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			This is, by all appearances, a book about sports. It is not.

			It is about people of various genders and generations who, independently, adopted one common trait they consider indispensable to their subsequent success: the ability to synthesize who and what they wanted to be with someone else’s vision of who and what they could be through a mutually embraced idea of how to get there. They were all, in a word, coachable.

			That is not a concept exclusive to sports or athletes.

			This book is organized around the ten “truths” of being coachable, with each truth illustrated by an athlete’s full story and their road to reaching their highest potential. I chose to illustrate the value of being coachable through a variety of athletes, rather than a variety of professions—athlete, musician, business executive, astronaut, politician, etc.—for a couple of reasons. One, because if there is a universal language, it is not Esperanto; it is sports. No matter what profession we ultimately pursue, at some point we were all enthralled with a sport, whether playing or watching. And two, to truly show the dynamics that make someone coachable, I needed to dig into the events and experiences that shaped my subjects at an early age—events and experiences that weren’t always flattering. My long career covering sports and the relationships I’ve built have earned me the necessary trust to do that.

			As a kid, I didn’t dream of writing a book about the value of being coachable. Like a lot of us, I dreamed of being a professional athlete, a dream I surrendered when I was accepted into an Ivy League school; as the first person in my family to go to college, I felt I owed it to my parents to shift my focus from the pitch to the classroom. I still made Dartmouth’s varsity soccer team as a walk-on freshman, but I played more out of pure love for the sport than pursuing a future career. Having always had a creative bent—I had played trumpet and piano, drawn cartoon strips, and written short stories and poems since grade school—I always fancied myself as a performer or creator of some kind. When I landed an internship with Sports Illustrated the summer before my senior year, it offered the chance to splice my sports dream with my artistic one. Working with the writers and editors at SI, I saw for the first time that sports were a sneaky way of writing about life lessons. Every sports story in some way is about facing an obstacle and overcoming it or being inextricably changed by it. Sportswriting gave me the chance to identify formulas for success and present them in a way everyone could appreciate and understand.

			I now know that my experiences as an athlete—including the sobering reality that I would not reach as high as I had hoped—shaped, inspired, and informed everything I’ve done ever since. As a sportswriter, I was most interested in the life experiences and relationships of the athletes and coaches before they reached the pinnacles of their sports, particularly those experiences and relationships beyond the locker room or field of play. Part of it was to understand what they had that I didn’t; part of it was to identify their formulas for success and see if they would work equally well on my nonathletic goals.

			I am happy to report that those formulas do. They are, it turns out, the most valuable intangibles an athlete can extract from playing a sport. Author and motivational speaker Simon Sinek crafted a parable about two road signs: one that read Victory and pointed in one direction, and another pointing in another direction that read Fulfillment. The value of victory, in short, is reaching a specific goal or destination, a moment of standing at the top of the mountain as the crowd cheers and confetti falls. Fulfillment is all about what is gained—and shared—on the way to the summit. What this book suggests is that victory and fulfillment can both be realized treading the same path; victory, however, is a roadside car wash, while fulfillment is a lifetime AAA card. Monumental victories are part of every performer’s story in this book, but they were mere mile markers on the way to fulfillment, which is what they truly cherish. Equally important to them were the places they crashed on the journey because they are now convinced the victories would not have been realized without them.

			While this book is about more than sports, there is a coachability crisis in American sports today. Far too many young athletes and their families today are all about victory when it comes to what they hope to gain from playing a sport. That has led to their dreams being exploited by anyone dangling exposure and connections to land an athletic scholarship (and, now, a name-image-likeness bonus). There’s nothing wrong with aspiring to earn an athletic scholarship or an NIL (name, image, likeness) deal, but making it the be-all and end-all as soon as a kid shows any degree of aptitude creates a host of repercussions. Besides, if a Division I or Division II free ride and a few extra bucks are the lone measure of success, the vast majority of athletes (and their families) will have wasted considerable time and money and be sorely disappointed with the results of their efforts. I’m reminded of legendary NFL quarterback Aaron Rodgers, who, in the aftermath of achieving his lifelong dream of winning a Super Bowl, thought, Is that all there is?

			“I was like, ‘Did I aim at the wrong thing, or did I spend too much time thinking about stuff that ultimately doesn’t give you true happiness?’ ” he said in the Netflix documentary Aaron Rodgers: Enigma. Anyone who has achieved anything noteworthy is sure to tell you that the final product—be it a Vince Lombardi Trophy or inventing a bagless vacuum cleaner—is not what they treasure; it’s what they discovered along the way.

