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Praise for Honolulu Blues

“What a heartwarming book about a man and his crappy football team. Over the decades, the Detroit Lions epitomized NFL awfulness for its legions (dozens?) of fans. Yet somehow, all those setbacks brought meaning—and redemption—to Joel Walkowski. Forget Barry Sanders; forget Calvin Johnson; forget Jeff Komlo and Stephen Boyd. After reading this gem, you’ll associate Motown City gridiron with one name: Walkowski.”

—Jeff Pearlman, New York Times Bestselling Author, The Last Folk Hero, Showtime, and The Bad Guys Won!

“Unfortunately, for Joel, the poor guy grew up a Lions fan. Lucky for you, this book is so sharp, funny, and entertaining, even a Packers or Bears fan would begrudgingly love it.”

—Sam Morrill, Comedian and Podcast Host, We Might Be Drunk

“Makes the losing make sense, beautiful even. I read this the morning after the Bills lost another playoff game and it helped. Joel wrote a great Rust Belt book that will make you say ‘screw the Super Bowl, I just want to experience some disappointing football with my loved ones.’”

—Joe Pera, Comedian and Star of Joe Pera Talks With You on Adult Swim

“I will never watch another Detroit Lions game without thinking of Joel Walkowski, who has authored a one-of-a-kind football memoir connecting his searing life story with the enduring misery of his beloved Lions. Alternately heartbreaking and heartwarming, tearfully sad and laugh-out-loud funny, Honolulu Blues deserves an audience. Highly recommended.”

—John Eisenberg, Sports Writer and Author, The League

“Honolulu Blues is a poignant, endearing story about fathers and sons, love, heartbreak, resilience, redemption, and the Detroit Lions. On these pages, Joel Walkowski cuts like Sanders, charms like Fontes, and shows the grit and fight of Dan Campbell. He’s worth reading.”

—Tom Stanton, New York Times Bestselling Author, Terror in the City of Champions and The Final Season

“Reminiscent of Frederick Exley’s A Fan’s Notes, Joel Walkowski dares to be an unabashed follower of the Detroit Lions. In following that long, hard road, he gained insights and lessons that any true sports fan can hold dear.”

—Tim Wendl, Author, Summer of ’68

“As a lifelong Boston sports fan who’s known his fair share of personal heartbreak and dysfunction (before all those championships), reading Honolulu Blues felt like an autobiography from a different fanbase’s perspective. Walkowski’s incredible ability to weave his own struggles with that of his favorite football team with immense humor and heart is a brilliant narrative construct that leaves you both rooting for him and, miraculously, the Detroit Lions as well.

“In Honolulu Blues, Joel Walkowski brilliantly takes the idea of suffering alongside your favorite sports team to a place no fan may have gone before. And that’s a good thing, since being a Detroit Lions fan can be so deleterious to your health. That Joel’s path mirrors that of the Lions is uncanny, as is his way of weaving personal and painful anecdotes in and out the history of the team. That it leaves you feeling for him, the team, and the fanbase, all while laughing hysterically, is a testament to his talent.”

— Nick Stevens, Boston Sports Personality

“I learned how to read for this book.”

— Chris Waelti, Local Bar Fly
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For Liam

We always shared a story. Why would this one be any different?
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GAME 1 THE LOSS IS THE WIN

• 2017 •

Most godfathers get the job at a christening; I became a godfather at a funeral.

I accepted the position in a parking lot in Remus, Michigan—a forgotten Rust Belt town with the bare minimum of everything: one stoplight, one gas station, two dollar stores.

⋆ ⋆ ⋆

Thirtysix hours earlier.

I shuffle through security at a Brooklyn Nets game. The phone rings. Uncle Joe is dead. Anguish is chased by two realizations: 1) There will be no flights until morning and 2) the game hasn’t started.

I watch the game, sneaking behind the visiting Clippers’ bench and failing to access emotions. Chris Paul cries after every call, making me jealous. I can’t muster a single tear.

Since gaining cognition, sports have helped me process emotions. Decades of addiction, failure, angst toward a father who couldn’t help but come up short, more addiction. It’s surprising so few men view games this way. Any of these issues could have—and probably should have—done me in, but I found a coping mechanism: Turn on the game and reflect on existence.

If the process works? I get a life lesson. If the process fails? I’m simply watching sports. It’s a win-win proposition.

