

  CHAPTER 1


  KICKOFF


 


 Sunlight shimmered on the snow outside. It looked like another foot had fallen overnight. Through a murmur of voices outside, I could hear shovels scrape as they found pavement beneath on the sidewalk.


  Erie was in the midst of a brutal winter in 1978, and that morning was the first in weeks that I had seen the sun. It seemed like it had snowed every day. In Erie, it was either winter, almost winter, or just after winter.


  The smell of bacon found its way up to the second floor. I slid down the stairs and skidded into the kitchen where my mom was fixing scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, and orange juice. The front page of the Erie Daily Times showed a picture of dozens of men ice fishing on Lake Erie and a story about someone walking the 24 miles from Erie over the frozen lake to Canada. Mom told me to get bundled up and sent me outside to help my dad shovel. On my way out the door, I grabbed my football.


  My father was a security guard for the Lord Corporation on 12th Street, a wide road of bustling manufacturing plants. He had a second job installing alarms for ADT. From time to time, he would get laid off from his job at Lord. When that happened, he would work at my school, Sacred Heart, as a janitor. I would tag along and he would assign me to sweep the gym floor and underneath the wooden bleachers.


  He was a local sports legend, a fixture on the sandlots. In his younger years, he’d been Pennsylvania All-State in football, baseball, and basketball. He was 5'10", brawny and strong, with dirty blond hair and a bald spot halo on top. His blue eyes expressed warmth and humor, and even in his late 40s, he could swing a baseball bat as smoothly as Hank Aaron. The youngest of five kids, his dad died when he was 15, so when he was offered a minor-league contract with the Pittsburgh Pirates, he instead chose the Army to help pay the family bills.


  That spring, I joined a soccer team, and I was the worst kid on the team. The coach played me the least and put me where I’d encounter the minimum amount of action. The next season, I practiced hard and scored 18 goals. I wanted to be a great athlete just like my dad. I figured that what I lacked in raw talent I could make up for in sheer desire and work ethic.


  One weekend on our way back from my dad’s softball game when I was eight years old, we stopped into the Chestnut Street Pub for a beer, a pop, and sour cream and onion potato chips. Bars and churches were easy to find in Erie. While other patrons played pinball, drank drafts, and watched baseball on television, we talked about kicking and soccer. “What do you think about signing up for Punt, Pass, and Kick?”


  “What’s that?”


  My dad explained that it was a football competition in which the kids got one chance to punt, one to pass, and one to kick. The judges would add up all the distances, and the ones who scored the highest won. The top three kids got a trophy.


  “Sure, dad,” I said. “I’ll do it.”


  So, on a brisk fall morning, after my two bowls of Cap’n Crunch cereal, I laced up my cleats, grabbed my tee and my football, and jumped into the front seat of our Impala station wagon. No seatbelt needed in 1978.


  Waterford, Pennsylvania, was a sleepy little town, home to the historic Eagle Hotel, a stone building like hundreds of old inns on the Eastern Seaboard, proclaiming that “George Washington slept here.” Misty rain left the field of the high school where we’d be competing soggy and smelling like manure. I looked around at the other 50-some kids. They looked big enough to have mustaches.


  “How old are these kids?”


  “Well, the competition is for 8-, 9-, and 10-year-olds. I’m guessing most of them are 10.”


  I felt like peeing my pants.


  We started with the pass, which meant throwing the ball as far down the field as possible. When my turn came up, I heaved it as far as I could, and it sailed a nice distance. Next came the punt, which meant dropping the ball onto the top of your foot and kicking it as far and as straight as possible. I dropped the ball onto my foot, and it flew off my foot like a rocket, sailing past all the markings.


  My dad was keeping tabs from the sidelines. “You’re in first place by a mile. You just need a decent kick and you’ll be the winner,” he said.


  When the time came to kick, I placed the ball on the tee with my hands trembling, then walked back five yards. I gazed at the ball, approached with a slow jog, and then struck it as hard as I could. It whimpered less than 10 yards from the tee and ended a slow death rolling along the wet grass. I blew it. I went from first to third.


  My dad just shrugged and said, “Let’s go get a pop.”