			James Dyson, a billionaire thanks to his invention of the aforementioned vacuum cleaner that bears his name, took as much satisfaction out of inventing the Contrarotator, a washing machine. It was, essentially, a commercial bust, but it worked exactly the way Dyson had hoped.

			“That it was not necessarily a commercial success came secondary to the pursuit of solving the problem,” he told the BBC. “That is what I really enjoy. Failure is the best medicine—as long as you learn something.”

			The reality: everyone has a gift or special talent. Identifying it, encouraging it, and, perhaps most important, challenging it determines whether it’s ever fully developed. One of the common threads among the athletes in this book is that they were strengthened by not being favored, not playing on the “A” team right away. That prompted them to build muscle and character, which came to serve them later on. It saddens me seeing the confused and despondent look on an athlete’s face (and the disappointed or even angry look on their parents’ faces) when they fall short of reaching a certain objective, whether it be starting on their high school team or getting a free ride in college or playing professionally—especially since I’ve been around sports long enough to see it coming, akin to watching a car crash unfold in slow motion. Having watched that scenario play out over and over again, I’ve often thought to myself, If only they knew…

			This book is my invitation to know.

			I had the great privilege to befriend three-time NBA champion B. J. Armstrong through my work covering the NBA, which in turn gave me insight into one of his teammates, the greatest basketball player I’ve ever seen, Michael Jordan. B.J. was the first to bring to my attention what Jordan claimed was the secret to his success. It wasn’t the body control that earned him the nickname “Black Cat” or the athleticism that allowed him to glide through the air as if suspended on some invisible wire. None of that. Not his pterodactyl wingspan, either—arms that seemed to engulf opponents and earned him nine first team All-Defensive Team awards and a Defensive Player of the Year award, something generally reserved for shot-blocking and rebounding big men. Nor his hands, so massive and nimble he could palm a basketball with either one like a grapefruit. Nor his foot speed—4.4 seconds in the forty-yard dash as a college sophomore—that made it impossible for defenders to stay between him and the basket short of knocking him to the ground.

			The aforementioned gifts all served as the raw material for being a six-time NBA champion and five-time league MVP—an award now named the Michael Jordan Trophy—but they weren’t what separated him from all the other uniquely blessed NBA stars.

			The secret to his success? “I was coachable,” he said.

			I know, I know. It seems preposterous that someone as physically gifted, savvy, and ferociously competitive as Jordan would credit his coachability as his No. 1 asset. Isn’t that for role players or someone just trying to make the team? Someone not blessed with an extraordinary physique? At the very least, it contains a level of humility that seems out of character for any athlete of Jordan’s magnitude; it’s an admission that he needed help, a guide to reach the summit. It flies in the face of the fierce image we have of him—and most other champion-level performers—with that give-me-the-ball-and-get-out-of-the-way steely gaze. But his admission doesn’t discount those physical gifts and mental temperament; he’s simply saying that he could not have exploited them to their fullest capacity had he not also been coachable. Jordan is extremely proud of the fact that he didn’t always win, didn’t always succeed, so much so that he made a commercial about all the game-winning shots he missed. He has gone out of his way to remind the world that he had to learn a lot of hard lessons on his way to the top, because he is proud of the resilience and effort that went into learning them. He is comfortable acknowledging his failures because they were the building blocks to his success. He also came to understand that no single game, no single objective, defines success or failure. It’s about taking on the challenge in the moment, learning from it, and seeking insight on how to perform better the next time.

			Tom Brady, the seven-time Super Bowl–winning quarterback, talks a lot about the obstacles he had to overcome and making the most of his limited opportunities. That isn’t just out of pride; that’s how he developed the tools that led to his later success. Mental tools that go far beyond accurately throwing a football or reading a defense. At one point I considered making both Jordan and Brady part of this book, but their achievements are so extraordinary, it might take some convincing that you, too, reader, can be like Mike or Tom. Their extraordinary fame also has resulted in them being guarded about their personal lives and relationships, and dissecting those relationships is essential to understanding how and why they were coachable. So, instead, I selected a more relatable array of athletes who attained their own lofty achievements by developing into the best versions of themselves—on and off the field or court—and were willing to give the intimate details on how they did it.

			No matter their gender, generation, or sport, all of them—along with countless others that I interviewed and consulted—attribute their success in doing that to being coachable.

			So what, exactly, does that mean? It is an oft-used word, but it does not have a universal meaning. Everyone I spoke with could offer a definition, but none of them were exactly alike. I gave you mine already: synthesizing your vision of who and what you want to be with someone else’s vision of who and what you can be by collaborating to realize that shared vision.