I developed this practice watching the Detroit Lions. My beloved “Motor City Kitties” are the prism through which I understand the world. They also happen to be the worst team in American sports. I’ve seen winless seasons and legends retire early, but remain undeterred. I never miss a game.

Being a Lions fan is like being a musician on the Titanic. Each Sunday arrives with a choice, and each week I choose to play music on the deck of a sinking ship.

Decades, generations, eons of mismanagement have made this team synonymous with failure. The Lions belong to people like me but are owned by the Ford family. Henry Ford may have built our city and the auto industry, but his lineage can’t build a winning team.

A new Lions squad unfurls each autumn, as I announce to anyone who will listen that “This year’s different. The Lions will finally be good.”

I’ve done this every year of my life and have never been right.1

We have exclusively failed since 1957. That’s a wide-ranging “we”—the Lions, my city, and my family have all floundered since our last championship. This is how things go for Detroit. Failures made our town a punch line. It’s easy for the world to laugh. It’s much harder acknowledging our fate as a plausible outcome.

There’s a reason why sports fans say “we.” We are the team. At a foundational level, I am the Lions. I am not a success. I usually come up short. But we win another way: by greeting each day with enthusiasm.

Life is not about winning. This story is about how learning to derive joy from even the biggest losers—the Detroit Lions—reshaped my inner life. I hope our intertwined failure speaks some greater truth about adversity. The Lions rarely provide a good Sunday, but I have a good one every week by adjusting my expectations.

Fandom is illogical. Fans of winning teams tie happiness to outcomes. Doing this with the Lions only creates disappointment. Accepting losing protects against high hopes and aligns with life’s disappointing nature. Only one team exits an NFL season as the winner. Why not plan accordingly?

Men struggle with emotions. Given the time investment the average man dedicates to sports, it’s wasteful not to channel that energy toward self-improvement. Watching the Lions is what I do for fun. To be a fan of this team is to preemptively search for (Honolulu Blue, our team color, and) silver linings.

Two things are true simultaneously: 1) My biggest dream is seeing the Lions in the Super Bowl and 2) I would not alter franchise history. This dissonance is a chasm, but I accept this team fully. They are perfect to me.

Other fans savor Super Bowls. The Lions gave me something more sustaining: low expectations. Learning how to love something certain to let me down is the best lesson I could’ve received. Watching this team lose and lose and lose has dramatically improved my life. I don’t think many Patriots fans can say that.

⋆ ⋆ ⋆

My departed uncle demonstrated that life is what happens between chugging coffee, popping pills, and scrounging nicotine. Life—in whatever form it takes—is there to be loved. Chat up the clerk at Meijer just enough to sneak a candy bar in your pocket but still enjoy the conversation.

It’s not a bad way to live.

We mourn in a shabby little house, proving “dirt poor” to be a literal definition.

Joe lived here with his wife, his daughter Kayleigh, and her seven-year-old son, Julion—whose dad isn’t in the picture. Joe was the man in his life. Family consensus deems me the second coming of my departed uncle. By that logic, Julion will take after me. He’s too big to be coordinated, too smart for his surroundings, too addled with ADD to follow directions. I get it, kid.

We spend the funeral fucking around. We play tag on the lawn, and he tails me to the gas station where I unsuccessfully show him how to steal.

I’m leaving the funeral to rush back to New York when Kayleigh pulls me aside. She’s the sweetest person I know, struggling with her weight but afraid to take up space. Her grabbing my attention means it’s important.

“Thanks for playing with Julion.”

“He’s awesome.”

“Will you be his godfather?”

“I don’t believe in God.”

“That’s okay. He just needs a guy.”

I can be a guy. It’s more than I had.

I have a dad. That dad isn’t a typical father. He’s Banjo Bob, a tiny Polish man with autism who usually dresses like a cowboy. He won’t give fatherly advice but will speak for hours about leather and banjos to anyone who will listen. Even though most people tune him out within minutes.

I’m the light of Banjo Bob’s life, but he can’t express this truth. This is trauma’s impact. The Walkowskis bear the generational albatross of abuse. Banjo Bob was molested. A lot.

It’s difficult to be a damaged man’s son. He’ll growl if I bring up an emotional topic—literally making the aggrieved squeals of cornered animals—before shrinking away for one of 80 daily cigarettes. That’s how Walkowski men deal with emotions.

