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Praise for Between the Lies

“Marv writes like he coached—detailed and thorough, entertaining and successful. He produced a winner on the field in Buffalo and has produced another winner on the pages of this book.”

—Rick Gosselin, NFL Columnist
Dallas Morning News

“Having covered Marv Levy for all of his 12 seasons as coach of the Buffalo Bills, I came to know him not only as a tremendous coach, but also as a superb wordsmith. His considerable writing talent shines through on every page of his highly entertaining book. Although this story is the product of Marv’s imagination, it contains a great deal of actual, behind-the-scenes perspective that readers will find fascinating as they follow the drama and humor in the telling of his ‘fifth’ Super Bowl experience.”

—Vic Carucci,
New York Times Best-Selling Author & Senior Columnist, NFL.com

“Marv Levy brings his Hall of Fame experience as a coach and general manager to Between the Lies. He also brings his Hall of Fame sense of humor and literary ability to this book. For the first time, the average fan (and reader) will experience why it was so much fun to work with Marv on a day-to-day basis. Between the Lies will teach you football and keep you laughing. Marv does in this book what he did every day of his career.”

—Bill Polian,
Six-time NFL Executive of the Year

“The beauty of Marv Levy is that he was much more than a Hall of Fame football coach. His kindness, perception, sense of humor, and overall keen mind combined to make Marv one of my favorite all-time people. Now, he’s combined all of this by putting pen to paper to create Between the Lies. It’s a perfect combination, whether or not you remember his Super Bowl Buffalo Bills teams. He even has a bunch of nicknames that, of course, make me chuckle!”

—Chris Berman,
Senior ESPN Analyst

“Marv Levy’s fertile mind and imagination, cultivated by his experience as a 4-time Super Bowl coach, provide readers with a rich and plausible adventure through the often sordid world of sports, business, media and politics.”

—Fred Mitchell,
Sports Columnist, Chicago Tribune

“Who better to pen a fictional tale about football than Marv Levy, a Hall of Fame coach with a master’s degree from Harvard? Levy once famously intoned to his team, “where else would you rather be than right here, right now?” Readers will feel that way reading Between the Lies — entertained and informed and ultimately wondering: could this really happen in the NFL?”

—Andrea Kremer,
Emmy Award Winning Sports Correspondent

“Marv Levy is not only a Hall of Fame football coach, but he is also a Hall of Fame communicator. His book, Between the Lies, will give readers a real behind-the-scenes look at the world of professional football. Marv spent four decades in professional football, and he shares insights from those experiences in a fun, fast-paced, and interesting way.”

—Tony Dungy,
Super Bowl Winning Coach

“Coach Levy has been my mentor and my friend. “The lessons I have learned from him on and off the field have proven to be invaluable. Not only has he taught me how to be successful on the gridiron, but he has taught me how to be successful in the most important game of all . . . The game of life.”

—Bruce Smith,
Hall of Fame Defensive End and All-Time Sack Leader

“One thing everyone knows about Marv Levy is that he is a Harvard graduate. If you Google his name the first item that shows up is “Marv Levy Quotes.” That’s because Marv has a way with words and Between the Lies is a true testament to that statement. This must-read book doesn’t focus solely on football; it touches on relationships, characterization and most importantly a strong moral theme, and that is: “Play hard! Play clean! Play to win! But — win or lose, honor the game.” That is an actual theme that Marv brought to our locker room and a life lesson that can be applied by any person in any situation. The book is also filled with humor and drama and I particularly took a liking to quarterback, Kelly James…go figure!”

—Jim Kelly,
Hall of Fame Quarterback
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DEDICATION

To all those coaches, journalists, and general managers (Bill Polian, John Butler, Jim Schaaf) with whom I have worked (and argued) during my forty-nine years in the game. Wasn’t it fun?
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CHAPTER ONE

No one else knew it yet — not even his wife, Frannie — but when Mel Herbert’s outdated Chevy Corvette pulled into the reserved-for-media parking lot on the first day of training camp for the National Football League’s Los Angeles Leopards, only the person sitting in the passenger seat knew that this would be Mel’s final season on the job. That’s because Mel was the person sitting in that seat. Someone else was driving his car.

Mel originally had thought about retiring six years earlier when he grudgingly acknowledged that not just his bad knee, but several other crackling body parts, too, made it too painful for him to meet the rigors of maneuvering his vehicle in the heavy Los Angeles traffic or even of being able, while wrestling with his steering wheel, to deliver a middle finger flip to some of those head-bobbing, boom-box-listening, backwards-baseball-cap-wearing L.A. Raiders goofball fans who always seemed to be on the freeway whenever he was.

Those retirement plans short-circuited, however, when he shared a dinner out one evening with his old friend, Joe Skoronski. Mel had known Joe since they met in Chicago back in 1972 when Mel was working the sports beat for the Chicago Sun-Times and Joe was employed as an assistant to the equipment manager with the Chicago Bears.

As their friendship developed during the ensuing years in Chicago, they enjoyed numerous dinners out together. Mel often came away from those evenings with some valuable inside information and frequently in a state of near exhaustion brought on by a mix of too many calories, too many sips, too many cigars, and some outrageous pronouncements from “Malaprop Joe.”