			Looking back at my athletic career, I wish I had been more coachable, more earnest about seeking perspective on what I did and didn’t do well and how to improve. It requires a combination of confidence and humility; I was long on the confidence, short on the humility. I was a tireless worker, but I know now my energy and focus could’ve been channeled in a much more effective way. If I had been able to see the big picture, to truly understand all that I could learn from acknowledging and addressing my weaknesses, I am sure I would’ve pursued my goals in a much healthier way, for both myself and those around me. The price for having to be forced into realizing the value of being coachable is wondering what could have been if I’d only had that realization sooner. In hindsight, it’s hardly a shock that I replicated that approach early on in my professional career. I am painfully aware of how having a knack for doing something well can be a crutch or inhibitor to development. We stick to our strengths because we don’t want anyone to see our weaknesses, not knowing that we’re setting ourselves up to have those weaknesses revealed but not by our choosing.

			In writing this book, what was truly gratifying is that almost everyone I asked to participate and share their story was passionate about doing so. It wasn’t just that they felt incredibly blessed for having learned to be coachable and wanted to pay forward that discovery; they are also painfully aware, as I am, that the value of being coachable is sorely misunderstood and undervalued in today’s world. They have seen, as I have, the rampant hucksterism that has misled parents and athletes alike—not only about what it takes to be successful but how success truly should be defined. Or what the true purpose of playing a sport should be. Those I spoke with—athletes and their parents—also had the simple desire to share secrets they wish they had known sooner. The all-time great coaches who responded were equally eager to share a coach’s responsibility when entrusted with someone who is willing to be coached.

			When I texted Richard Jefferson, the seventeen-year NBA veteran, champion, and member of ESPN/ABC’s No. 1 NBA broadcast team, that I wanted his thoughts about my intention to write a book about the value of being coachable, my phone buzzed fifteen seconds later. If you’ve spent any time with current or former professional athletes, you can appreciate just how extraordinary a response like that is.

			“It’s an amazing idea for a book and I believe you’ll do it well,” he gushed. “This will be a must-read for coaches, for parents, for athletes. Being coachable is maybe the most important thing an athlete could ever have.”

			I can only hope that I proved him right. And that, after reading it, you will agree.
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				Giving In Is Not Giving Up: Steve Young

			
			As contradictory as it may sound, Steve Young might not have ever been an NFL quarterback, much less one inducted into its Hall of Fame, had he not accepted his college coach’s advice to stop playing the position.

			A three-sport high school athlete in Greenwich, Connecticut, Young had an array of offers but ultimately chose Brigham Young University. Part of it was being Mormon and the great-great-grandson of Joseph Young, older brother to the school’s namesake, Brigham. Part of it, as someone who had never spent a night outside of his parents’ house, was the comfort of knowing that, despite being on the other side of the country, he had a safety net of friends and family near BYU’s Provo, Utah, campus. But the biggest part? BYU’s reputation for producing NFL quarterbacks. Young, with a poster of Roger Staubach on his bedroom wall, dreamed of being one of them.

			What he didn’t know until he arrived on campus was that he was one of four incoming quarterbacks and there were already four upper-class QBs on the roster. When he saw his name at the bottom of the list, “I thought for sure it had to be alphabetical,” he said. “No way there were seven guys in front of me.”

			What he also didn’t know was that offensive coordinator Doug Scovil had disdain for left-handed quarterbacks—and Young was the only lefty among the eight. If Scovil had had his way, Young might not have been on the list at all.

			“He told me directly, ‘I won’t coach lefties,’ ” Young recalled Scovil saying after a week of summer camp. “I’m like, ‘Oh, really?’ I didn’t even know. I thought, ‘Is that legal?’ ”

			It wasn’t just the hand that Young threw with that prompted Scovil’s lack of interest. Young had backdoored his way to Provo. BYU, by and large, didn’t scout the East Coast for talent at that time. A member of the Youngs’ church happened to be BYU head coach LaVell Edwards’s college roommate at Utah State. The friend had watched plenty of Young’s high school games and convinced Edwards to visit the Youngs while he was in New York with starting quarterback Jim McMahon for a Heisman Trophy promotional event. Edwards invited Young to take his fifth and final official recruiting visit to Provo and that sealed the deal.