I can do better.

I accept the position as godfather.

I consider the boy. What will help him grow? What will show him the way? What will make him kind and confident and whole? I rack my brain, trying to pinpoint what actually supported me on my journey to becoming “a guy” he just might need.

It’s the Detroit Lions.

WEEK 3: SEPTEMBER 24, 2017. ATLANTA FALCONS (2–0) v DETROIT LIONS (2–0). FORD FIELD, DETROIT, MI.

Nine months after Joe’s passing. I drive from Brooklyn to Detroit in a 1998 Mitsubishi Mirage, purchased for $400. Like modern Fred Flintstone, I watch the blur of the highway tick by through holes in the floorboards.

I stop at Meijer, buy Julion a Calvin Johnson T-shirt, and chat up the cashier while pocketing a Twix. Calvin doesn’t play anymore, but the true mark of a Lion legend is retiring early. What we lose gets lionized. We understand failure’s frustration and appreciate these players more for walking away. Heck, half the fan base probably works for Ford and wishes they could quit too.

Julion is unimpressed with Ford Field, our stadium. He has no interest in sports or my understanding of male bonding. His rambunctious nature makes it difficult to focus or control his body enough to participate. I get it, kid.

I was the same boy. Grueling physical therapy taught me basic skills like using straws and tying shoes. Severe doses of speed were prescribed at a young age. Intended to make me fit in, speed ultimately ramps up the intensity of thought patterns and makes life’s most meaningful aspects occur in my mind. I became a 6'3" ball of muscle who can’t attend a football game without being asked about nonexistent playing days, but my core remains this irrepressible boy.

We enter the stadium, greeted by the vista of a lush, green faux field. I whisper to Julion in mythologies: “No championships since 1957, no playoff wins since 1991, no problem.”

The Lions do nothing but lose, often in progressively innovative ways that make failure an art form. The Super Bowl has existed for 57 years. We’ve never won, never been, and only won a single playoff game in that span.2

I watched the 1991 playoff win with my family. It was the first time I picked an activity for us to do together. The clan came together to watch the game, but what they were really doing was supporting me. Five-year-old Joel expressed his needs; loved ones rallied around them. It was easy to accept the Lions as full-fledged family members. They’re losers like the rest of us.

This year, like all other years, will be different. A 2–0 record sends hopeful vibes through a city that renders these feelings moot. Sun shines in our domed stadium.

Julion and I perch over the end zone in the upper bowl. Banjo Bob once advised, “these are the best seats because you can track receiver’s routes.” Now that I’m the one paying, I know they’re the cheapest. Still, nosebleeds allow a clearer view of the big picture. Julion experiences 65,000 people crammed together to feel the same things: anticipation, belonging, desire. It’s an ideal scenario to share.

Detroit promptly shits the bed. Atlanta strikes first, and second, and third.

Matthew Stafford keeps getting shown on the jumbotron. Julion asks, “Who’s that?”

I am unable to truthfully answer. I can’t explain that my adult life has coincided with Stafford’s reign as Lions quarterback or that I’ve adopted him as my concept of what a man should be. Nor can I impart a franchise quarterback’s value or explain how the Lions mirror life’s struggles.

The answer I settle on is: “He throws the football.”3

Anyone who visits Detroit or watches the Lions develops a singular sentiment: Things were so much better before. The “before” hangs in the air. No explanation is offered because so many things fit in the gap. Before the race riots, population decline, urban decay, systemic failure, corruption, bungling ownership. Barry Sanders retiring, Matt Millen, Calvin leaving, and many other reasons. It’s best to sigh, appreciate the past, and avoid getting smothered by nostalgia for an era you weren’t alive for.

Growing up in Detroit means accepting things as imperfect and broken but no big deal. If heartbreak is inevitable, why not cling to the moments before that happens?

An errant Falcons pass caroms into the waiting arms of Glover Quin. He races the interception into the Atlanta end zone, reigniting all possibilities. The Lions will start 3–0! I will be a good godfather!

Julion does not know what transpired. I tell him to “be happy” as the stadium breaks into “Gridiron Heroes,” our commercial jingle-y fight song. The tune has embarrassing lyrics, a terrible melody, and is devastatingly perfect.

Stafford wields control, tying the game. Nothing holds us back from a bold new future except a weighty history of certain failure.