  My disappointment lasted just seconds. I didn’t care that I hadn’t finished first, or that I had botched the kick. And neither did my dad. I was eight and it was fun. That’s the same outlook I would need years later. But I was hooked. That night, I began sleeping with my football.


  • • •


  Playing with a football in the grass made me feel alive. In the classroom, I felt trapped. Restless. In class, I’d look out the window and feel like I was going to explode if I couldn’t get out of my seat. I would ask the teacher to go to the bathroom and then slip into the gym and grab a basketball until I got sent back by the janitor.


  My parents always wondered why I couldn’t behave or settle down.


  Around the time of my 10th birthday, I went on what I thought was a routine visit to the pediatrician, Dr. Gold. We sat in his waiting room, which featured wall-to-wall wood paneling. My mom wasn’t talking as much as usual. Something seemed different. The nurse called us back and led us to a room that looked like a smaller version of the waiting room, with identical paneling and an array of farm-themed pictures including American Gothic, with the serious lady and the man holding a pitchfork. If Dr. Gold was trying to scare me before he even entered the room, then mission accomplished.


  Dr. Gold looked in my ears and nose and asked me to open my mouth and say ahh. Then he looked at my mom.


  “How are things?”


  “Sean seems to be having some behavior issues,” she said.


  I wanted to fade into the farm pictures and hide.


  She told him about my most recent report card, which had had negative remarks about my conduct, and how the teachers were always complaining about my behavior.


  He asked my mom a series of questions, and words came up that I had never heard before: hyperactive, attention deficit disorder, and one word over and over: Ritalin. Dr. Gold said, “Sean has what we call attention deficit disorder.” (Nowadays it’s called ADHD, for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.)


  He told us without Ritalin, I’d keep getting in trouble.


  Thirty minutes earlier, I’d thought I was normal. Now some doctor was saying I was broken and I needed to be fixed. I didn’t want to listen to him.


  His sales pitch continued. “This pill will help you calm down and focus. If any kid asks why you’re taking it, just tell them you need it to help you concentrate.”


  I was afraid to respond. I was terrified of him. But in my head, I said no. There was nothing wrong with me. I wasn’t sick. He doesn’t know me.


  Mom wanted the best for me, and she followed the edict that most parents did at the time: The doctor knows best. I was a new member of the American Ritalin Explosion Club. In the 1980s, it was estimated that between 200,000 and half a million children were receiving Ritalin. I didn’t think I needed to be on any pill, so I decided I wouldn’t take it.


  That night, my parents argued in the kitchen. My dad, who rarely raised his voice, was angry. He told my mom there was nothing wrong with me. I agreed. I just always wanted to be moving. Playing sports. Daydreaming. Wondering. I didn’t see what was wrong with that.


  But my mom insisted it was doctor’s orders. My mom won.


  My mom was the glue that kept our family together. While my father was busy working two jobs, she still managed to work full-time as a middle school teacher, feed me and my siblings, get us where we needed to be, and try to keep me in line. She took pride in her German upbringing and attempted to keep order, religion, and tradition in the home. She was the enforcer.


  Each morning, she wrapped my little white “concentration pill” in aluminum foil and put it in my lunch box. The teachers were responsible for observing me as I took my medicine at the lunch table, but they were easy to fool. I pretended to put it in my mouth while chugging it down with a pint of chocolate milk. But secretly, I tucked the white pill in the crust of my Wonder Bread and salami sandwich. I’d eat the whole thing except the last piece where the pill was embedded. Then I tossed it in the garbage.


  One day, I got sloppy. Rather than sticking to Operation Wonder Bread, I dropped my medication on the lunchroom floor among the crumbs and wrappers. The tiny pill was somehow discovered by Walter the janitor and traced back to me, The Ritalin Kid.


  Now I had to go to the office, where the principal, Sister Mary Joseph, a kind, heavyset woman in her early 70s, watched me put it into my mouth. But even a nun couldn’t set me straight. I would spit it out when she turned her back. Then I’d tuck the half-dissolved pill into my pocket. Anything not to take this “you-have-problems” pill. It was like I thought if I wasn’t taking the treatment, there was no ailment. The kids in school teased me, calling me “the spaz.”


  While skipping my pill as often as possible, I started to act out what I thought the medicine was for, figuring if the doctor said I’m hyperactive, then I’ll be more hyperactive to show them how ineffective their treatment was.