			For Young, anyway. Scovil, not having recruited him, practically acted as if Young weren’t there, especially after his first practice. He had no experience as a drop-back passer, and it showed. In his very first BYU quarterback drill, a three-step drop, he fell on his butt and fumbled the ball. And despite being an outstanding pitcher in baseball and a point guard in basketball, as well as the star quarterback for the Greenwich High Cardinals, Young did not throw a football particularly hard or accurately. What made him special? Freakish speed and agility. At the time, that made him highly coveted by a host of collegiate offenses built around quarterbacks who could hand the ball off to a running back going one way or keep it and go in the other direction. Quarterbacks who can pass and run are in vogue now in both college and the NFL, but back then the skill sets prized at the amateur and pro levels were distinctly different. College coaches saw the passing game as a risky proposition for eighteen-to-twenty-one-year-olds to get right—the quarterback having to throw it in the right place at the right time and the receiver having to be in the right place at the right time—in contrast to the simplicity of a quarterback tucking the ball into a running back’s belly or tucking it into his own. Passing also presented infinitely more risk of losing possession altogether via interception. The heightened level of play in the NFL, on the other hand, required teams to be more offensively balanced. There was also the entertainment factor: the passing game was just generally more exciting, and NFL teams didn’t have the built-in fan base of students and alums.

			All of which is why Young could be highly coveted by a vast majority of respected Division I programs and an afterthought at BYU.

			“Anybody that was running any kind of option offense at the time was like, ‘Yeah, let’s get this guy,’ ” Young said. “North Carolina, Virginia, every school up and down the East Coast. I was recruited all over the place for that.”

			That’s where Young’s fixation on BYU went beyond his faith or family history. He saw himself playing in the NFL, which meant proving he also could be a stand-tall-in-the-pocket passer. At the time, LaVell Edwards ran one of the few college programs that featured a pass-heavy offense and looked for quarterbacks to fit it.

			“It was one of two or three in the whole country that was a throw-first offense,” Young said. “There were no designed runs. There were no options. There was nothing. We were dropping back and throwing it. And in that way, it was the greatest place for me to be to prepare to play pro football. My intent, from the very beginning, was that I was going to be a classic drop-back quarterback who could run.”

			There was just that one hitch: Scovil didn’t share his vision and Young had seven names above his on the depth chart. His ability as a run-option quarterback, though, did have its usefulness. Since most of BYU’s opponents featured mobile quarterbacks, it earned him a starring role on the scout team. The downside: as the eighth-string QB, he was viewed as expendable, which meant the defense was free to tackle him with as much force as they would an opponent. Hence the scout team’s moniker: the Hamburger Squad.

			“I’m in summer camp and I’m lost in a sea of quarterbacks,” Young said. “I’m running the scout team and I’m getting pummeled by Kyle Whittingham [son of Fred Whittingham, the defensive coordinator] and the defensive guys who were too stupid to know that I wasn’t actually the Wyoming quarterback. I was just getting smashed. No one knew my name. No one knew anything.”

			If he was going to be ground beef, Young reasoned that he should at least do it in games that actually mattered. Operating a run-option offense at an East Coast school suddenly seemed far more appealing. He was fully aware that North Carolina, one of the schools that came after him hard, had told him he’d start as a freshman. He floated the idea of going back to Greenwich to reconsider his options to LaGrande “Grit” Young, his father.

			“Dad, let me come back and let’s refigure it,” Steve said.

			LeGrande, a former BYU fullback and Manhattan corporate attorney whose no-nonsense approach and indomitable spirit prompted the nickname, had an immediate answer for his oldest of five kids.

			“No, that time is gone,” he said matter-of-factly. “You can do whatever you want, but you can’t come home. I don’t live with quitters. I’m not living with you. You made your decision. You’ve got to fight through it.”

			Kimberly Shaffer, a professor of sports and exercise sciences at Barry University in Miami Shores, Florida, who has lent her expertise to a variety of teams, athletic programs, and athletes, applauded Grit’s stance.

			“So much of how we approach challenges is shaped in our younger years,” she said. “That’s when those habits are ingrained—our work ethic, the way that we view success, our ability to give up or quit when things get hard. It sounds so trivial, but it starts when the three-year-old is running and loses a race and just wants to go inside, and Mom and Dad are like, ‘Okay!’ No, it’s not okay. Losing a race is okay. Going inside to hide, instead of talking about why the race was lost or the secret to running faster or racing again, is not okay. Parents can foster the right kind of environment. We can’t expect our kids or anyone else to have a growth mindset and approach failure as ‘What do I learn from it?’ unless we teach that from a young age. The ability to approach things that are going to intentionally make you struggle, instead of just going for the thing that you’re good at, is a growth mindset.”

			Grit knew something about perseverance in general and as a BYU football player in particular. He had grown up in Provo and played football at Brigham Young High. When his high school coach moved over to BYU to coach the freshman team, he extended walk-on offers to Grit and two of his teammates. Grit was the only one to make the team. He sat out his sophomore season with a knee injury and then went on a two-year mission. When he returned, BYU had a new head coach and Grit had to try out as a walk-on all over again—and again made the roster. By his senior year he was a starter.

