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To all the people who told me I couldn’t do it.
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DRAFT DAY  

With apologies to Dickens, the third weekend in April 1990 was the best of times … and it was the worst of times. One of the most improbable stories in the NFL—my story—goes back to April 22–23, 1990, the weekend of the NFL draft that year: two days of hell for me and my family. My beautiful mother, Rosemarie, invited the whole world to our little house in Kenilworth, New Jersey, to watch the draft.

And watch. And watch. And watch.

All twelve rounds of it. Minute after minute, my mom, my brothers Pete and Elio, and my then-girlfriend and now-wife Kathy (she’s been with me since high school) were watching as player after player got picked. Twelve rounds and 331 players, including seven of my teammates from the University of Pittsburgh who were selected. But not me. These days, the NFL has only seven rounds for the draft, and it’s a struggle to make the league if you’re undrafted. These days you might have two guys on the fifty-three-man roster each year who were undrafted. So think about it: back when I was coming out of Pitt, the league was taking like five rounds of guys who today would have a hard time getting drafted—and I still didn’t get taken.

This was like being the last kid picked on the playground. You know when you divide up teams and that last guy is there and the best guy says, “Whatever, we’ll take him”? That’s what my NFL draft weekend was like for me. I had been here before. Growing up, I was good in football, wrestling, and baseball. I was a good all-around athlete. Good, but not great. I wasn’t like The Natural when I was seven years old, like some of these guys. I was always bigger and stronger than most kids, so people thought I was older than I actually was. People would say, “Oh, you must be twelve.” I’m like, “No, I’m nine.” I also used to hang out with older kids because of my older brother Pete. And I also acted older. I didn’t back down from anybody, even when I got my ass kicked. I’d tell off the older kids, maybe flip them off. They’d chase me down, they’d beat me up, and then I’d tell them off again. I was a real smart-ass.

Anyway, when I was twelve, I was playing Little League baseball and they picked the all-star team. It came down to the last cut, and I didn’t make it. I was the first alternate or whatever they call it. So I walked home the whole way from the field along the railroad tracks that went by my house, crying my eyes out. I’m pissed, I’m embarrassed, I’m hurt, the whole thing. It was like that spark that we all get in our gut when we think nobody wants us. This burning desire goes off in you. At least it did with me. This was the first kind of defining moment for me. I got home, and we had a little pool in the back, so I washed my face off and then went inside. I never told my mom what happened. Then the coaches called up a few days later and told me, “Oh, this kid got hurt, you’re in, we need you.” I thought to myself, These SOBs didn’t pick me, okay, I’ll show them. I knew the other kids weren’t as good as me, so I had to go prove it.

Now, part of my problem up to then was that I was always thinking too much, being too careful. I was actually terrified to swing the bat. I don’t really know why. I wasn’t scared of the ball. I think I was just scared that I wouldn’t be perfect. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone; I thought, Let me just get a walk and I’ll be fine. My mother used to yell from the stands all the time, “Swing the bat!” Well, it turns out that’s probably why I didn’t get picked in the first place, and now I had to show these guys I was actually good enough, that I was actually better than everybody else. So in the second game we played, we had the bases loaded with two outs in the bottom of the last inning. The kid who was supposed to bat was having a horrible time. He had some problem, and he was like crying or something, and his mother was coming around going, “Honey, is something wrong? Are you okay, sweetie?” The problem was, he was kind of a mama’s boy, a pussy. Anyway, the coach looked at me and said, “Goose, you’re up next.” I was like, Holy crap, this is great. I get the helmet, I’m looking for my bat—I’m all jacked up. Before, I was a little scared to swing for whatever reason. Now, as I go up to the plate, I’m deciding I’ll swing as hard as I can at the first pitch: I’m going to kill this ball. I get up there, the pitcher winds up, and I just remember how slow he seemed to bring the ball. He threw, and I think I probably closed my eyes and swung.