  One day in sixth grade, I grabbed a stapler and drove a dozen staples into the seat of the empty desk next to me. The bell rang, and I was off to the next class down the hall. When I came out, standing outside the room with her arms crossed, looking down at me and shaking her head, was Sister Mary Joseph.


  I walked into her office, past the wooden Catholic school paddle displayed prominently in the entry. There was a girl in there—crying. She had cut the back of her legs on the staples when she sat down.


  The hurt girl looked at me with confusion. Why would I do such a thing? My stomach sank, and I wanted to cry with her.


  The incident led to our first family meeting with the principal and the teachers. My mom listened while she sat slouched, bags under her eyes. The conclusion of that meeting was a warning that another “incident” like this could lead to expulsion.


  A few weeks later, I was serving mass as an altar boy. It was a funeral mass, so I missed a couple of hours of school. Thinking it would be funny, after mass I went into the closet and stole a bag of hosts, the circular cracker-like bread that the priest places in your mouth as he says, “the body of Christ.” It is one of the most sacred acts in the Catholic Church. I brought them to lunch and passed them out like jelly beans to all my friends at the table, saying, “Communion hosts on me!”


  But some of the hosts found their way onto the floor. Walter, who must have been the Sherlock Holmes of custodians, found them and notified Sister Mary Joseph.


  The meeting was scheduled: me, my parents, my teachers, the principal, and Father David. This had to be it—stealing the body of Christ and passing it out like candy cigarettes. I was a goner.


  We sat in the elf-size plastic chairs at a table in the front of the classroom. Seeing a bunch of grownups sit in tiny chairs made me laugh inside, but the amusement was short-lived. I sat up tall and listened when I remembered I might be expelled. My leg shook while they spoke, and I prayed that they wouldn’t kick me out. I knew the things I had done were wrong. I just didn’t know why I did them.


  My teachers and the principal made it clear: They wanted me gone ASAP. But Father David listened quietly with a gentle nod, placing his index finger over his lips and thick red mustache. When it was his turn to speak, I braced myself, ready for him to lower the boom.


  “I don’t think what Sean did is a big deal,” he said. “The hosts weren’t even blessed yet.”


  YES! I thought. Unblessed hosts. Thank you, Father.


  “If they had been blessed, we’d have a problem. But before communion hosts are blessed, they’re just flour, water, yeast, and salt. And besides, he’s one of our best altar boys.”


  The principal’s and the teachers’ jaws dropped. Father David saved me.


  On the drive home, my dad didn’t say a word. He stared straight ahead and gripped the steering wheel so hard, I thought he was going to pull it out of the dashboard. I went straight to my room when we got home.


  Alone in there, I wondered why I couldn’t be a kid who just cooperated and sat at his desk. And was it really a bad thing? Unknown to me at the time, this restlessness was actually a superpower that, when properly channeled, would drive me toward an NFL career with determination and fortitude.


  With a second chance, I focused on getting my shit together. Sports made it a whole lot easier. I played all year long, adding basketball and baseball to the roster of activities that would help rein in my energy. I played quarterback, wide receiver, defensive tackle, and kicker for the school’s football team. I made it through the next two years with just minor missteps. I promised my mom I would take my Ritalin, but I didn’t, and no one knew the difference. When it was all said and done, I had made it through the eighth grade, and all the time I was supposed to be on Ritalin, I probably didn’t take more than a dozen of those pills.


  I did still struggle to pay attention during school. I had the attention span of a puppy when I was seated in a classroom. It seemed like the only time my mind didn’t race was when I was playing sports. Between the Punt, Pass, and Kick contest, my troubles at school, and the relief I felt in being outside and playing sports, it seemed clear. There was one way to succeed and be happy, and that was to play football.




  CHAPTER 2


  FIRST AND 10


  


  Freshman year. Five seats in front of me sat a beautiful girl with dark hair, her toned dancer’s calves peeking out from under her skirt. Karen DiPlacido walked into the room each morning smiling and laughing, her raspy voice filling the room. My Catholic school, Mercyhurst Preparatory, determined the homerooms alphabetically by last name, so I was in the A–D class with Karen DiPlacido, the last person to make the alphabetical cut-off.