In 1982 — as in every other year — some exciting events occurred, and there are many knowledgeable sports gurus who would be quick to inform students of history that it was in 1982 that the Oakland Raiders of the National Football League moved to Los Angeles.

It was during that same year that the Los Angeles Guardian made its big move, as well. Determined to enlist the services of the best football journalist they knew of, they came up with one of those offers you can’t refuse, and the man who didn’t refuse it was veteran Chicago Sun-Times sports writer and NFL authority Mel Herbert.

One week after he started on the job in L.A., Mel landed an interview with Dale Bendersen, the General Manager of the other team in town at that time, the Los Angeles Rams. One of the many issues they discussed was the complex task involved in dealing with the constant turnover in office and support staff. When the GM said, “Equipment manager, for example,” Mel told him about his old buddy, Joe Skoronski.

Bendersen added Joe’s name to his list of candidates. He liked what he learned, and just one month after Mel Herbert had made his way out west, Joe Skoronski, the newly appointed equipment manager for the Los Angeles Rams, followed.

Their evenings together resumed in Los Angeles, replete, once again, with discussions involving topics of interest and with overindulgence in culinary creations, liquid refreshments, and cigars with exotic names. At one of those outings, however, 10 years after they had both moved to the West Coast, they wound up sharing more than just the routine nourishment and camaraderie. It developed when Joe initiated a conversation that moved from the usual to the meaningful.

“Hey, Mel, ya oughta have one more a dem martinis before dey bring out dat disha lobster humidor ya ordered. I read in some magazine at da barber shop dat olives is good for ya.”

Mel didn’t respond immediately, and so Joe, after filling his mouth with half of the calamari appetizer and spilling the other half on the protruding front midsection of his Los Angeles Rams zip-up rain jacket, addressed a subject that was getting a considerable amount of media attention at the time.

“I betcha wanna know if dat wide receiver of ours, Duane Clarkson, is guilty of dat robbery charge dat dey’re trying ta hang on him. Well, I can tell ya; he ain’t. He’s a real law imbibing citizen type a guy. He wasn’t even near da place dat got robbed. Someone’s lyin’ when dey say dat it was him. He was at home all alone dat night, and so dere ain’t even nobody who’s gonna be able to step in and supersede on his behalf. Dey can’t try ta convict a guy on such circumcisional evidence like dat, can dey?”

“Naw, Joe, I’m not after Duane,” Mel said. “Some of the other writers might be because he won’t speak to any of us about his contract holdout or about that speeding ticket he got in Las Vegas last winter.”

“Geez! Da poor guy goes ta Vegas ta get married; he’s hurrying too fast back ta da hotel ta help his bride-ta-be pick up her torso in time for dere pre-nuptials, and den he catches a bad break. It could happen ta anybody,” Joe said while waving at the waiter by circling his fork in the air and jabbing with the forefinger of his other hand at his empty snifter of Dewars on the rocks.

“Well, he really ought to get into camp and start catching the ball instead or he’ll be piling up a few more bad breaks for himself,” Mel said.

“Ya gotta good point dere. Hey, pass dat bread basket and dose pickles, will ya?”

“Actually, Joe, the real reason I wanted to have dinner with you tonight was because I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep doing this job, and before I called it quits I wanted to tell you personally how much I always enjoy your company and your wonderful opinions on fine dining.”

“Whaddaya mean call it quits?” Joe was so shocked that he actually laid down his knife and fork. “You’re still sharp as ever. I know because I read your column every day, right after I look at da racetrack results. And don’t give me dat BS about me being some kinda bigwig on knowing what ta eat. Ya know darn well dat when it comes ta eating da right kinda diet, you’re da guy who is da real common sewer of good food.”

“Gee, thanks for the compliment,” Mel said, “but, Joe, even though I still love covering the practices and games, I’m finding it too damn hard to drive anymore. I can’t ask Frannie to drive me everywhere. I want her to be glad to see me not be burdened. I love her too much for that. When we go anywhere together now, she does all of the driving. Enough already.”

“Ya know what I tink ya oughta do?”

“I never know what you think.”

“I tink ya oughta get Billy ta do da driving for ya. He’d really like dat.”

“Billy? Billy Zizzo? He still lives in Chicago. You know that.”

“He’d be here in a Newark minute if you assed him and told him why. You know how much he’d like ta be hangin’ around all dese stadiums and locker rooms doin’ sumpthin’ real important, don’t cha?”

Mel and Joe spent the next several minutes reminiscing — between timeouts to order refills for their respective drinks — about their old buddy, Billy “Zig Zag” Zizzo. Billy had been employed as a driver for the trucking company that serviced the Chicago Bears equipment department during the time that Joe worked for the Bears.

Through Joe, Mel had gotten to know Billy, and, after watching him in action for a while, Mel became convinced that if the Bears players could be as intense and dedicated as Billy was, they would definitely improve their chances of making the playoffs.