For region and self, accepting lifelong also-ran status is psyche defining. Juxtapositions of internalized low self-worth are hypercomplex and locally specific but perfectly defined by three little words: Same. Old. Lions.

This adage is a reminder to never expect anything good—an omniscient warning forged by the sands of time. I warn Julion of the curse I’m bestowing as Atlanta turns a six-yard completion into a 75-yard touchdown. Maddeningly and repetitively, Same Old Lions strikes again.

The Lions offense—which is technically a Ford product—predictably stalls. Stafford’s gunslinging mentality is perfect when heroics are needed but unnecessary in positive circumstances. You don’t need to swing for the fences with the wind at your back.

Back-to-back punts have fans filing for the exits. If Banjo Bob were here—and in a way he is—he’d hiss “real fans don’t leave early.” I always follow Bob’s rule and steadfastly remain until the final buzzer, but I understand others’ exodus. Anyone dedicating a lifetime of Sundays to this team deserves to recoup as much investment as possible.

The Falcons need one first down to run out the clock. They fail.

Fourth Quarter; Atlanta 30, Detroit 26

Stafford is placed where he does his best work: with his back against the wall.

A pass interference advances the ball to the precipice of victory. All the Lions must do is punch it in. A 3–0 start will fill Detroit with joy as opposed to techno music fans and urban explorers.

0:12, Third and Goal

We are inches from the promised land. A childhood habit of burying my head in my father’s sleeve during stressful plays stays with me. When the team faces dire outcomes, I find the closest loved one and cling. I pick up Julion, hoping our embrace will shift the city’s karma.

Zero remaining timeouts limit Detroit to passing packages. Stafford takes the snap and finds Golden Tate at the one. Atlanta’s secondary converges but not quickly enough to stop him from breaking the plane. TOUCHDOWN LIONS!

Ford Field explodes with rare exuberance. We’ll spill from the stadium on a bright September afternoon, discovering a city redefined. The Lions have won.

Julion does not contextually understand this moment but processes the feeling as pretty friggin’ good. Formally beginning our relationship like this will create a Pavlovian response between his perception of me and happy memories.

These thoughts occur in a matter of seconds. It’s enough time to imagine the Lions becoming a winner and the boy as a confident man—all thanks to me!

It’s argued that the most beautiful phrase in the English language is “cellar door.” Unpacking this phrase’s meaning reveals numerous positive connotations. It’s a way out of the darkness, our language’s clearest distillation of hope. The opposite—a most devastating phrase—also exists. It’s about to be uttered, shattering rosy visions of the future and forever fastening us to this underwhelming reality.

“The previous play is under review.”

Verification is unnerving, but the jumbotron shows Tate crossing the goal line. Even a reversal leaves enough time to run one play, maybe even two.

The referee emerges from his cute little video review tent like a horror film axe murderer stalking a coed. I’ve always resented authority due to the Lions’ relationship with referees.

“Upon further review, the runner was stopped short of the goal line.”

Boos descend. Julion joins the jeering. I’ve never been prouder.

“The result of the play is a ten-second runoff,” the referee states before cataclysmically continuing, “this is the end of the game.”

The Lions lose. Not to Atlanta but to bureaucratic machinations. An elite athletic contest is decided by a rule book footnote.4

“What happened?”

“The Lions lost.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what they do.”

Some entities aren’t supposed to succeed. Regardless of strategy or execution, they’re bound to predetermined fates. Detroit has an abundance of mind-bending defeats, but truthfully? The Lions losing is universal order. Crushing defeats accord with Mother Nature.

There are two photos of Julion and me from this game. They’re taken within 60 seconds but occur lifetimes apart. In one, we are joyful, electrified to our cores by the intensity of happiness. In the other we are emotionless, painfully aware of struggles within the world and ourselves.

We aren’t supposed to win. Golden Tate found the end zone, but authorities buzzed in from New York. “Overturn the play. A young man is in dire risk of having a positive outlook.”

The loss serves Julion well. I do not give him a positive memory but an emphatic illustration of the way things are.

You will lose. It will be unfair. Yet somehow, you will enjoy it.

⋆ ⋆ ⋆

Unwaveringly rooting for a hopeless team reinforces the emotional muscles that articulate unconditional love. Lions fandom improved my relationship with my father and, more importantly, myself. This team, this family? They tell the same story.