  At the time, I didn’t care about dance, but I made an exception whenever Karen performed. When she was in the school dance performance, I strategically snagged a seat in the front.


  My friend Craig dared me to ask her out.


  “No way.” I was too nervous.


  Craig and I played on the soccer and basketball teams together. The school planned to add football the next year, which would allow me to resume my NFL pursuit.


  We studied and went to practice hoping to land an athletic scholarship. Neither of us drank. We were rule followers.


  Karen was a rule breaker. She spent her time with the “party kids.”


  After freshman year, Karen and I were no longer in the same home-room. Gone as well was the school’s plan to add a football team. They said it would have to wait due to budget reasons. I was devastated. How could I play in the NFL someday if I didn’t even play football in high school?


  Watching NFL games on Sunday, I had a spark of an idea. I saw the rosters littered with former soccer players. One in particular, Morten Andersen from Denmark, played just one year of football in high school and was the best kicker in the league.


  One year, zero years. What’s the difference? I thought. I would just train myself to kick on the side and then walk on to a Division I football team when I got to college. Problem solved.


  Walk-ons are college football’s dreamers. They’re athletes who are neither recruited nor offered scholarships and instead try out for the team. I learned only recently that just 6 percent of those who play football in high school go on to play at the collegiate level, Division III included. Of the almost 70,000 who play in college, only 300 will make an NFL roster each year. Of the over one million kids playing high school football right now, more than 99 percent will never play in the NFL.


  I started spending my extra time walking to the field with a ball under my arm and a tee in my pocket. It was a 10-minute walk past my friends’ houses, past the homes from my old paper route, around the corner past the old church, then through the high school parking lot. An eight-foot-tall chain-link fence enclosed the field, and a gravel track circled it. The field featured more stones and dirt than grass. I usually found myself alone there, with the occasional exception of a runner jogging along the track.


  I loved team sports. I found that an unexpected benefit of playing sports year-round was that it channeled and even eased my ADD. The physical exertion gave me an outlet to release energy and a way to calm my mind.


  But it was kicking a ball through the uprights that gave me the most joy. There was something calming about training alone. I wasn’t getting in trouble. I was just having fun. I wasn’t competing or trying to prove anything to anyone.


  My racing mind became immersed in play in the moment. I could kick for hours, sometimes until the sun went down. I would reach down, pick up a handful of grass, and let the wind take it away to see the direction it was blowing that day. I loved the smell of the grass. I loved watching the ball sail through the air, flying end over end through the goalposts with just the sky for a background. I would imagine lining up for a last-second field goal in front of a roaring crowd—and then splitting the uprights. “The crowd goes wild!” There in the damp, sparse grass, with the sun sinking behind the trees, it was my own field of dreams.


  I never thought about the impossible odds because for me, it was 100 percent that I would play in the NFL. I simply couldn’t envision anything else. I was a kicker. It’s just who I was, and who I would always be.


  In the spring of my senior year, our basketball season ended with a thud. We were knocked out of the district playoffs on a last-second shot right in front of my face. I couldn’t stop thinking of the shot. It replayed and looped in my mind. Why couldn’t I have blocked his shot? It was my fault our season was over. My obsession to win was sometimes my downfall. After losses, I felt worthless and humiliated, as if my whole existence depended on the scoreboard.


  With no sports to play, and to keep myself busy and free my mind from thinking about the end of my high school sports career, I decided to attend a youth group. There was buzz from my friends about a young deacon at Our Lady of Peace Church.


  As I entered the church, I told myself to keep a low profile. The community room was swarming with about three-dozen high school kids. A man who looked to be in his 20s with dark hair and a bounce in his walk strutted across the room, attention focused on me like a tractor beam.


  “Nice to meet you, pagan!” Pagan? What is this guy’s problem? The whole room had heard him, and everyone was looking at me.


  He had a booming voice and an accent that I couldn’t place. I later discovered it was Pittsburghese, in which vowels are shortened so that the Pittsburgh Steelers become the “Stillers” and iron is pronounced “arn.” He extended his hand and gave mine a hard squeeze while he looked me in the eye with a mischievous smirk.


  Larry had grown up in the rough-and-tumble North Side of Pittsburgh. His parents were Pittsburgh city cops.