			Steve wanted to learn how to be an NFL quarterback. Grit wanted Steve to learn how to persevere. “That was just the way I was made,” Grit said. “I was intent on getting through and winning the job, and I knew that’s how I wanted my kids to be, too.”

			Being rejected by Scovil had to be doubly hard for Steve because of Scovil’s reputation as an offensive wizard and quarterback-coaching savant credited with developing a list of highly regarded NFL quarterbacks, including Steve’s idol, Staubach. Young, whose 4.4 time in the forty-yard dash made him the fastest player on the team, took out his frustration by trying to embarrass the starting defense in intrasquad scrimmages. He was so effective at mimicking Wyoming’s Wishbone offense for the scout team that at one point a senior offensive lineman who doubled as JV coach, Andy Reid—yes, that Andy Reid, the Kansas City Chiefs head coach who developed three-time Super Bowl champion quarterback Patrick Mahomes—couldn’t help himself.

			“Steve Young is so good at the Wishbone, he’s abusing our varsity defense!” Reid exclaimed one day.

			Reid threatened to make it the JV team’s full-time offense. He made it the primary plan for a JV road game against the University of Nevada–Las Vegas, where the artificial turf was so molten that the bottom of Young’s cleats melted. But Young convinced Reid to make it the exception, not the rule, because it would only reinforce the idea that he was not made for a pass-oriented offense. “Holy hell, no,” Young said to Reid when he floated the idea of making him the full-time JV starter if he was willing to run the Wishbone. “I’m trying to make the [varsity] squad!”

			Despite having played collegiate football, Grit didn’t involve himself in how his son played the game.

			“My dad wasn’t a tiger parent,” Young said. “He was all about picking something you really wanted to do and then sticking with it. His big thing was you just don’t quit. But what I was going to do and how I did it, he wasn’t focused on that at all.”

			That left it up to Young to figure out his dilemma. Although the practice squad players were routinely dismissed early, he made a point of arriving at practice before anybody else and being the last to leave. Once his Hamburger Squad duties were done, he dedicated himself to watching everything that McMahon did—down to how he gripped and threw a football. He almost immediately noticed something different about McMahon’s throwing motion from his own.

			“Jim McMahon was a nutball, a crazy guy,” Young said. “Everyone knows that; it’s well-documented. But his throwing motion was as technically sound as any quarterback I ever saw. And that’s why watching him was the perfect thing to have happen for me. Jim was a righty, and I’m lefty, so I’m staring at him in the mirror, essentially, and I saw his arm come down. I’m like, ‘Wait a second. I don’t throw it like that.’ And seeing that, I started to mess with it and it was as if the heavens opened. I mean, literally, suddenly I had this unknown talent that was unlocked. I’d fought throwing the ball up until then. I couldn’t throw it hard; my arm hurt when I did throw it. I wasn’t doing it right. And then, all of a sudden, I got this little turn of the key by getting my hand inside, like throwing a screwball in baseball. Getting my shoulder and arm behind the ball suddenly gave me all this power. And then my accuracy went skyrocketing. I could put it anywhere. And so, by the time the fall ended, here I was with this newfound incredible talent that I didn’t know I had. But because I threw with my left arm, they’ve decided I should play safety. I was like, ‘Geez…’ ”

			Between his value as a run-option QB and his newfound ability to throw a football with power and accuracy, Young was named junior varsity MVP. When Edwards called him into his office at the end of the regular season, Young hoped it was to hear he would be traveling with the varsity team to the Holiday Bowl as a reward.

			Instead, Edwards told him he was too great an athlete not to be on the field and would be moving to the defensive side of the ball. He meant it as a compliment. Young took it as a punch in the gut. When Christmas vacation arrived, he went home planning not to return to Provo. He knew Grit was serious about not letting him move back to Greenwich, so he filled out and submitted the documents to go on a two-year mission on behalf of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. (The Mormon Church strongly encourages all of its followers to do so once they turn eighteen.) If he couldn’t be trusted to run a spread offense, maybe he needed to turn his attention to spreading the word about his faith.

			“I wasn’t going to come back to school,” Young said. “I was going to just go on a mission.”