It’s like this awesome dream. There was this two-story building just past the right-field fence. It’s still there if you drive through town. When we were kids, that building was mythic. My brother’s friends used to talk about how nobody could ever hit the ball over that building. It was kind of like in that movie The Sandlot—how they talk about what it’s like to hit the ball into the junkyard in center field. Anyway, as the ball was coming, the moment was like something from a movie for me. Really, if the pitcher had thrown the ball over the backstop, I would have swung anyway, that’s how determined I was. I swung as hard as I could, and bam! I hit the ball. The ball cleared the building for a grand slam: the ultimate scenario. I remember coming around the bases and everybody was jacked up and excited. All the way around, I’m thinking, These assholes didn’t want to pick me. I can remember all the players and the coaches standing there at home plate as I turned third base and headed home. And that’s when I knew I could do this. It’s funny to think sometimes, what would have happened if I struck out? Would that one moment have completely changed me? Right then and there, that became the theme for my life. I know I can do this.

Ten years later, it’s all happening again as I wait for a chance to play in the NFL. To add a nice kick in the teeth, add the misery of practically every person in my family and every person in town stopping by at one time or another to look in on what’s going on. After a while, people don’t even ask, “Did he get drafted yet?” They come in, give that little pathetic smile like they don’t know what to say, and kind of move on. My mother is making macaroni the whole weekend and putting on a brave face, saying, “Don’t worry about him, he’s going to be okay.”

I even get a call from Jimmy Johnson in the middle of the whole thing. Jimmy, who I work with at FOX now, was coaching at Dallas, but I knew him from way before that. Jimmy was coaching at the University of Miami when I was in high school, and he recruited me. That’s a whole ’nother story I’ll get into later. Anyway, he calls me and says, “Hey, what’s going on?”—like I somehow have some answer for why I’m not getting drafted. I answer, “Nothing, what’s going on with you?” What am I supposed to say?

Here’s the funny part of that call. The reason Jimmy has called me is that he thinks I called him. As the draft is going on, some of my friends, including this guy Crazy Mike Carisino, start calling the Dallas Cowboys. The only thing is, they call claiming to be me and leave messages saying, “Jimmy, this is Tony Siragusa, you need to draft me!” Crazy Mike comes over, and I tell him that Johnson called. He tells me what he and the guys did. I’m like, what are you doing to me? He says back to me, “You should have told him to draft you.”

All the while, my older brother Pete and my younger brother Elio are getting more and more pissed off, but they’re not saying a thing. Kathy is there too, but she’s not letting it bother her. She’s just there to support me, comfort me. Talk about somebody who’s devoted. I know plenty of women from being in the league who wouldn’t have stuck around for that. She reminds me of that a lot. She says, “I was with you when you had nothing.”

Me, of course I’m pissed too, but I’m taking it all in, internalizing the whole thing. It’s like I’m just in a fog. Just the year before, I had lost my dad to a heart attack. And that was after spending a whole year away from football because of a knee injury. Then I went back to college and got jerked around by my coaches. Now, after all of that crap, one pick after another goes by, one round after another goes by, and I’m thinking, They took that freaking guy, are you kidding me? I get so fed up, I go to play golf at one point. Me, Kathy, and my brothers go to Weequahic Park Golf Course in Newark, New Jersey, and hit the ball around. I think I shot the best round of my life, like a 77 or something. I’m a wreck out there on the course, but I’m sinking putt after putt after putt. It was unreal.

Another time we go out in front of the house and play some basketball on the rim my dad put up on one of the trees way back in the day. We like to call the basketball court our “office,” where we go to work out any problems. Siragusa family basketball isn’t exactly artistic stuff, you have to understand. Me and my brothers were all really good high school wrestlers. I won a state title, Elio finished second, and Pete was actually probably the best of the three of us. Our game is no blood, no foul. We have a little tradition that we play when things are a little tense. This is a good day for that. We also played before all our weddings. Somebody usually ends up getting a bloody nose. It’s a mess.

After the draft was over, Pete brought me out to the garage and wanted me to start working out with the weights right then and there. He cleared out the whole garage and starts saying, “You gotta get ready, you gotta get ready to kill somebody when you get out there.” He was so angry because, for him, what I was doing was partly his dream too. My uncle Marty, my mom’s brother, was like that too. Half the town was like that. They were so pissed off, it was almost like it happened to them. They felt like they were getting slapped in the face after all their hard work to support me along the way. I felt that from them, and it was a good thing. It was pure support, pure love from people who really care about you and want to see you succeed.