  After some group exercises, Larry gave us a short talk before the session ended.


  “Did you do at least one act of unselfishness today?” he asked us. “If the answer is no, then you squandered the whole day on yourself.”


  His body swayed and his hands moved constantly, showing his Italian upbringing.


  I tried to tune him out.


  “Sean, I’m talking to you!”


  There were 30 other kids in the room. Why was he picking on me? What was his problem?


  What did I get myself into? I didn’t need this. After about two months, I stopped going. I didn’t need this. I figured it would be the last I saw of Larry. I was wrong.


  • • •


  In Erie, Catholic schools and churches seemed to be everywhere. Our Lady of Peace, Our Lady Christian, St. Luke’s, St. Paul’s, St. Andrew’s, and so on. Our high school, Mercyhurst Prep, was Catholic. I assumed that people’s dogs, cats, and goldfish were Catholic. Our family went to church together every week.


  Our principal was open-minded. My senior year, she taught a class called Religions of the World, where we learned about Buddhism, and that Buddha was not as chubby as many representations of him would make it appear. He was depicted that way because fleshiness was symbolic of happiness in the East. We discovered that in Hinduism, karma is the universal principle of cause and effect, and through the lessons of life, one can become a better person. She told us that the social activist and boxer Muhammad Ali had once been Cassius Clay, and that Islam was an Arabic word that meant peace. We listened to a talk by a survivor from Auschwitz that brought us to tears and woke us up to the realities of anti-Semitism.


  There were only six people in this class, and one of them was Karen. For the last few years, the best I could do with her had been an uneasy smile in the hallway. Now, I got to sit behind her and stare at her the whole class while the teacher talked about the Buddha meditating under the Bodhi tree.


  I thought someone had thrown me a softball when I ended up in that class. All I had to do was swing the bat. But there was just one wrinkle in my game plan. She had a boyfriend. Kyle. He had David Bowie spiked hair and a white Corvette with nice rims and a thumping stereo. Karen had played Patty Simcox in the school musical Grease, while he’d played Sonny, a gang member of the T-Birds, in a white T-shirt and black leather jacket. How could I compete with that? I got my hair cut at Sal’s Barber Shop on the lower east side of town with my dad. Each time, they’d give me a look even nerdier than the one before. One week, it was party in the front and business in the back. The next visit, they’d give me a Mr. Spock bowl cut.


  One afternoon, the teacher announced a field trip: We were all invited to her cottage on the lake to watch the movie Gandhi. I knew a right-over-the-plate pitch when I saw one. I offered Karen a ride. Now, I didn’t have my own car. My father let me drive our brown ’78 Toyota station wagon, which was dotted with cigarette burns, rocked only AM radio, and smelled like a mixture of cheese and our pine tree air freshener. Not exactly the ideal dating mobile, but it moved from A to B. It would have to do.


  Out we went, the two of us, with her friend Lisa and my 6-foot-2 basketball buddy Anton, who could dunk like Michael Jordan. On the drive to the cabin, Karen flirted with me, flipping my Cleveland Indians baseball hat, changing the dials on the radio, messing with my windshield wipers, blasting the heat, and poking fun at me and Anton. I liked her from afar, but I loved her more close up.


  A few days later, Karen invited me over to her mother’s apartment to study with her for the final exam. She was her usual self: laughing and playful. There were unopened boxes sitting on the floor and no pictures on the wall. When I asked what was up with that, she informed me that a couple of weeks earlier her mom had decided to move out and separate from her father. I asked her if she was okay.


  She lifted her head from her notebook and gazed at me with her dark eyes. “I try not to think about it. I’m trying to keep myself busy. I go out a lot. I run every day. I feel embarrassed, but I know I shouldn’t.”


  Her eyes welled up.


  “But people make such a big deal about divorce. My mom is a Eucharistic minister at St. Andrew’s, she hands out the hosts on Sundays, but now that she is getting a divorce, she has to quit.”


  My parents were together. It was out of my depth. I didn’t understand divorce. But I wanted to hug her.


  I changed the topic. “Do you know where you are going to college?”