The Bears players, too, were aware of and amused by Billy’s work ethic, and that is why — after watching him jump, lift, elbow his way by, step up the pace, bark orders at his helpers, get the loading ramp in place without a hitch, shift things around, always seem able to find a parking space, guide his clumsy truck through even the most perplexing of traffic patterns, and talk his way by any obstacle — they anointed him with the nickname he coveted. Forevermore, he would be “Zig Zag” Zizzo.

One day, at the end of a Bears practice session, Mel had spotted Billy unloading some supplies just outside the locker room. The Bears were going into a bye week, and since not much else exciting was happening, Mel thought that a feature story about this unique character might have some appeal to the Sun-Times sports editor. Mel invited Billy to join him and Joe for an informal dinner at the Omega Restaurant where it was his intention, also, to interview Billy.

Billy, upon accepting both the dinner invitation and the attendant interview, made one ardent request. “Please call me ‘Zig Zag’ in the article.” Mel made the promise. He kept it, and from that day on, Mel, Joe, and Billy (oops!) Zig Zag became known, in tribute to their facial adornments, as the Three Mustachekateers.

Long after Mel decided to get rid of the needless hair on his upper lip, the designation “Three Mustachekateers” lived on. Even they liked it.
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In 1982, when Mel, and then Joe, moved on to their new endeavors in Los Angeles, Billy remained behind. Five years later the trucking company that provided services for the Chicago Bears went out of business and Billy found himself out of a job. For a few weeks, Billy, whose tastes and needs were simple, savored the free time and the opportunities he had to pack his fishing gear and head up to the lake country in Wisconsin where he could share wisdom with his fellow anglers.

It wasn’t long, however, until Billy realized that it still cost money to buy bait, food, and a night or two at Motel 6, and so he took a nighttime job delivering pizzas for Ranalli’s Italian Gardens Restaurant on Chicago’s near north side. His tips were a lot better on evenings following wins by the Chicago Cubs or the Bears, which gave him an additional reason to pull for the home teams. He might not have been able to tell you the name of the alderman in his district, but if anyone wanted to know Ryne Sandberg’s on-base percentage or Walter Payton’s average yards per carry, they didn’t have to look it up; just ask Zig Zag.

Billy continued to squeeze out his livelihood in the Windy City, but on this night, 10 years after Mel and Joe had moved to Los Angeles and Mel disclosed to Joe his inclination to retire, Joe persisted in urging Mel to make contact with Billy.

“Give da guy a call, Mel; you’ll see.”

“It doesn’t make sense, Joe. He’s lived in Chicago all his life, and he’s got a job there. He’s not going to leave.”

“Wanna bet?”

“No. I never win a bet with you.”

“Dat’s right; and you wouldn’t win dis one, eadder. He’s really dere all alone now. His wife, Elma, she left town a year ago ta go find herself, and now even Billy can’t find her. And den his only daughter, Meredith — da one dey named after Don Meredith, dat Dallas Cowboys quarterback, remember? — she grew up and got married and den she moved wit her husband ta Carolina last winter when da weather got bad.”

Mel felt the seeds of a solution starting to bud. He really did want to continue doing the job that he always loved. He once commented that although he often put in long hours, he’d never worked a day in his life. Maybe it was worth placing a feel-it-out call in order to hear directly from Billy whether the proposal had any appeal to him.

“You did it again, Joe. You convinced me to give it a try.”

“Hey, dat’s great,” Joe beamed. “And, oh yeah, I got just one last little bitta advice dat’s impertinent ta dis whole matter.”

“And that is?”

“When you call him, remember ta say his name ‘Zig Zag.’”

On that note, dinner ended. Joe had the waiter bring him a Styrofoam container into which he dumped the remaining half of the massive bread pudding dessert, sticky chocolate caramel sauce included, that Mel had been unable to finish. Then they each headed for home, where, upon arriving, Mel placed his phone call to Zig Zag, and Joe foraged in the refrigerator for a snack to keep him company while he watched ESPN News.

[image: image]

“Hey, Zig Zag, this is Mel Herbert. How’s it going?”

“Aw, not too good right now, Mel. The Cubs are down 7 to 4 in the eighth inning. How’s it going with you?”

“Actually, that’s sort of what I’m calling you about,” Mel said, and then he launched his sales campaign. Four sentences into his presentation, Billy interrupted him.

“Boy, that sounds great to me. Will I be able to be at some of the games with you, too?”

“We can work it all out. Let me get back to you in a day or two with some details. Are you sure you won’t miss Chicago? There is a degree of culture there that you won’t really find out here.”

“Yeah, I know. We got the Cubs, the White Sox, the Bears, the Bulls, and the Blackhawks. But don’t forget, you got the Dodgers and the Angels, the Lakers, the Rams, and the Raiders. And then there’s that Rose Bowl game with the big parade they have out there every winter, too.”

“Okay, Zig Zag, I’ll call you as soon as I know more. Anything else before I hang up?”

“You bet! The Cubbies just got a three-run homer to tie it up. You want to stay on the phone for the ninth inning?”