The thing is that, as the draft unraveled, I was not letting anybody see me lose control. I wasn’t embarrassed, I was shocked. And then that spark started up again. I remember thinking at one point, What am I going to do now, work construction? I had a million scenarios playing out in my head. I used to work for another one of my uncles in construction, which I didn’t want to do, and he made sure to discourage me as much as possible. He would make me carry cinder blocks all day long and do other kinds of crazy shit just to discourage me from wanting to do that crap. Trust me, he got the message across. One thing was for certain—I wasn’t going to do that, at least not on those terms. If you want me to do something fun like build a man cave or open a restaurant, I’m all over it. But being a pack mule hauling cinder blocks? Oh, hell no.

Really, I felt more like I somehow let down everybody in my family and my neighborhood—all the people who helped me out. With me, family is the most important thing, and this hurt. The other part of me was also feeling that much stronger because I know this is the kind of support I have. I know who’s really behind me. I’ve known that my whole life. I’m going to get into my hometown in the next chapter, but let me just say here, that’s where my real strength comes from. Yeah, I’m six-foot-three, three-hundred-something pounds, and all that, but there’s plenty of big guys in the NFL. The difference is not how big and strong you are, it’s what’s behind you. It’s your foundation. My foundation is rock-solid: from my mom and late father, to my brothers, to everybody around me.

That’s why, even on one of my worst days, I didn’t lose sight of making it. This is when I’m at my best. I love it. I thrive on it. If you want to get me fired up, don’t pick me. Let me be the last kid picked. Bet against me—it’ll be the worst decision you ever made. It’s like I need somebody to bet against me. If everybody bets on my side, it’s a lot harder for me to concentrate. But when I’m the underdog, watch out. It’s like when I play golf and I’m in a foursome where the other three guys are scratch golfers. I’ll stay right with them, shot for shot. Then, when my team needs a big drive at the end, I’m the guy who will make it happen. Maybe all the other guys hit their shots in the woods, but I’ll come through with the shot right in the middle of the fairway.

When I have that kind of pressure, watch out. When there’s no way something can be done, I’ll be there and get it done. I’ll give you an example. Former NFL quarterback Ron Jaworski has a golf tournament every year down in Atlantic City, and it’s a single elimination. There are ten former NFL guys who get paired up with ten celebrities. Everybody tees off, alternating shots, worst scores out. The winner gets $30,000. This one year, we go through and get to the last hole, and it’s me and former Washington quarterback Joe Theismann. The guy drives on a par four. I go and put one in front of the green. He flubs one and chips it on. I have a thirty-foot putt. Theismann has maybe a ten-foot putt. It’s five hundred people around the thing. I just go over and I know I’m going to make the putt. It’s not like I have to make it for my life to be great, but when the pressure’s on and I have to make this for $30,000? Done. Other people, when they face this type of situation, they just fold. If there’s a natural disaster, come to my house because I will survive. I’m just a survivor. I went up to the putt, looked at it, focused in, saw how the putt would roll in, went down, and putted. I sunk it.

To me, being a survivor comes from having support. Real support. A family, a village, a city … everybody behind you. When you have that kind of support, you don’t wallow. I didn’t get drafted? Fine, big deal. You know what? I’ve faced worse, including having a gun pointed in my mouth during a fight. By the time I got to draft day, I didn’t have the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) in my left knee, and the ACL in my right knee had been repaired. The ACL is like the linchpin of your knee. There are four ligaments, but the ACL is the one basically in the middle of the knee, holding the whole thing together and making sure the whole joint is stable. You lose that sucker, you’re pretty much out for a year. The rehabilitation from an ACL takes like six months, minimum. And that’s if you’re repairing it. For me, I just had one of them taken out completely and went the hard way by reconditioning my whole body. I’ll get into that later. Suffice to say, I’m a freaking medical miracle. Forget the NFL—I probably shouldn’t have been drafted in a bocce ball league.

Both knees got messed up when I was at the University of Pittsburgh. If you have one ACL repair, that’s a red flag to NFL teams. They automatically look at that and think, Big-ass risk, we’re going to take that guy late in the draft. I trumped that because I didn’t even have an ACL in one leg. I didn’t just get red-flagged, I got black-flagged. The bad part is, I didn’t really know that. Before the draft, I had people in my ear telling me I was going to maybe be a second- or third-round pick, maybe fourth. I was feeling pretty good about myself. Now this was before the draft became this big, made-for-TV BS event. You’d get some big coverage of the first round or so, but after that nobody really paid attention.