  “Yeah, I want to go far away. I even applied to Alaska. If I had my way, I would go to New York City and become a Broadway dancer. But my mom told me yesterday I’m going to Edinboro.” This was a town 20 minutes south of Erie. “I have no choice. My uncle is the basketball coach there, so I can go for almost nothing. But I’m not going to stay there. I have big dreams. I just don’t know exactly what they are yet.”


  She asked me my plans. I told her that a few small schools recruited me for basketball and soccer and I would play soccer in college.


  I couldn’t tell her that I was kicking field goals every chance I got, hoping to play for a big college.


  I didn’t share my Division I and NFL dream with her because I was afraid of what she would think. But at least I found out we had more in common than I first thought. We were both dreamers. I was just too scared to share mine.


  • • •


  I tried to keep the NFL dream to myself; my dad was the only one I told. I feared telling anyone else, assuming they would think my idea was ridiculous. But one day, I shared my secret plan with some of my friends at lunch. Craig, who was the master at pushing my buttons, laughed in my face.


  “Cons, you don’t even play football in high school. How are you going to play in college? You’re high,” he said, laughing.


  I told him that I kicked by myself on the weekends and sometimes after soccer practice. He didn’t buy it. “What good will that do?”


  It was a logical and fair question. But even though my friends and I made a semiprofessional sport out of making fun of each other, it set me on fire.


  “You’re a fucking asshole!” I stood up and launched a hard pretzel at his face from point-blank range across the table. Direct hit to the forehead. Unbeknownst to him, a chunk of it remained lodged in his skin for the rest of the lunch period.


  Maybe Craig was right. Who dreams of playing in the NFL but doesn’t play football in high school? It sounded crazy.


  But at the same time, another voice in my head insisted on ignoring that thought. I had spent hours doing what I loved, and I knew I was good at it, even if no one but my dad ever saw me do it.


  The time came to select a college. Instead of walking on at a Division I school such as Pitt or Notre Dame, I decided it was best to first get experience at a nearby Division III school and then transfer to a big school later.


  Like most kids from Erie, my parents told me my choices were limited to schools in Pennsylvania no more than two hours away that they could afford. I chose the school that I was most familiar with, Grove City College, a tiny conservative Christian school less than an hour and a half from my family’s home. I had visited the school only once, for a soccer camp. It was a Division III program and they couldn’t offer scholarships. They gave plenty of financial aid, and I just needed the green light from the football coach that I could walk on.


  I gave the head coach, Coach Smith, a call to ask him if I could join the team. “Where did you play in high school?” he asked me.


  “I didn’t. I played soccer and basketball. But I trained as a kicker at a field.”


  Silence.


  “When was the last time you were on a football team?”


  “Eighth grade.”


  More silence.


  He finally responded and told me I could join the team on the first day of classes.


  When I told my parents of my decision, they thought I was confused. They suggested I go the safe route and play soccer or basketball at one of the other small schools that recruited me. They mentioned I could join the service like my father and so many other kids in Erie who didn’t know what to do with their lives. But I insisted I knew exactly what I wanted. I was a kicker.


  At high school graduation in May 1988, I sat up tall and swayed, trying to get a clear view of Karen walking on the stage. There she was in her gown, hair flowing out of her cap. My eyes fixed on her as she walked back to her seat, smiling the whole way.


  That evening at a friend’s graduation party, I walked down into the basement. Michael Jackson’s Bad album was blasting on the stereo.


  Standing next to the wall in a black-and-white dress was Karen. She came over and gave me a hug.


  “Let’s sit here.” She motioned to a beat-up velour armchair in the corner.


  I looked at her awkwardly as it was big enough for only one person.


  She bumped me and said, “Here, sit.” In an instant, I was in the chair, and she sat on my lap, crossed her legs, and put her arm behind me.


  We laughed and flirted until the party ended around midnight, when we hugged goodbye.


  It was the last time I saw her for a while.


  I spent the summer working as a delivery driver for a pizza shop to help pay for college and obsessively kicked, ran, and lifted weights. I was ready for the next step of my dream.




  CHAPTER 3


  SIDELINED


  


  Itossed my suitcase filled with clothes, a duffel bag with cleats and footballs, and a cardboard box stocked with licorice, chips, and Cheez-Its into the trunk of my parents’ car, and we rolled 75 minutes south on Interstate 79. It was a hot day in mid-August 1988. My parents helped move me into Grove City, a tiny college of about two thousand students. They gave me goodbye hugs, and then off they went back to Erie.