“Not right now, Bi-, uh, Zig Zag. I’ve got some work that needs to get done. Great talking to you. I’ll be in touch.”

As soon as Mel hung up the telephone he realized that he hadn’t been kidding; there was a lot of work that he needed to get done before the ideal arrangement that he envisioned could become a reality. He feared that the biggest obstacle facing him would be convincing his employers at the Los Angeles Guardian that he could still perform his duties at a high level even though he would no longer be doing his own driving.

He was wrong. They not only understood, they were elated. They had become aware of the driving difficulties that their 69-year-old ace reporter and columnist was experiencing, and they were concerned that this deficiency might be leading him to contemplate retirement. They were so elated, if fact, that they solved Mel’s main concern regarding how he could sufficiently compensate Billy. As soon as Mel mentioned Billy and his qualifications to his bosses at the newspaper, they didn’t hesitate.

“We’ll hire him. We’ll pay him,” they said, “and his main duty will be to serve as your driver.”

Was this a happy ending or what? Mel was happy. Joe and Zig Zag were both happy. Everyone at the Guardian — his superiors and his cohorts — was happy. The devoted readers of Mel’s columns had reason to be happy. But, in truth, it wasn’t a happy ending. It was a happy beginning.


CHAPTER TWO

Add one more person to that contingent of the newly happy: Frannie, Mel’s wife, his true love, the mother of their two children. Mel hadn’t seen her exhibit this much joy since that day four years earlier when their daughter, Emily, gave birth and presented them with their first grandchild, dear little Amapola.

When Mel told Frannie that Billy was moving to L.A. and would be taking over the driving duties that had been weighing so heavily on her, he was treated to a wide-eyed, open-mouthed look of youthful glee that triggered in him a startling recall of what he had seen 42 years earlier, the first time that he ever glanced her way.

He had been in his second year working as a cub reporter for the Sun-Times, and while he was puttering around with his papers up in the press box at Dyche Stadium in Evanston, Illinois, the Northwestern Wildcats football players were out on the field warming up for their season’s opening game against the Iowa Hawkeyes.

As Mel was reviewing his roster card in order to make sure that he had memorized all the players’ numbers, he became distracted when one of the press box attendants plopped a packet of statistics on the counter in front of his assigned seat. It wasn’t this vital new information that caused him to veer off course, however. It was the dimpled smile, the hairdo, the crisp blouse and skirt, the posture, the just-right high heels, the hint of “Hi” in her look, those bright eyes, the nimble moves, and all the et ceteras packaged in that vision that was standing in front of him that caused it.

For a moment, beyond a cursory, “Hey, thanks,” he was speechless, but as the sparkling young lady moved on down the line, Mel knew that he was going to find a way to talk to her about a lot more than just press releases.

Once Mel learned that Frances Clovis would be a press box attendant for every home game during her then senior year as a student at Northwestern, he returned to his office where he succeeded in convincing sports editor Norm Edelman that his knowledge and grasp of Wildcats football was unparalleled. Norm assigned him to cover all their games, and by the end of the season Mel proved that he really was the premier media authority on the gridiron sport at Northwestern University.

To Mel, that accomplishment was inconsequential when measured against his attainment of an even more lofty objective that he had established for himself. He and Frances became friends. Then they became more than friends.

On their first date Mel learned, among many other things, that all her friends called her Fran. He made the adjustment.

Two years passed, and then, in the twilight of a summer evening as they were strolling along the winding paths on Chicago’s lakefront near Diversey Harbor, Mel Herbert, the man of many words, uttered a mere five: “Frannie, will you marry me?”

She responded with five words of her own: “Yes, my darling. I will.” And after a passionate kiss she added, “I love it when you call me Frannie.”

Forty years and millions of words later they were still in love. And now, upon receiving the good news that Zig Zag Zizzo, driver extraordinaire, was coming to L.A., she added a few more words. “Melvin, my dear love, you still know how to make me happy, don’t you?”

“I learned that skill from you, my darling Frannie.”

“When will Billy arrive?” Frannie asked.

“He’ll be flying in on Saturday. Joe and I are going to meet him at the airport. He’s bringing The Gipper with him, too.”

“The Gipper? Who’s that?”

“That’s his dog. I thought you knew.”

“Aw, isn’t that sweet. I’m going to come, too.”

“Oh, no! That’s the day you have your scheduled workout class at the Redondo Beach Athletic Club.”

“I can afford to miss one session for something like this,” Frannie said. “Will you please stop bugging me about exercise already?”

“You’re so beautiful, and I just don’t want you to ever lose it. And, please, I don’t ‘bug you.’ I merely encourage you to follow a healthful and invigorating lifestyle as prescribed by the leading authorities in the field,” Mel said as he concentrated on assuming the best posture that his aching joints would allow.

“Well, missing one little workout for something like this will not destroy me. Fun, too, is healthful and invigorating. I’m coming with you. Case closed.”

“Let me tell you something, madam,” Mel said. “I’m the person who has the final say around here. And that is, as always, ‘Yes, dear.’”

“Oh, Mel, I love you. And you know, too, how much I love it when you get excited enough to write one of your poems. Why don’t you write one for Billy?”

