a part of the knot that Heather, Ahmad, and I just couldn’t untangle. The most recent collective bargaining agreement, a three-hundred-page document ratified in 2006, had been scheduled to last six years. Owners, though, had in May 2008 exercised an arcane clause that allowed either side to terminate the agreement two years early and, at least in theory, return to the negotiating table in 2011 instead of 2013. It’s not terribly unusual to have such a clause. It is odd that, after only two years, the league had unanimously voted to deploy it—almost as if that had been their plan all along.

			Gene had pushed back, insisting to owners and Roger Goodell that their power move, meant to strike fear into players under the threat of an owner-driven work stoppage, would fail. The NFLPA, he pledged, would cede no ground on the gains they had made in previous collective bargaining agreements.

			But then Gene died, and the mystery deepened. Gene’s right-hand man in the union, president Troy Vincent, had abruptly quit in March 2008, and media reports suggested this was because Vincent and Gene had a falling-out so cataclysmic that the two didn’t speak in the five months before Gene’s passing.

			Callous as this may seem to the legally uninitiated, the three of us sat in my office and strategized. We determined that NFLPA wasn’t just in trouble. With leadership questions and a group of billionaires signaling an approaching war, it seemed to us that—and this being a legal term, of course—players were screwed.

			

			• • •

			Weeks later, I was summoned to a hotel meeting room in Dallas. About a dozen NFL players wanted to sit down with me on January 20, 2009. The date of Obama’s historic inauguration, when more than two million jubilant supporters would gather on the National Mall to witness and breathe in a pivotal and inspiring moment of social and racial progress.

			“Can we not reschedule?” I asked.

			Not a chance.

			So I promised Karen I’d be back in time for us to toast the First Couple at an inaugural ball and found myself in a car before sunrise, off to the airport. Seven years after 9/11, Washington was the most paranoid place in America. Local and federal law enforcement was scattered throughout the city, access to the skies and rivers had been restricted, and swaths of roads were sealed. I wasn’t truly annoyed, though, until I made it to Dallas but my checked bag didn’t. My blazer was inside, and the only replacement the airport Brooks Brothers carried was six sizes too big.

			I bought it anyway, leaving it unbuttoned in an attempt to look like I wasn’t wearing a heavy-duty tarp. Tim Christine, the NFLPA’s security director, who—being trim and bald—looked every bit like the retired Secret Service special agent he was, drove me to the hotel. Then I waited. And waited. Noon, when I was booked on a flight home, came and went. I called Karen, who advised me to just find her “whenever.”

			Three hours after the meeting was scheduled to begin, Tim escorted me in, and I immediately scanned the faces. After years of trials, it’s almost a habit. Meetings, cocktail parties, even cookouts—all the world’s a jury selection, and I’m an expert on body language and social cues. There was Domonique Foxworth, the slim Baltimore defensive back, staring at me with skepticism; Mike Vrabel, the New England linebacker, impassive and looking impatient, like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world; Brian Dawkins, the hard-hitting Philadelphia safety, with his gliding movements, manicured goatee, and pressed blazer making him look a hell of a lot more put-together than me.

			“Can I bring you some water?” a man asked.

			“Sure, sparkling?” I replied, and he shuffled to a nearby table.

			When he returned, offering me a glass, I noticed the man’s face: Drew Brees, the New Orleans quarterback.

			“To begin,” Tennessee
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