Now this shit is out of control. They have seven rounds, almost half of what they had before, and it takes three days. Hell, it takes one day just to get through the first round. You wonder why some of these rookies come in the league with egos like they actually have done something? This is why. We make these guys into freaking stars before they’ve been to one practice. It takes two months just to get them to realize they don’t know diddly about how to play.

Back when I was coming out, nobody gave a damn about the draft except the players themselves and their families. These days it’s a TV spectacle. It’s like freaking Christmas in April for NFL fans. In April your team takes five or six new guys, and everybody thinks they should be buying Super Bowl tickets because every one of those guys is going to be a Pro Bowler, the way the media blows them up. Nowadays we got Mel Kiper Jr. and Mike Mayock telling us all this information about guys who get drafted in the fifth round, like all these guys have a chance to be stars. Fifth round? You know how many fifth-rounders I’ve seen come and go in my career? Shit, going in the first round doesn’t mean anything. You want proof, just look at the year I came out. I went undrafted, and the number-one overall pick was Jeff George.

Yeah, Jeff George, my eventual teammate with the Indianapolis Colts. Yeah, Jeff George who was supposed to be the savior of the Colts, along with all those other stars we took way up high in the draft some year or another, like Steve Emtman and Quentin Coryatt, the number-one and number-two overall picks by the Colts in 1992. Those guys all got taken way ahead of me, but I always felt I was just as good as them. In my early days with the Colts, we were the champions of the NFL draft. You could put the crown on our head in April, but come September we were nowhere to be found. We would take all these big guys who looked like Tarzan but played like Jane.

I ended up in Indianapolis because there weren’t a lot of options. After I went undrafted, I had to find a spot to play. My agent, Gus Sunseri, a good Italian guy from Pittsburgh, was getting calls after the draft. The first call I got was from Buddy Ryan, who was the head coach in Philadelphia at the time. Now, considering the success I had later in my career in Baltimore with Buddy’s son Rex, you might be thinking, Well, that’s natural, go play for a Ryan.

Forget about it. Do you know how stacked the Philadelphia defense was at that time? The Eagles were freaking loaded. Start off with defensive end Reggie White, an eventual Hall of Famer. Then there’s defensive tackle Jerome Brown, who probably would have been a Hall of Famer if he hadn’t gotten killed in a car crash. Throw in Clyde Simmons and Mike Golic, two very good pros, and where the hell am I going to fit in? The rest of the defense was just as nasty, with guys like Seth Joyner, Al Harris, Andre Waters, and Wes Hopkins. These guys were bringing it. If Buddy had given a crap about actually building the offense, instead of letting Randall Cunningham just run around, the Eagles probably would have won three Super Bowls. But that wasn’t Buddy’s thing. Buddy was about defense.

I wasn’t afraid to go play for them, but I was not going somewhere just to be a tackling dummy so they could protect the older guys while getting the offense ready. Yeah, I would have loved to be just down the Jersey Turnpike from my family and friends. How crazy would that have been? Well, probably no worse than it turned out, but it was tempting. Instead, I got a call from the Colts, who were coming off an 8–8 season and made this big trade to get George with the number-one pick. George was like this returning hero because he was from Indianapolis and originally went to Purdue. Never mind that the guy quit on Purdue, then was afraid to go to the University of Miami without being assured the starting job before ending up at Illinois. They also had Eric Dickerson at running back, so things were looking pretty decent there. The defense had a few pretty good players, but I knew I could make it.

You see, making the NFL is not about the draft or what people think of you. It’s about what you think of yourself. That’s why you see so many undrafted or low-round picks make it big in the league. Tony Romo was undrafted. So was Kurt Warner. Tom Brady was a sixth-round pick. Johnny Unitas? Ninth round. John Randle, another defensive tackle who made it the same year as me and who is now in the Hall of Fame, was undrafted. In 2010 this kid Antonio Garay—a defensive tackle just like me who grew up in New Jersey, I know his family really well—he came out of nowhere and played great for San Diego. The ironic part is, he wasn’t really much of a kid. He was thirty years old that season, but the point is, he kept plugging away, never giving up. He was undrafted too and even bounced around with a few teams before he figured it all out, got an opportunity, and showed somebody what he could do. The Chargers ended up having the number-one overall defense in the league last season, and I believe a lot of it was because they had a guy like Garay in the middle.