“A poem? For Billy? And by the way, when you see him, don’t call him Billy anymore. We’ve all got to call him Zig Zag. Joe never stops reminding me about that.”

“Okay. Write a poem for Zig Zag, then.”

Once again, Frannie’s urgings prevailed, and so the self-appointed Bard of the Press Box went to work.

At the bar nearest the airport where they all assembled to celebrate right after Billy’s plane landed, they had a rollicking time as Mel recited his newly created lines of tribute followed by Frannie’s presentation to Billy of an attractive plaque that she prepared for the occasion. It was inscribed with these immortal words:


Zig Zag Zizzo Iz Comin’ To Town

Zig Zag Zizzo iz zon hiz way,

And heez gonna be here by Zaturday.

When he zoomz into town we’ll all zing a zong,

Zig Zag will zero in, and he’ll zing along.

From Joe and from Mel he’ll hear lusty cheerz,

As they get together again after all theze yearz.

Zig Zag’s a guy who will do everything to pleeze,

But he better find some time to get some Zs.

Because once heez here, he’ll be in a tizzy

Driving Mel everywhere in hiz old tin Lizzie.

Zig Zag’s zo zealous and zo full of zeal

That I can hardly wait till he getz behind the wheel.

Then he’ll zip around town with hiz signature zest.

Zig Zag Zizzo, you are the best.



Enthusiasm reigned. Mel plunged back into doing the work he loved so much, and Zig Zag was reborn. At every sporting event that Mel covered, he arranged to get a press box pass for his buddy. Mel was in the press box; Zig Zag was in heaven.


CHAPTER THREE

A little more than two years passed following Zig Zag’s arrival out West. And then, Los Angeles was rocked. It wasn’t an earthquake. It was Al Davis, owner of the Los Angeles Raiders, and Georgia Frontiere, owner of the Los Angeles Rams, who were responsible for delivering the shockwave. Right after the 1994 National Football League season ended, they both said “bye-bye” to Tinseltown. The Raiders, who had left Oakland for L.A. just 12 years earlier, were heading back to their original hometown, and the Rams were moving to St. Louis.

Mel Herbert, Joe Skoronski, and Zig Zag Zizzo were shocked. Along with the almost 10 million other people living in Los Angeles County, they were seeking to regain their bearings.

“Ya know, I can maybe unnerstan’ da Raiders goin’ back to Oakland where dey was anyway before movin’ here in ’82,” Joe said. “Den, after dey got amalgamated by dat 51 to 3 score a coupla years ago in dat AFC Championship Game back in Buffalo, tings went downhill real fast from dere. But da Rams, geez, dey’ve been out here ever since way back in 1946. I was just a real little kid livin’ in Chicago in dat Backa da Yards neighborhood at dat time. Football wasn’t even on TV yet back den. Dat’s how long ago dat was.”

Both Mel and Zig Zag knew that they could continue working for the Guardian, but it wouldn’t be near as much fun without some local favorite NFL team to follow. Joe’s situation was more complex. The Rams wanted him to come with them to St. Louis where he would continue to serve as their equipment manager, but they emphasized that they’d have to know within the next few days so that they could move forward with their planning.

Joe was torn. He wanted to remain in Los Angeles, but how could he do it without a job, he wondered. He sought out his good friend, hoping that Mel could provide some guidance as he struggled to reach a decision.

“Mel, it would really be tough for me ta leave here. Dere are too many tings I love about dis place,” Joe said.

“Well, then don’t go. You’ll find something to do here.”

“Yeah, but it won’t be pro football, and dat’s da only ting I really love.”

“I thought I just heard you say that there were a whole bunch of things that you loved out here.”

“Well, yeah, dat’s true. I love dat lady friend a mine, Darlene, for instance, and I’d really hate ta hafta leave her.”

“Wouldn’t she come along if you asked her to?”

“Dat’s annudder big problem. I don’t wanta put her on da spot like dat. She’s got one son, Ernie, livin’ here in El Segundo and da udder one, Bernie, out dere in Anaheim. Or maybe it’s da udder way around; I get mixed up sometimes. Anyway, besides all dat, she finally just got dat job she’s been after for so long showin’ people around dat Museum of Contemptible Art. I don’t wanta break her heart on dat one.”

“Maybe it will break her heart even more if you run off and leave her,” Mel said.

“It’s already bodderin her real bad. I see her sittin’ dere sometimes wit one a dose real sadistic-like looks on her face. It makes me feel terrible, but man, I gotta earn a livin’, too, ya know, and da Rams, dey wanna know real soon if I’m comin’ back dere wit ’em or not.”

“Can you wait until Friday before you give them your answer?” Mel asked.

“Dey said dey’d give me just ta da enda dis week, so I guess dat Friday would be okay, but why do you want me ta wait til den?”

“I do have a reason, Joe, but I can’t tell you what it is right now. Just trust me, please. I know you’ve got a difficult decision to make, but I’ll say one more time that I’ll wager you’ll be able to find something good if you decide to stay here.”