Fandom is not rational. The team’s importance to my psyche is surely a defect, but I can’t call it unhealthy when it’s served me so well. Why does continued disappointment cause love to grow? Because sifting through failure for the positives made me who I am. Long ago, when I was Julion’s age, the decision was made. This is what I love. Why would I let their performance change that?

Intermingling team and personal history is the only way to reach out to my father. He’s lying in a shack surrounded by team media guides, moving toward death as fast as a senior citizen with heart failure can go. This is me telling him our story in the only way he’ll understand.

He gave me addiction, generational trauma, a love of this team, and hundreds of switchblades. Well, Banjo Bob. This is yours. Know that the net result of what you passed down is a positive. This is a story of fathers and sons, of how the things we love change us, and of the wins that accompany losing. This is the story of the Detroit Lions and their fans.

Banjo Bob has read almost all this work. He agreed with everything that was written and generally enjoys it.

He doesn’t get to read the ending.

He dies at the end.

We’re alone when it happens. The Lions choke away the Super Bowl, but we celebrate (almost) winning. I’m whispering to him about the team, but talking about myself, when he quietly slips away.

I put a Lions jersey on his lifeless body. The number is 1. The nameplate reads “Before I Die.” Almost, Banjo Bob. Almost.

The coroner wheels him away but he’s still with me. I sit on the bed, buried by an avalanche of emotions suppressed for generations, figuring out what to do next. I know where to go.

Forward Down the Field!



1. Spoiler alert: We get good. Turns out all it took to turn around the Detroit Lions was writing an experimental memoir prominently featuring the team. Take note, Browns fans. 😀

2. Spoiler Alert: 🎉

3. I imagine this is the same answer Matthew Stafford gives when a therapist asks, “So who’s the real Matthew Stafford?”

4. Imagine if this made your team lose.
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GAME 2 THE CENTER OF THE WORLD

• 1934–1962 •

Four NFL Championships, 
One Happy Fan Base

2024

The NFL draft is in Detroit. The city’s bright and clean, pulsating with fandom. A chipper populace crowds the streets, dazzling in waves of Honolulu Blue. Julion and I burst through the crowds, drawn toward the NFL draft, tractor-beam style, like famished cartoons sniffing delicious aromas. Spilled beer, Coney dog, and football fan sweat. Gridiron by Calvin Klein.

Real men don’t pay for parking. It’s part of our patriarchal duties. We park too far away. Julion won’t complain. My bullshit’s gospel to his now fourteen-year-old ears. It inspires him to lift weights, make eye contact, and make conversation with girls. There’s no curriculum; I simply exist in proximity to the boy.

I point out Detroit’s many changes. What was populated became abandoned and now bustles again. Cities have their own circle of life.

“Will you two slow down?!?” pleads Kayleigh from behind. We roll our eyes, slow our pace, and approach the NFL draft as a makeshift family.

“What’s the NFL draft?” Julion asks.

“Names get called. Like your teacher taking attendance.”

“Why do people care?”

“It’s a spectacle. And the spectacle’s in Detroit.”

Approaching security, Julion grows anxious, eyeing the metal detectors. “

What’s wrong?”

“I have a switchblade.”

Kayleigh clears her throat. “I also have a switchblade.”

I don’t ask why. I know why. We all have switchblades. Banjo Bob spent the past decade compulsively giving switchblades away.1 To friends, to family, to strangers. Kayleigh and Julion bring their knives everywhere but I don’t. I carry enough of him with me as it is.

I’ve parked too far away. “Just bring them in.”

I breeze through security, gazing back at Julion, who is now boiling with fear. The metal detector beeps. Guards repeat the process. Detectors beep once more but security waves him on. Pausing in contrition, Julion announces, “I have a knife.”

Security sighs. “Welcome to Detroit.” We enter.

Detroit’s on display, showcased to our oligarch’s specifications. Suburban chatter and national media identically exclaim: “Detroit is back!”

Detroit’s not back. Detroit never left. It’s always been here, keeping the beat for America’s story through good times and bad.

1934–1962

Our industry, our manufacturing acumen. It changed the world. Detroit was a hybrid of Silicon Valley and Wall Street with the vital exception that it actually built something.

You’ve heard of boomtowns. Industry sprouts up and a functional city blooms. It’s all well and good until POP! Opportunity springs elsewhere and populations redistribute, clustering alongside the next big thing. Detroit is a boom city.