It was just like that for me when I played on Baltimore’s Super Bowl championship team in 2000. Yeah, we had some stud athletes like Ray Lewis, Chris McAlister, and Peter Boulware. But we also had plenty of grinders like me, Rob Burnett, and Michael McCrary. We were all either undrafted or low-round picks who made it because we were smart, we loved the game, and, what I believe is most important, we all had heart. We all had strong support from our families and friends, and that’s how we treated each other, like family. If you ever meet Burnett or McCrary, you ask them about their dad or their mom. You’ll see what I mean.

Sure, there are plenty of scouts and executives who can look out there and pick out the talented guys: the players who can run fast and jump high. That’s easy. It doesn’t take a freaking genius to see that Deion Sanders is fast and athletic, maybe the greatest thing since sliced provolone. And you can figure out pretty quickly that he can cover just about any human being in the world. That’s not hard to figure. But for the rest of the draft, trying to pick out who’s going to be a great player isn’t easy.

Here’s what I mean: from 1990 to 2011, there were only six number-one picks who went on to win even one Super Bowl, and that includes Drew Bledsoe winning one as a backup to Brady. The only guy to get picked first in that time and win more Super Bowls than I did with Baltimore was Russell Maryland with Dallas (and those Cowboys teams were pretty loaded). Here’s the other side: all the number-one picks who were flops, like George, Emtman, Dan Wilkinson, Ki-Jana Carter, Tim Couch, Courtney Brown, David Carr, and the granddaddy of them all, JaMarcus Russell. Yeah, some of those guys got hurt. But I’ll put my injuries up against theirs, and I still made it. In fact, I started from day one until the day I retired after twelve years in the NFL.

I just needed the right place to get a shot. It was like being back in Little League and just wanting to get another chance to bat. That was Indianapolis. Of course, first I had to figure out where Indianapolis was. See, when my agent told me Indianapolis, I thought he said, “Annapolis,” as in Annapolis, Maryland. I didn’t know where NFL teams played. I knew the New York Giants and the Jets, but I’d only been west of New Jersey one time in my life, when I went to Iowa State to visit. I didn’t know where Indianapolis was. Yeah, yeah, I know, I must have had a great geography teacher in high school. So, all the time that my agent is talking, I’m thinking, Cool, I’ll just drive down to Annapolis and play there.

After my agent explained to me where Indy was, I called Randy Dixon, an offensive tackle my agent and I knew from Pitt. He was playing for the Colts, so I wanted to hear his evaluation. He said, “Listen, they have some defensive linemen, but they are not as good as you.” The year before I got there, they took this guy Mitch Benson in the third round from Texas Christian, and they had Harvey Armstrong, a veteran guy who had a great career but was on his way out. He was thirty-one years old, and he retired after my rookie season, as it turned out. Okay, I’ll take my chances against that kind of competition, even if nobody thinks I’m worth enough to draft.

The Colts gave me $1,000 to sign and a rookie salary of something like $75,000, with another $10,000 if I made the roster. The signing bonus was such a joke; I went out with a bunch of people in my town and drank my signing bonus. Indianapolis also added a little language in the contract, because God forbid the Colts might have had to pay me $85,000 if I got hurt. Nope, no way—the Colts added a little clause saying they didn’t have to pay me a dime if I got hurt because of my knee problems in college.

Now, usually the way contracts work in the NFL for young players is there’s a “split,” especially for the late-round picks and undrafted guys who are on the real edge of making it or not. If you’re a first-, second-, or third-round pick, you have a little leverage to get around this part of a deal. Basically, here’s how it works: If you make the team, you get your full base salary, whatever it is. These days, if you make it as a rookie, the minimum contract is like $400,000. So you make the team, you’re making $400,000 as your pay. Back when I was a rookie, it was $85,000.

If you get hurt, it’s different. They put you on injured reserve, or whatever category they have, and you get less, like maybe only $200,000, half of the minimum. And that’s what is commonly known as a “split” contract in the NFL. You have clauses like that all the time in NFL contracts because so many guys get injured along the way. In addition, one or two guys every year—particularly the guys who realize pretty quickly they don’t have a chance to make it—start to fake injuries so they can stick around the team and keep getting paid, milking the system. Now that the money is so big, you see that happen a lot. But trust me when I tell you that teams play their games too. The whole split contract is just the beginning of the things that teams do. One of the classic tricks by a team is to take an injured guy out on the field just before cut-down day before the season and tell him, “We really need to see you run.” Most of these guys are so nervous, and thinking they have to do something to make it, that they go run, even if they’re not healthy. Meanwhile, the team is videotaping them. Later the team cuts them and then uses the tape to show that they were healthy enough to run, even if they had something like a messed-up knee.