“Boy, I don’t know. If I do dat I’ll probably be cuttin’ off my nose despite my face,” Joe said as he walked away even more perplexed than he had been prior to their meeting. Joe continued to vacillate, and through the early part of that week, Mel continued to do everything he could to keep him vacillating.


CHAPTER FOUR

There was a compelling reason Mel had been trying to sway Joe into making a commitment to remain in Los Angeles. Mel had some sworn-to-secrecy inside information that, had he disclosed it to Joe, would have made Joe’s decision an easy and an obvious one. It was something that Mel couldn’t divulge, however, without breaking a promise he had made to Brant Gilbert, the San Diego Chargers director of player personnel.

Among the members of the media, Mel—and only Mel—had learned that the National Football League owners, aware of the painful void resulting from the Rams and Raiders departures from Los Angeles, were about to grant an expansion franchise to Hollywood movie mogul, Cedric B. Medill, with the specification that the team was to be located in that grieving West Coast city.

Even before the news about the expansion franchise became public, the team’s new owner hit the ground running when he scored his first coup by negotiating a verbal agreement with Brant Gilbert. Brant was to be brought aboard to serve as the new team’s General Manager.

Brant and Cedric B. pledged to each other that nothing about this arrangement was to be disclosed until the complicated legalities authorizing the new franchise had been resolved. Talking about it prematurely might jeopardize the deal, Cedric B. cautioned. No one else was to know until, if everything proceeded according to plan, NFL Commissioner Paul Rogers announced it at a press conference scheduled for Thursday of that week. It was the same week during which Joe Skoronski was facing his own personal deadline.
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During the season that had just finished, the San Diego Chargers made it all the way to the Super Bowl Game, and, although they lost it to the San Francisco 49ers, many knowledgeable NFL insiders were impressed by the important role Brant Gilbert had played in helping put together the team’s roster. Mel Herbert was, too, and so he arranged a Monday afternoon interview with Brant at the Chargers facility.

Mel arrived at Brant’s office and sat down in the waiting area as instructed by Brant’s secretary, Margie DeVito, who then informed Brant over the intercom that Mr. Herbert was there.

“Tell him I’ll see him in just a few minutes,” Brant said. “Right now I’m on an important telephone call.”

Mel, hearing that message from Brant, nodded his head in acknowledgement. Margie then excused herself and left the room to attend to what Mel surmised may have been a call of nature. In her haste to leave, she neglected to turn off the speaker system on the intercom. As a result of that oversight, Mel was anything but bored as he sat alone in the waiting room while Brant and the other person with whom he was speaking proceeded with their telephone conversation. That other person was Cedric B. Medill.

During the next five minutes, Mel gleaned as much information about a hush-hush subject as Pulitzer Prize-winning reporters Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodard had been able to garner during their several weeks of intensive investigation into the Watergate scandal 20 years earlier.

Brant and Cedric B., with one more mutual assurance that they would “keep it just between the two of us,” finished their phone call. A smiling Brant then opened his office door and invited Mel to enter. Mel took his seat, and knowing that if he was going to level with Brant, it was incumbent upon him to seize the initiative.

“So you and Cedric B. Medill are going to see to it that NFL football remains in L.A. after all.” Mel said. Brant’s smile disappeared. His mouth was now wide open, instead. His eyes may have been even more wide open.

“What?!” he rasped.

Mel then told Brant what he had heard over the intercom while sitting in the waiting room. Brant’s head dropped, and his shoulders sagged. Then he sat there silently, elbows on his desk, hands folded under his chin, staring at nothing in particular. Mel said nothing either, and at last Brant resumed the conversation.

“If this gets out now, Mel, everything I’ve worked for all my life is out the window. Even if the awarding of the franchise to Mr. Medill goes through, as it probably will anyway, I still would have been responsible for screwing up even before my first day on the job. In his eyes I’d just be a guy who blunders and who doesn’t keep his promises. He wouldn’t want a jerk like that working for him, and I sure wouldn’t blame him.”

“I know,” Mel said. “But if some other writer breaks the story between now and Thursday and my editor finds out that I knew and sat on it, then, in his mind, I take over the title of ‘Dumb Jerk.’” Brant sat there, silent once again, looking like a person who had exposed himself to the wrath of the guillotine and was now resigned to his fate.

Mel saw something different. He saw a man who had always been forthright, honest, and responsive in his dealings, not just with the media but—if all reports Mel had heard were accurate—with players, associates, and fans, as well. He was gazing across that desk at a man whom he believed revered the game and who was on the threshold of ascending to a position that would allow him to apply, for the benefit of the sport he loved, the high ideals that drove him.

Thirty more seconds of silence ticked by, and then Mel spoke. “Brant, I’m going to be a dumb jerk. I’m going to keep your secret.” Brant, with his elbows on the desk where he was sitting, folded his elevated hands, pressed the back knuckles of his thumbs against his forehead, and stared straight down at the top of the desk. He just didn’t know what to say.

Finally, he spoke. “Mel, I just don’t know what to say.”

“Then don’t say anything.”

“How can I not? How can I ever thank you?”