Henry Ford did it. The dream of internal combustion vehicles was globally pursued, but Ford did it best. He produced the car cheaply and repeatedly, each decision aligning with the vision of scaled-up operations. Success didn’t come from the invention but from making it available to the masses.

In 1908, Henry Ford made the first Model T. By 1917, the Ford Motor Company produced over half a million annually.

The assembly line made it possible. Workers handled one specific task by design. Tighten a bolt, place an axle, repeat until retirement. Detroit’s industrial breakthrough was Ford understanding how treating labor fairly could catalyze growth.

Ford became the world’s richest man. The sum of money generated and people tied to it will shape Detroit as long as it exists. Posh existences aren’t necessarily easy. Being born with a silver spoon in one’s mouth is great until it’s time to cry out and express your needs. His scions, his company, and the team they’d govern would struggle to bloom in his shadow.

Assembly-line work made Detroit the world’s fastest-growing city and a uniquely promising place to build a life. Employees received five dollars a day, work-life balance, vacation homes up north, and a Model T to tool around in. Sure, Ford’s goons might rough you up if you stepped out of line, but the trade-off was worth it.

The core feeling of life in our pleasant peninsula is derived from working the lines and driving home in a car you built. But aha! Blue-collar boys need to blow off steam.

Football was growing. The sport stiff-armed a potential ban from Teddy Roosevelt,2 proliferating across college campuses before ascending to the professional ranks in the form of barnstormers and exhibition games. A nascent NFL gained a Midwestern foothold but had yet to be optimized for ideal markets and concentrated populations. That was about to change.

The Portsmouth Spartans were a talented team but a horribly run business. They’d routinely beat rivals but were so poorly marketed that more fans attended practices than games. Even their finances were bungled. Team accounts were overdrawn so often it was not unusual for a player to receive team stock instead of a check.

In 1934, George A. Richards, owner of WJR radio—a local institution on par with Vernors ginger ale—bought the team and relocated them to Detroit. The name was changed to “Lions,” an attempt at manifesting their rule over the NFL like their namesake ruled the jungle.

Walkowski men bought the first batch of season tickets. They weren’t football fans but considered games “a great place to drink beer and fight.” They drank and gambled to excess, allowing vices to limit their lives. This is not unique to my family. This happens to many men. My family is this story’s subject, but we represent the emotionally stunted, masculine many.

Detroit hosted the inaugural Thanksgiving game during its first NFL season. In light of the holiday’s genocidal origins, the Lions playing is arguably the better reason to celebrate.

The Lions won the NFL championship in 1935. This magical year saw Detroit win the crown in the NFL, MLB, and NHL. It made sense. We were the only city capable of producing enough cars for all the championship parades.

World War II shifted Detroit’s priorities from local affluence to global security. Industrial competencies pivoted toward war efforts well before the United States’ involvement. “The Arsenal of Democracy,” as FDR called Detroit, possessed unmatched manufacturing abilities integral to the Allies’ victory.

Many automakers had contracts with Nazi regimes. Only Ford stood with the ideology, publishing periodicals demonizing the Jewish people and cultivating a fawning relationship with Hitler.3 Adolf hung Henry’s portrait at headquarters and awarded him the Grand Cross of the German Eagle, the highest honor available to non-Germans.

Ford’s Rouge plant, the man-made marvel and Henry’s personal crown jewel, produced vital artillery. As someone who supported Matt Millen but eventually protested for his ouster, I cannot help but relate.

Allied victory pushed Detroit into the spotlight, ushering in a hard-earned golden era. The Lions led the charge, establishing a symbiotic relationship with the city that continues to this day.

The Lions were purchased by a symposium of local businessmen and governed democratically. Key decisions were made at spaghetti banquets hosting the various owners. This manner of civic investment served the city well.

All Detroit did was build dynasties. Automakers turned the American Dream into a product, Motown Records manufactured hit singles with assembly-line efficiency, and Detroit revolutionized culture.

The Lions followed suit, heralding modern fandom. Ravenous support pushed forward in-arena experience, television broadcasting,4 and holiday celebrations. On-field product further channeled civic enthusiasm into excellence. We ran the first two-minute drill and made crowd noise specifically to disrupt opponents.

The 1950s Lions won three championships. The cocktail of team success and collective support created a dynasty and a high we’ve been chasing ever since.