Anyway, none of that meant shit to me. At this point, just give me a contract and give me a shot. Even though my salary back then was only $85,000 total, the Colts wanted to be completely protected in case I got hurt again. So the clause for the split in my deal wasn’t a split at all. It was truly get paid or get nothing. All these years later, you can see how it ended up.

This all goes back to this little working-class house and that weekend when everybody in the NFL passed on me, again and again and again. You have no idea how agonizing that was. This was my dream. This was what I’d thrown my whole life into. When I was a little kid, I couldn’t play football because I was too big. I was on the team and I could practice, but I couldn’t play, not until I got to high school. Now I was being told the same thing, over and over—I couldn’t play. I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t worth taking a chance on with a second-round pick, or a third or a fifth or an eighth or a twelfth. I’m surrounded by people who have supported me all the way from when I was a little kid, so it’s like they’re being told that everything they did wasn’t worth a shit. From my mother making macaroni for every kid in the neighborhood, or my dad working three jobs and waking up in the middle of the night to make sandwiches for us when we came in from hanging out, or the cop who once taught me a lesson by not taking me in after I got caught buying alcohol under age, or all the people from the Italian-American Club, or the school, or the coaches, or everybody else who chipped in.

Well, to hell with all those NFL experts and coaches and personnel guys who passed on me. When I finally got my shot, the NFL got a guy with a serious chip on his shoulder. A big chip loaded with not only his own emotions, but what his family and friends felt too. It was just like when I was twelve years old and I swung at that pitch with everything I had. When I got my chance, I gave the NFL everything I had.

I remember during the first four or five years of my NFL career I used that same emotion all the time. I kept track of every coach who didn’t pick me and kept saying, I’m going to prove them wrong. Every time we played against a coach who had passed on me, after the game I went up and shook his hand and said, “How ya doing, coach, remember me?” I made them all remember. Sometimes during the game, if I got close to the sideline, I would look for one of those guys who put me through all that misery. I wanted to get real close and let them all know. That was the fire that burned inside me to prove everybody wrong. I would say to myself, This guy doesn’t think I was good enough to draft? All right, here we go.
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JERSEY BOY  

If you want to understand my crazy, risk-taking way of living, my willingness to take chances, knowing all the while that I’ll be okay even if things don’t work out, you have to start in Kenilworth, this little dot of a town in northern New Jersey. Yeah, I have the “do it yourself” confidence, but that comes from some pretty strong roots.

I was born in Kenilworth, a two-square-mile borough that seemed like it was 99 percent Italian. My mother used to stand on the back steps and yell, “Anthony!” and twenty kids would come running. We had pasta for every meal. Mom would make four pounds of macaroni, and we’d all just go at it. My dad, Pete Siragusa Sr., had a few jobs over the years. He worked for General Dynamics as a tool-and-die maker, and then he drove a cement truck during the week and a limousine on weekends. Eventually, my folks opened up an Italian restaurant, which is one reason why I have a bunch of restaurants now. It’s in my blood, what can I say? My old man, he worked seven days a week. Us kids, we worked on weekends too. There was always just enough money to scrape by, to give everyone three pairs of corduroys and a couple of iron-on CHARLIE’S ANGELS T-shirts for school. A couple of summers the family saved up, and we would drive down to Florida, only instead of taking us three or four days like a normal family, it would take us almost a week to get there because my two brothers and me would end up fighting in the back of our station wagon and my dad would turn the car around. We’d drive back a good hundred miles before my mom got my dad calmed down and he’d head south again. It was good times.

A lot of people in Jersey talk about going to the beach in summertime like that’s all people from around here ever do. When I was growing up, we would go down to Wildwood, down by Cape May, for one week every summer. My dad would save up money all year for that one week. That was a real treat, but we were on a budget. We’d go to the boardwalk for one night, and that was it, no big spending. I barely knew what sand was when I was growing up. Now we have a freaking beach house where I take my kids every summer, and we stay there the whole time, unless we’re traveling somewhere else. It’s ridiculous. Video games? We had an air hockey game in the garage and built potato launchers with PVC pipe when I was a kid. We didn’t have a freaking PlayStation or whatever they got now. But you know what, it was great. I didn’t know what I didn’t have, so I had no idea what we were supposedly missing.