Mel, rather than answering the question, steered the conversation into a discussion of how they would both handle this delicate matter. Mel promised that he would maintain the secret, but they both agreed that the instant the Thursday press conference by the Commissioner began, Mel could pull the trigger and release the carefully crafted story he would have ready to go.

The tension began to ease. They relaxed and allowed themselves to discuss some other items of interest to them both. One of the topics that Mel brought up was the status of Rams equipment manager, Joe Skoronski. When Brant heard that Joe really wanted to stay in L.A., he lighted up.

“I’ve heard all about him,” Brant said. “Everyone I know who knows him says he does an outstanding job.”

“That he does, and besides that, he’ll keep you laughing.”

“I’m sure there’ll be times I could use some of that. He’d be my first choice for the job. I’m glad you let me know about his being available. Thank you for that, and for a helluva lot more.”

“Well, I guess it’s time for me to get going,” Mel said.

They parted, two men with even greater respect for each other than they had had two hours earlier.
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Thursday arrived, and just as Commissioner Paul Rogers was making the announcement that there would be a new NFL team in Los Angeles, Mel Herbert, now relieved from his vow of confidentiality, broke his bombshell account of how it had all come to fruition.

For the Three Mustachekateers and some of their newfound friends, it could have been an appropriate time for them to belt out a chorus or two of “Happy Days Are Here Again.” Joe was staying where his heart was. Zig Zag would be guaranteeing, 100%, that the new team in town—and his beloved Chicago Cubs, too, of course—would win their league championships. Mel was the toast of Journalismville, and Brant Gilbert was coming to Hollywood where he’d be directing Cedric B. Medill’s latest blockbuster production.

Welcome to the era of the Los Angeles Leopards.


CHAPTER FIVE

It didn’t take long for Brant Gilbert to learn that putting a new NFL franchise together and getting a team out onto the field in less than a year was:


#1. Fun

#2. A pain in some delicate body parts



“Let’s see now,” he said to himself his first day on the job, “we’ve got to get a stadium lease, a practice facility with meeting rooms, locker rooms, and an administrative office complex. Then, of course, we’re going to need a chief financial officer, a salary cap expert, a marketing department, a ticket manager along with a ticket office staff, and team doctors who will have to oversee a top-notch group of athletic trainers. Oh, and don’t forget the video department and the stadium operations staff and security, also. Remember, too, you need a crackerjack director of media relations and a group of good, smart people to work with him.”

Brant granted himself a short pause in order to allow his mounting dizzy spell to subside, and then he continued on with his personal reminders.

“I shouldn’t worry, I’m not going to forget about a department of community relations, or about an assistant GM who can help me with contract negotiations, or about another administrative assistant who can handle that endless accumulation of boring details that keep throwing me off the track. We’re going to need secretarial help in every department and a bunch of other qualified people, too, like our directors of college and pro scouting and all our talent scouts, and I know that it’s essential for me to get to work on lining up a training camp facility and on all the logistics that go with that.”

It was time for another deep breath. And then a bolt of realization provided him cause to crank it up once again.

“Oh, yeah! That’s right! This team is going to need coaches and players, too, and they are all going to require tons of equipment. At least, we’ve already got an equipment manager. We’re off and running now, baby!”
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Late in the afternoon of his first day on the job, Brant met in his office with Mel. At the conclusion of their meeting in San Diego a few days earlier when Mel’s promise to Brant had been so meaningful, Brant promised, in return, that he would grant this exclusive day-one interview to the Guardian’s premier sports reporter.

On his chauffeured ride home following that interview, Mel, after asking Zig Zag, who was listening on the radio to the “Maniac Manny and Looney Louie Spectacular Sports Call-in Show,” to turn down the volume, pondered how he might be able to lend any support that might help Brant in his efforts to deal with the overwhelming challenges he was facing.

He chose to employ a poetic solution. This time, however, it wasn’t his pen that he used to provide solace. It was someone else’s. In the mail, two days later, Brant received a letter from Mel. Inside the envelope he found a brief handwritten note.

“I think you’ll be interested in this little ‘pep talk’ from a writer you may have heard of. His name is Edgar A. Guest,” Mel wrote, “and so, as best as I can recall, here it is:”


Somebody said that it couldn’t be done.

But he with a chuckle replied,

That maybe it couldn’t, but he would be one

Who wouldn’t say so ‘til he’d tried.




So he buckled right in with the trace of a grin

 Never doubting or thinking to quit it.

And he started to sing as he tackled that thing 

 That couldn’t be done. And he did it.



Brant didn’t cast the poem aside. He read it again. And then, he buckled right in with the trace of a grin, never doubting or thinking to quit it.
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When Brant plunged into the process of sorting out all that needed to be done in order to get the engine running, it was the fun part that he had thought about last. How could I have left the team until last, he wondered. Football is players and coaches, he reminded himself. It’s what I know best. It’s what I enjoy. It’s what I’m good at — I hope. It is where I am going to focus my attention and energies, and it’s the direction in which I’d better get my butt moving … right now! There, it’s moving. This is fun already.