Imagine that you’re a 1950s Detroiter. You work at a globally important company, listen to local music that’ll influence pop radio for the foreseeable future, and root for a team actualizing the bond between city and football team. It’s good to be king of the jungle.

Banjo Bob was born in July 1952 with radio broadcasts of back-to-back championships floating from the living room and into his crib. My father will not speak of his upbringing. If he does it’s about Bobby Layne.

Bobby Layne was a Lions legend and pop culture crossover, establishing ideas of what a gridiron hero should be. Layne barked orders, improvised, and was the sort of man who lets you know that you, too, have what it takes, because why else would you be in the trenches with him? The swashbuckling quarterback could run, pass, command huddles, and win championships hungover.

It’s unfair to call Bobby Layne my father’s childhood hero. He never graduated from the position. Banjo Bob would sit on his deathbed, arguing he was named after Bobby Layne. I do the math. July 1952. A family wouldn’t name their son after a journeyman with a handful of career starts. I don’t correct him. Keep your myth, Pops.

Bobby Layne—like many central figures in this tale—was a drunk. Layne’s on-field exploits are only rivaled by Herculean efforts in Detroit barrooms. Apart from three championships and supernaturally haunting the team, Layne’s known for his relationship with alcohol.

Layne was a legendary drinker, lauded for keeping jazz clubs open by throwing $100 bills into saxophones and blaming a championship loss on not drinking the night before. He even got out of a DUI with the explanation that, as a thick-accented Texan, he always sounded drunk. I can only imagine how poorly one had to drive to get pulled over as the star player of a beloved team in the 1950s Midwest.5

Layne was traded to the Pittsburgh Steelers early in the 1958 season.

Rumors abounded. Layne had a bar fight with replacement Tobin Rote or was implicated in a point-shaving scandal—as it was well known that players intermingled with gamblers.

Facts remain. Trading Layne was mutually beneficial. The Lions moved forward with Rote, the only man to quarterback championship teams in both the AFL and NFL, and reunited Layne with Buddy Parker, his longtime coach in Detroit.

News reached Layne while picking up a relative at a nearby airfield. Circumstances of discovery incensed Layne, believing he’d earned a more graceful exit. The Lions avoided having Layne learn of the trade over the radio, but there’s ultimately no good way to learn devastating news.

Furious, Layne cursed the franchise, vowing that “the Lions would not win for fifty years.” Bobby Layne was sacred to the city. Getting rid of him betrayed his devotees. The curse came true. We haven’t won a championship since trading Bobby Layne. It is the most enduring hex in sports.

There were more bad omens, more dark plagues. Layne was not alone lingering in the rearview mirror as the team sped toward oblivion. There was also William “Moon” Baker.

Moon was the dynasty’s greatest fan. Baker was a true supporter, revolving his life around impacting Briggs Stadium games. Desire to improve game-day atmosphere was coupled with Detroit ingenuity as Baker produced a 25-pound Lion costume he started wearing to games. Baker was present at every contest, ascending to the role of official mascot.

It was a Friday. Baker was running pre-game errands when he went missing. A panicked search found him dead on a sidewalk at 3 am. The man who gave the Lions a mascot became a cut-covered corpse adorned with a meticulously placed pair of eyeglasses. The coroner ruled it a heart attack. The team represented the city and Detroit was an organized-crime town.

Covering up the murder of a self-made team mascot doesn’t have the on-field impact as trading the best player but strips away as much of the franchise’s soul. Curses are illogical, but if the football gods exist,6 these gestures were unlikely to curry favor.

In these times the Walkowskis are the Lions. The autoworking family enjoys their lot, cruising through halcyon days in a cloud of drinking and carousing. They don’t know this is the peak. They don’t appreciate what’s sacred and callously discard it. Short-term desires create generational wounds. Neither team nor family ever recover.

My grandmother was a pedophile. My father was the target. Molestation went on for years but, true to this type of trauma, damage lasted a lifetime.

It started in 1958, the same year as our curse. My grandfather Harvey—a heroic figure on multiple accounts—found out and put a stop to it. He protected his son where he could.

Little Bob was enrolled in a well-regarded Catholic school and did everything right. Got good grades, became an altar boy, and a priest resumed the torment. Some are born victims; Banjo Bob was made one by predators acting as protectors.