Part of our routine was the train that used to run through town to the old Monsanto plant. The tracks ran right next to my family’s house back then (they’re gone now, just like Monsanto), and then by the Little League field on the way to the plant, where who knows what they were making. Monsanto was seriously secretive about what was going on in that place. They had their own security force around that place 24/7. There were the Kenilworth cops, guys you knew and could joke around with. Then there were the Monsanto cops, who were like FBI. No screwing around for those guys. I have no idea what Monsanto was building in there, but they made sure nobody was going to find out.

If it had been the local cops in charge, they would have given us a tour of the place. Better yet, when we had buddies working at other places, it was a party. Schering-Plough Pharmaceuticals was here before getting bought out by Merck. I had a buddy who was a security guard for Schering-Plough. He had all the keys to the place, including one to the CEO’s office. My buddy knew where all the good stuff was, so every now and then we’d help ourselves to a couple of bottles for some cocktails. When you have cocktails, you have to have something to eat, so we’d hit the kitchen next. It was our own private country club. The best part was no dues. I would enjoy a couple of Taylor hams. Of course, we would never clean up after ourselves, but the people who ran the kitchen never ratted us out.

Anyway, the train only came through once a day, and we’d jump on it as it meandered through town. We knew the conductors, so it was cool. Then we’d jump off, and we’d all play baseball or stickball or whatever we felt like. Nowadays, kids can’t have a game unless they have every parent, the nanny, three refs, and sixteen coaches per team. It’s ridiculous. Most of the kids I coach, they don’t even really know the rules. When we were kids, you had to know the rules because there were no refs most of the time, no umpires. If we didn’t have a rule, we made it up. That was the great thing about playing with all your buddies, and half the time that’s what you got into a fight about. You’d be arguing about whether the ball was fair or foul and pretty soon you were brawling. No problem, you work right through that shit. That’s what made us all so tight.

My friends from growing up, we’re tight to this day. When you grow up in a small community of guys, obviously you fought with each other, but no one ever messed with us. That’s because if you messed with one of us, you messed with all of us. I was as tight with the guys in my town as I was with my brothers. To this day, if I was in trouble, I could call ten or twenty guys right now, and they’d be here as fast as they could. They would drop everything. We’re talking about serious loyalty, something that’s really hard to find these days. There’s one phone call made, and there are fifty guys in the high school parking lot with baseball bats going, “Where are they?” That’s how I grew up. I didn’t know any better, and I took that to the football field. With a football team, that’s what you’re trying to achieve. You have to have that camaraderie that goes all the way to, “Listen, you mess with my guys on the field, I’m going to kill you.” I took everything very personally, and that helped me become a professional football player.

It wasn’t just the kids who were like that. Kenilworth has very serious pride in its school system. We used to be in a regional school system with a total of seven towns. When the population went down, the school system tried to close down our school. The people here got pissed and said, no way. Instead of closing the school, Kenilworth seceded from the regional school system. I think the board and the school system didn’t know who they were messing with when they screwed with us. You weren’t supposed to be able to do that, but this little town forced the state to let them out, and we formed our own prekindergarten-through-twelfth-grade system.

Of course, Kenilworth was a very family-oriented town, but there were other families that were represented who we just didn’t talk about. Yeah, you maybe knew who the bookies were, but you always respected every elder in town because you never knew. My dad and grandfather always impressed that on me—to respect everybody because you never know who somebody might be. The best way to think about it is this phrase: life is a fragile thing. When we were really young, you didn’t know that the black van with the tinted windows parked down the street was anything special. By the time you were eleven or twelve, you knew that was the FBI checking on somebody. Trust me, any new car around town, we immediately knew. It was almost stupid for the feds to even hang out in our town because everybody knew and everybody talked. Somebody would see a van or a new car, and all of a sudden there’s twenty phone calls being made.