  I was assigned to a nether region of the West Dormitory known as the Mole Hole, a dimly lit single hallway of 20 boys’ double rooms illogically located in the basement of the girls’ dorm. My hallmates and I were convinced that our sock-smelling cave was where the college housed its undesirables, students who’d gotten in by the skin of their teeth.


  At freshman orientation, we were supplied with chapel cards, which needed to be handed in at chapel to prove we had gone 16 times a semester. The rule when we had a female companion in the room was “a shoe in the door and a foot on the floor at all times.” There was no alcohol allowed on campus, and the town was dry. This was news to me. I must have missed it in the college guidebook.


  Once orientation wrapped up, it was time to see the football coach. When I got to the football office, there was no coach, just a young girl sitting at a desk in a crimson polo shirt, who looked at me blankly when I said I was on the team.


  She told me my name wasn’t on the roster and to come back the next day. I figured it was just a miscommunication.


  The next day, I waited in the lobby. After about 20 minutes, coaches dressed in their tan khakis and crimson polo shirts started filing out. I spotted Coach Smith. I introduced myself and reminded him of our phone conversation.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, “We already have a kicker.”


  My body shook as I reminded him again that he told me I could join the team.


  He told me, “Sorry, we don’t need another kicker.” And he walked away.


  The walk back to my room along the pathways in the quad with manicured grass and neo-Gothic buildings always looked so idyllic to me. But that day, I wanted to get as far away from there as possible. I walked past kids with backpacks and professors in bowties, but I didn’t see them.


  I sat alone on a bench in the quad. I was marooned on a dry college campus with nothing but a church punch card and no football in my future.


  Maybe this dream is dumb. I envisioned Craig with that pretzel embedded in his forehead, laughing at me, and I thought maybe he was right. Why would I ever have thought I could just start playing organized football at the age of 18 and be successful at it?


  I called my dad for some advice.


  “Why don’t you ask the soccer coach if he’ll let you join the team? He sent you a letter after he saw you play in camp.”


  “But the season already started.”


  “What do you have to lose?”


  The head coach remembered me from summer camp and let me join the team, which was some consolation, but something was missing for me on the soccer field. My eyes were continually drawn to the football team on the adjacent field. I watched the kickers practicing near the goalposts, and I couldn’t let it go. I needed to kick.


  My father had taught me to give my all in everything and never quit. But I felt I wasn’t being fair to the soccer team. I knocked on my coach’s door.


  He took one look at me.


  “Let me guess,” he said. “You’re quitting, aren’t you?”


  Without soccer, all I had was class, mandatory chapel (which I dreaded), and my friends in the underground prison. I had to go somewhere else. Where? I hadn’t a clue. But not here.


  At least my studies were engaging. I was fascinated by Philosophy 101, which was taught by the president of the college. We learned the Socratic method and the Socratic paradox, “I know that I know nothing.” My history professor told stories about the adversity that George Washington faced. He nearly drowned in the icy waters of the Allegheny River. His ragtag soldiers lost multiple battles against the British. He lost over and over. But he possessed tenacity, persistence, and he learned from his failures.


  The professors’ lectures interested me and took me to another place and time, but when it came time to take tests, my ADD got the best of me. I got hammered by the exams, which were heavy on writing. I had a hard time stringing together clear thoughts on paper. All I thought about was, where could I play football?


  The D+ I earned in philosophy was my best grade that first semester. I got a D in history, and it looked like my college life was about to become history, too.


  One weekend in December, near the end of my first semester, I got an invite from some old high school friends who were freshmen at Kent State University, about an hour and a half west, across the border in Ohio. I asked my friends Bill and Kevin if they were up for a road trip. “Let’s get out of here! I’m going nuts,” Kevin said.


  It was the usual college visit: We partied all day long and into the night. Around 2:00 a.m., Bill thought it was best that we head back to school. I was already eight to 10 drinks deep, but I always felt invincible behind the wheel, even when drunk, so I offered to drive.


  We were about half an hour into the ride when it began to snow giant flakes. It was the Christmas
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