Early moments ensured that Bob would only see the world through traumatized eyes. Development was stunted, forever suspending Bob in a childlike state, a Jurassic-era mosquito eternally encased in amber. Unable to progress through life’s milestones, he grows comfortable in his interior world.

The Layne trade, sexual abuse in my family. Events echo through time, shaping modernity. It’s not fun to think of your father’s sexual abuse or how trauma occurring decades before your birth shaped you. This is how it goes. The first thing Detroiters learn is that the world was much better when we weren’t in it. How do we get back to before?

Men learn worldviews from their fathers. It’s natural to assume we’re normal, that everyone’s just like us. I’m no different, learning from my father without realizing he’s Banjo Bob. He’s a scared child just like me, still existing in 1958, sublimating true feelings and turning conversation to football.
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I am my father’s caretaker, flying from New York to rural Indiana each month. I enter Bob’s shack, tiptoeing past decades of garbage. Every Walkowski hoards.7 Emotions are not the only thing never unpacked to determine whether they’re worth keeping. There are thousands of books, literal tons of leather, and every emotion. Heap them in a corner and ignore them until life’s accumulation becomes someone else’s problem. Mine.

Some families pass down heirlooms or properties. Purposeful planning builds wealth and bond. That’s not our way. We only pass down the team, our trauma, and—if we’re being completely honest—17 banjos we’ve grown to resent.

Banjo Bob has a sister. Aunt Jackie’s crippled by rheumatoid arthritis at a young age. There’s no interference or intervention. Affliction’s magnified and submitted to. Her skeleton twists into cartoonishly cruel shapes, but living’s made more difficult by being a hoarder. It’s hard to maneuver a broken body, harder still to contort around mountains of Happy Meal toys “that’ll be valuable someday.” The potential value of McDonald’s toys is worth more than an easier life. Nothing’s of value, yet nothing can be discarded. The Walkowskis are tethered to everything that has ever happened to them. To break free from the binds would mean dealing with the impact.

Bobby Layne’s Time magazine cover is tacked above Bob’s ratty bed. My father’s bedroom today looks like a six-year-old’s bedroom in 1958 Detroit. He’s in his seventies on a technicality. He might have a senior citizen’s bald head and medication-laden bloodstream but projects a child’s wondrous aura.

I’ll drag Bob to social functions and bring him toward others, noticing his eyes take on a bewildered, frantic look. He rattles about banjos, switchblades, leather, the Lions, expounding on obsessions until others sidle away. He excuses himself for five cigarettes. He constantly smokes but never inhales. He simply needs to live in the fog.

Other issues plague Banjo Bob. Alcoholism, autism, depression, poverty—but other calamities are water off a duck’s back for a man who was never truly there.

If I ask an emotional question he drops his voice, grumbling until the moment passes.

If I insist, making eye contact and repeating the question, he’ll deflect with humor.

“What was the worst thing to happen to you?”

“Former quarterback Greg Landry.”

If he answers, he’ll phrase it like a reference book, hiding perceptions and personhood behind a guise of primary sources.

No one paid attention to spectrum-specific quirks during his childhood. “I was a good kid. I got good grades. I didn’t bother anyone, so no one bothered with me.” This is the way. No one’s parented. Lives are simply lived in the Walkowski context long enough to become one.

“Do you think life would be different if you grew up during a time when autism was addressed?”

“I think so.”

Every time I see him, I can’t help harboring hope for cathartic conversations that never come. Grumbles are all I get. There will be no breakthrough conversation. This is my dad.

I love him because he paired me with the team that trained me to strain to see the positives. It’s also the only way to love him. It’s accidental but more than enough. I might be pathologically wired to only love what disappoints me, but this kind of love is full and true. It’s unconditional.

Molestation didn’t just change him. It changed me too. I self-inventory. Where did this shame and low self-worth come from? With no explicit cause it’s fair to conclude it’s in the DNA.

Banjo Bob is a deeply kind man equipped with a studious nature. My grandfather Harvey was a war hero. During World War II, the one Detroit helped win, he was a paratrooper for the 101st Airborne and went missing over enemy lines. Months passed. Harvey was presumed dead only to reappear, alive and well, save for a missing finger.

He took his story to the grave. Who has time to explain their trauma when there’s whiskey to swill and football to bet on?

My dad, a decent historian, spent years researching these events
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