Trust me, I’m not making this stuff up. It doesn’t take a freaking genius to know we’ve had our share of connected guys. I was a toddler when they convicted Simone “Sam the Plumber” DeCavalcante. He ran mob operations all over New Jersey. The front business for his operations? Kenilworth Heating and Air Conditioning. Yeah, that was back in 1969. Trust me, things haven’t changed much. In 2011 you could read headlines like these:


“NJ Mafia Busts Made by FBI in Edison and Kenilworth”

“Quiet Kenilworth Neighborhood Sees Arrest of Soldier in the Genovese Crime Family, Three Others in Organized Crime Sweep”

“Alleged Mob Member from Kenilworth to Appear at Bail Hearing”



Stuff like that was a regular part of my youth. We had the head of the Teamsters, Frank Carracino, investigated in our town. They found a guy with bodies down in a subbasement, where they would cut them up to get rid of them. The stuff is crazy. I can’t make this up. Whenever there was an indictment in New York City, they’d come to our town to start rounding people up. My butcher got indicted. The guy who made shoes, he got indicted. Something big would happen, and all of a sudden the Italian-American Club down the street was half-empty. Even now, that’s true. Just a few months ago, they swept in and got six or seven guys from my town. That was just the kind of life we had.

When I finally got to the NFL, the FBI came in and laid out a bunch of pictures. They were of people I knew from town. They even had pictures of me sitting with different guys. I’m looking and saying, “Yeah, that’s my neighbor.” I’m not saying any names. Maybe I would say, “That guy is a friend of the family or whatever.” The FBI would tell me, “Oh, he’s a made guy in an organized crime family.” It’s like what you hear from some of the guys on the team who grew up in hard-core neighborhoods. The feds come in and tell you to stay away, but it’s not that easy. These are people you grew up with.

When people see a mob guy, they think about the movie image. There are some guys like that, like John Gotti, all flashy, pimped out with the big suits and the big black Cadillacs. Those guys don’t last long. Really, it’s the little old man who lives in the brick house down the street in the blue-collar town. All of a sudden there’s an indictment, and you see fifteen cars in front of the guy’s house with the lights flashing. They search the house for the money, but don’t find it until they look in the car and they find $250,000. Of course, it’s a rental car, so the feds can’t prosecute him. Who is this guy? I knew him as somebody completely different. A guy like that, who you’ve known since you were a little kid, it’s like he’s hiding in plain sight. The FBI guys are looking at me saying, “You can’t be hanging out with this guy, or this guy, or this guy … this guy is a bookie, that guy is a hit man.” It was a real eye-opener. I almost figured I couldn’t go home anymore. But this is home; this is where I grew up. I can’t walk away from that.

And Kenilworth is a place you always come back to. These days my mom splits her time between there and Florida, and my oldest brother Pete still lives in the last house we lived in. Sure, I don’t live there anymore, but I don’t live far away. I’m about twenty minutes away, and the only reason I’m not in Kenilworth is because there’s no place where you can buy an acre or two and have a big backyard with some woods the way I do now. That doesn’t exist in Kenilworth because it’s a town of working-class people. That’s what it says right on the sign to the town, WELCOME TO KENILWORTH, AN “INDUSTRIAL CITY,” The word city is a little much when you talk about Kenilworth. Not only is it a good bike ride from one end to the other, it’s all of 8,000 people. When I was a kid back in the early 1970s, we were booming with about 9,000 people. There are some Italian weddings with more people than my hometown.

Of all those people, I probably know at least half of them personally. I might not remember their names anymore—you try remembering a bunch of stuff after you’ve spent your life slamming your head into another human being … or six. I’ve got some memory loss from football, but that’s another story. As for the people I grew up with, I know them. I may not remember everything, but I know we played football together, or went to school together, or went to church together. Or I know their cousin who worked with my cousin and did a thing for that guy over there. When I graduated from David Brearley High School in 1985, my class had 175 people. I still see those people all the time. That’s how it works in Kenilworth—everybody does for each other because it’s all blue-collar people. This guy is an electrician, and that guy is a plumber. This guy works at the auto repair place, so they all do something for somebody. You need your car fixed? Do you go to the shop? Forget about it, the mechanic comes to you on Saturday because he’s probably your second cousin once removed or your neighbor. You need some drywall put up because you’re remodeling (or you’re fixing the wall from the party that got out of control)? You call over four or five guys, and the drywall probably fell off a truck. Everybody helps everybody. That’s how I grew up, and I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world.

If you drive around the town, you can see right away what
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