			The Mormon faith suggests that its followers pray and fast before making any big decision. Young did exactly that. He reflected on the terms missionaries were required to follow at the time. They could be sent to any place in the world and were only allowed to contact their families on Christmas and Mother’s Day. For an extreme homebody, that was terrifying. He sat down with Grit and told him he thought returning to Provo was the better choice. At Grit’s suggestion, he met with their local bishop and told him of his decision. The bishop surprised him by sharing that he’d had a vision Steve was going to tell him that. He also said he’d had a premonition that he, the bishop, would be compelled to endorse it.

			“Between his dad’s perspective and going to a school like BYU that encourages going on a mission and adopting a completely different identity than athlete, Steve was forced to have more than one,” Shaffer said. “All of that is humbling—and developing humility, as counterintuitive as it might sound, is the best performance technique you can have. Because you’re going to succeed in performing if you can somehow reduce the importance of your sport in your mind.”

			Right before Steve returned to school, Grit sat down with him one more time. “What do you want to do?” he asked.

			“I still want to play quarterback.”

			Grit was tough, but he was also empathetic. As bleak as the situation appeared thanks to Edwards’s plan and Scovil’s attitude, telling his son to stick it out felt akin to telling him to beat his head against an impenetrable wall. They agreed Steve should give it one more shot, and if nothing changed, they could revisit the subject at the end of the school year.

			Young returned to school and dutifully worked out with the team’s incumbent star safety, Tom Holmoe, learning the art of backpedaling and covering receivers. It killed him to look across the way and see the quarterbacks going through their passing drills. Then, only days after the spring semester began, it was announced that Scovil had accepted the head coaching job at San Diego State. It was all the glimmer of hope Young needed. He continued working out with Holmoe but started throwing on his own, perfecting that dreaded three-step drop and firing into a net at one end of the field house.

			“In research we talk a lot about harmonious passion and obsessive passion,” said Shaffer. “Oftentimes athletes feel that, to be successful, they need this obsessive passion, this unrelenting work ethic. But the obsessive passion leads to burnout and anxiety. Doing it out of this place of ‘I have to do this because I need to be the best’ will drive an athlete into the ground. Harmonious passion is ‘I’m truly doing this because I just love this game’ or ‘I want to do it and I don’t care what anybody else says.’ There is an intrinsic-versus-extrinsic motivation that drives it and how it’s necessarily cultivated. His dad had no interest in what Steve might accomplish as a football player; he just always asked about his process. That allowed Steve to keep pursuing his dream of being an NFL quarterback out of love for throwing a football rather than from the pressure that he’d be a failure if he never became one.”

			Edwards spent the winter on the recruiting trail, but Ted Tollner, Scovil’s replacement as the offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach, made a habit of strolling through the field house while the respective units were working out. He couldn’t help but notice the young defensive back all by himself, taking snaps from an imaginary center and hucking passes with surprisingly good form and velocity day after day.

			“It was an awkward time because we couldn’t coach,” Tollner said. “You were limited on the number of days you could work with players during the offseason, so I wasn’t actually coaching him, initially; I was just observing him. But that’s how I got to know him.”

			Tollner was aware of the plan to move Young over to defense, but because it had been made before he arrived, he didn’t know why. He assumed it was because Young wanted to get on the field and knew he could by playing safety.

			Tollner also was aware of how excited Fred Whittingham was about Young’s potential as a defensive back after watching him run circles around his defense as the scout team quarterback. As the new guy on the staff, he had no desire to create discord within the coaching staff by laying claim to an eighth-string quarterback. But he couldn’t ignore what he saw watching Young throw.

			“I thought we were getting away from the idea of him being a quarterback too early,” Tollner said. “What I really liked, more than anything, was his accuracy and his release. It was a quick release. There had to be some little minor refinements, but the work we had to do was with his feet. His background was all scramble movement stuff, and we were basically a pocket-passing team.”

			One day Tollner finally called Young into his office. “Hey, we are moving you to safety,” he said.

			Young’s head dropped. “Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

			Tollner scrunched his brow. It was not the reaction he had expected. Having been impressed with the way Young fired passes to imaginary receivers in the field house, he asked, “Why are we moving you to safety?”

			Young told him about Scovil’s anti-lefty stance.

			“Well, that’s ridiculous,” Tollner said. “Based on what I think and look for in a quarterback, you have the skills and, by working at it, could be special as a quarterback. But I don’t want to try to change LaVell’s mind by getting in his ear if you want to start next season. Jim’s our quarterback. But I do think you have a future as a quarterback and you’ve got a lot of years left.”

			Hearing that Tollner would be willing to go to bat for him felt to Young like the heavens were opening up a second time.

			“He got excited about that,” Tollner recalled, chuckling. “I did, too, because I really believed he could be special. We had another kid, a good kid, who was supposed to be the next quarterback, but I didn’t see near the potential.”

			Edwards was willing to reconsider the decision after Tollner had him take a stroll through the field house to see Young throw.

			“LaVell was very tactful and respectful of his coaches,” Tollner said. “He said, ‘Let me think about it before we decide. And let me talk to Fred.’ I knew Fred wouldn’t be happy. He wanted [Young] as a safety.”

			LaVell proposed a compromise. “Let’s give him the first two weeks of spring ball at quarterback,” he told his two coordinators. “Then we’ll see where we are.”

			Unlike his first snap as a BYU quarterback, Young took a crisp three-step drop, stood tall, and fired a pinpoint pass. “I started spring ball just wanting them to put the ball in my hands,” Young said. “I could just rip it and my accuracy was fricking crazy to me. I could just throw it wherever you wanted. You could put a finger up, and I’d hit it. Once that happened, all I wanted to do was throw the ball.”

			After the two-week trial, Edwards agreed to give Young two more weeks. At the end of the four-week spring ball season, he had leapfrogged six of the seven quarterbacks in front of him. He was so impressive that even Whittingham had to admit BYU would be better served by keeping him at QB.

			“Once we started giving Steve a chance to show what he could do, Fred stopped negotiating to move him to defense,” Tollner said.

			And once that happened, LaVell said, “Okay, we’re on the right track here.”

			Forty years later, Young still gets emotional thinking about that turn of events. “It was an amazing thing,” he said, a catch in his throat. “It changed my life. At the end of those four weeks I was backing up Jim McMahon and off we went.”

			Well, not exactly. Young had the arm strength and accuracy to be in charge of the BYU aerial attack, but he still had to develop the technique and patience to move around in the pocket and explore every passing option.

			“We still wanted him to be able to scramble,” Tollner said. “We just didn’t want him to panic and bail early. As soon as there was one little defensive-colored uniform in his face, his instincts were to tuck it and run. We needed him to be able to slide and adjust in the pocket and go through the progressions of our offense.”

			Tollner made it clear to Young that he and LaVell didn’t want to eliminate his strengths but merely to augment them to take advantage of the BYU system. His scrambling skills were valuable; when and how he used them was what had to be refined.

			“You’re a natural at the movement part of the game, Steve,” Tollner said. “I can see why you moved because you made plays. When you got out of the pocket, you always made something good happen. We don’t want to lose that; we just want to get you to where you understand how to go through progressions of reads in the pocket and put the rhythm of your feet and your hands together.”

			Young stepped into the starting role after McMahon graduated, and the year in waiting paid off royally. He led the Western Athletic Conference in passing yards, completions, and completion percentage. He was even better his senior year, setting an NCAA record for accuracy with a 71.3 completion percentage and being named Quarterback of the Year. Tollner stayed true to his word and still took advantage of his foot speed, going so far as to cap his collegiate career by using him as a receiver to catch the winning touchdown in a 21–17 win over Missouri in the Holiday Bowl.

			The former eighth-string quarterback was now poised to be the No. 1 choice in not one but two professional football leagues. The fledgling eighteen-team United States Football League had just formed and was beginning play in the spring of 1984. At the same time, the NFL’s Cincinnati Bengals held the No. 1 pick and, despite already having an All-Pro quarterback in Ken Anderson, intended to use it on Young in the league’s April draft.

			As rosy as all that sounds, Young faced nearly as many daunting, unforeseen circumstances in his professional career as he did that first year at BYU. It all went sideways when he chose going to the USFL with a better chance to start over, most likely being a backup in the NFL with the Bengals. Three years later he found himself in a familiar situation: having to prove he deserved to be the backup to a great quarterback, this time to the San Francisco 49ers’ Joe Montana.

			Grit, reflecting on his son’s knack for landing in difficult situations, told him one day, “You know what? I think you like third and 10.”

			Steve protested. “I do not like third and 10.”

			“Yeah,” Grit said, smiling. “I think you do.”

			If nothing else, Steve certainly became comfortable facing third-and-10 circumstances. None of his subsequent success would’ve been possible if he had dodged his biggest weakness, which was an inability to throw a football with power and precision. The decisions he made all along the way, from returning to BYU for his second semester to working as Montana’s understudy, hinged on Young accepting who he was—and wasn’t—and putting in the work to become who he wanted to be.

			“Being coachable,” he said, “is fundamentally about self-improvement. I want to get better and I’m willing to go backward to go forward. I was once asked a question: ‘Do you want to find out how good you can be?’ I’m like, ‘Well, yeah, of course I do.’ And the person asking me the question said, ‘Well, you might not be as good as you hoped and it might not be what you think. Are you ready for that?’ Quit victimizing yourself and trying to find all the faults of everyone around you. Go on the quest to see how good you can get and be open to the fact that you might not be as good as you’d hoped.”

			Grit played a part in his son learning that lesson that first year in Provo.

			“If he would’ve said, ‘Hey, yeah, they’re screwing you, come home,’ who knows what I would’ve done?” Steve said. “So it was definitely influential. That was his thing: Just don’t fricking quit.”

			Grit also believed in expanding odds: Shoot for the moon all you want, but just in case the rocket ship doesn’t launch, equip it with wheels so you have some kind of transportation. When Steve was still in high school, he shared that he wanted to be the next Staubach. Grit said, “That’s good, but that has about a 1 percent chance of happening. That’s the dream. Everyone should have a dream. But what’s the plan? What has an 80 percent chance of happening? Give me your plan.”

			Steve eventually came back with an answer: “I’m going to go to college, and then I’ll go to law school and I’ll probably be a lawyer like you, Dad.”

			Grit nodded. “That’s a plan. I think there’s an 80 percent chance you can do that one. Go after the 1 percent idea. Live your dream. But have a dream and a plan.”

			After Steve signed his first professional contract with the LA Express, he suggested to Grit that the 1 percent dream had come true and there was no longer any need for a plan. The $40 million deal was the richest in sports history at the time. The bulk of it was deferred, but it assured Young of being wealthy into his sixties. Grit shook his head. Financial security as a twenty-something wasn’t a meaningful life goal; finding a way to be a useful member of society was.

			“The average pro career is three years,” he said. “You have the rest of your life. What are you going to do with it?”

			Grit had reason to be cautious. One day Grit asked one of his BYU teammates, an offensive guard from Los Angeles, what he had been doing before he came to BYU. “I was working as a handyman in a gas station,” the teammate said. Ten years later, Grit took a business trip to Canada and his client invited him to attend a Canadian Football League game featuring the BC Lions. Lo and behold, he saw that same former teammate’s name in the program. They met afterward and the guard said he was ready to retire.

			“What are you going to do now?” Grit asked.

			“I’ll go back to pumping gas, I guess,” he said.

			The shock of that stuck with Grit. “I saw so many guys that had opportunities in college and didn’t better themselves and ended up with no job,” he said. “I had those pictures in mind when I was trying to lead Steve to not be that kind of person.”

			Shaffer suggested every parent should picture their son or daughter facing that prospect.

			“I love that his dad wasn’t reinforcing his sports identity,” she said. “That is actually a healthier way to do it. The No. 1 issue we see with athletes when they retire or they have to step away is because they’ve only dumped their energy into their ‘I’m an athlete’ cup and not anywhere else. When that sport inevitably goes away, they go through a lot of psychological issues—not necessarily clinical but simply internal questions like ‘Who am I? And what do I do now? I’ve done this thing my whole life and now what’s next?’ ”

			That doesn’t happen just with athletes. Today, more than ever, technology is constantly shifting the landscape in every field at an amazing rate; constantly evolving, developing new skills, and being prepared to pivot are essential. The rudiment to doing that is seeking counsel and honest appraisal, and exploring options before they need to be exercised. The basic principle is the same: Synthesize who and what we want to be with someone else’s vision of who and what we can be. That is not a static concept but a fluid one.

			Steve promised Grit to continue working toward a law degree. As it turned out, careers with fledgling pro football teams are not safe bets. The Express folded after two seasons and the owner claimed bankruptcy. The NFL held a supplemental draft for teams to choose college seniors who already had signed with a USFL or Canadian Football League team; veterans in those rival leagues like Young who might be interested in making the jump were eligible as well.

			Not only did the $40 million evaporate with the team’s demise, the USFL demanded $1.2 million to release Young from any further obligations to the league. He paid it and the Buccaneers made him the supplemental draft’s No. 1 pick, projecting him as the backup to Steve DeBerg. While it gained him entry to a more stable league, he was joining one of its perennial doormats. After DeBerg lost eleven of the first twelve games, Young took over as the starter for the final five, going 1-4. The next season he became the full-time starter, but the Bucs suffered another 2-14 season, costing head coach Leeman Bennett his job. His replacement, Ray Perkins, shared Scovil’s belief that lefties should not be quarterbacks and promptly traded Young to the San Francisco 49ers.

			That put Young behind one of the all-time great quarterbacks in NFL history, Montana. While head coach Bill Walsh inserted Young into games for a series here and there to catch defenses off guard, Young had to wait four full seasons before the
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