Out of the chaos that beleaguered Brant during his first few days as general manager of the L.A. Leopards, there emerged for him a clear picture of the anatomy of a pro football franchise.

There is no question that it is a business operation; just ask Cedric B. Medill about that. It is also big-time entertainment; again, ask Cedric B. Medill—and several million beer-guzzling fans—about that. And it is a competitive sport; just ask the men down on the field about that. How the body is structured is important, Brant acknowledged. How it functions is just as important.

If he tried to be the expert on everything, he realized, he’d more likely wind up being the ex-employee of a pro football team. Hire good front office people and then get out of the way, he told himself. Let someone else worry about the potholes in the parking lot, about selling the rights for sponsorship of the half-time show to some toilet paper company, about writing a letter of apology to some lady in Section D, Row 27 for the language that some bare-chested, potty-mouthed screwball with a painted face in Row 26 had directed toward her and her 9-year-old son. He was going to find and connect with the players and the coaches who made all the other parts work.

And he was going to have fun doing it.


CHAPTER SIX

Brant felt good. He had simplified things. Now for the hard part. First, find the right man to serve as head coach of the team. In reality, the hard part wasn’t identifying the person he wanted. He already knew who that was. It was convincing Cedric B. that the coach he had in mind was the one they should hire.

“Brant, why would you have someone who has never been a head coach in the NFL at the top of your list?” Cedric B. asked when Brant told him whom it was that he favored.

“Mr. Medill, I’ve had Bobby Russell in my sights for a long time now. He’s a great teacher, and the players really tune in when he’s instructing them. He interacts with all the other coaches on the staff in a very healthy way, and, believe me, that is important.”

“If he’s so good why hasn’t any other team made him their head coach, then?” Cedric B. asked. “He’s been around a long time now, hasn’t he? And once again, Brant, you can call me Cedric, please.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Medill, I’ll do that, but to answer your question, I can’t really nail down why. Bobby’s not a big self-promoting sort of guy, and that age factor—he’s 57—might have something to do with it, too,” Brant said.

“I still think we need to bring in someone who has been a winning head coach in the NFL. Someone like that will give us a boost in ticket sales, too, don’t you think?”

“It might, but I can tell you that a head coach who has already established a reputation as a winner in this league isn’t going to be looking to take over an expansion team in its first year. He’d zero in on a job where the prospects for winning immediately are much more likely. And, as I just said, Mr. Medill, there isn’t anyone like that available, anyway.”

Cedric B. took in a deep breath, and then he blew it out. “I think I’m going to begin calling you ‘Mr. Gilbert,’” he said. “How would you like that?”

Brant blinked. And then, with a smile and with an earnest, but flawed, effort to affect an oh-so-British accent, he said, with lifted chin and half-closed eyes, “That I would deem, indeed, to be most appropriate, Cedric, old bean.”

Brant concluded his response by reverting to his more natural, but no easier to decipher, native Texas twang. “I finally do get the message. Cedric.”

Cedric B. returned Brant’s smile while thinking to himself that Brant had just eliminated himself from any consideration as a candidate for a role in the new version of Wuthering Heights that was about to go into production at his studios.

From that moment on, Brant was comfortable being on a first-name basis with his boss, and, as he dealt with Cedric B. on an almost daily basis, he developed a liking and respect for the man. Cedric B. would not hesitate to voice a strong opinion, but he would listen to and honestly evaluate the opinions of others — Brant included — who might have a contrary view. If he made a promise, he kept it. He was no dictator, but he was no pushover. Add to all of that, he had a sense of humor and it would manifest itself often at just the right times. Brant came to think of him as not just his boss, but as his friend, as well.

It was a relationship that would mature during the months that lay ahead, but at this stage in its development they were locked into the process of deciding who was going to be the first head coach of the Los Angeles Leopards. Cedric B. resumed their conversation. “Tell me once again, Brant, what is so special about this Bobby Russell fellow?”

“He is organized like you can’t believe. Everywhere he’s been the teams have won, and he’s been a huge part of the reason those teams have been winners. I’ve seen that first hand. He was our defensive coordinator in San Diego.”

“Defense! We want someone who is an offensive guy, don’t we? You’ve got to score points to win games, and you’ve got to open it up and air it out to win fans. Even I know that.”

“No insult to offense, Mr.—uh—Cedric, because offense really is important, but it is no more important than defense or than the kicking game. No one understands that better than Bobby Russell, and I don’t think there would be anyone better than him at finding the right assistant coaches to handle all three of those areas.”

“Okay, let’s bring him in for an interview. Before we hire anybody, I’d like to see what he’s like myself.”

“Oh, of course,” Brant said. “That’s what I intended to do from the beginning. Also, all I’ve said is that Bobby is the prime candidate in my mind right now, but there are a couple of other qualified guys out there, too, whom I think we should interview before making any final decision.”

“Good,” Cedric B. said. “And as long we are going to be looking at other possibilities, there is one other fellow I’d be interested in talking to, as well. I have a friend, a gentleman named Merle Cornish, who is a heavy investor in a lot of our productions. Merle lives in Houston, and he’s a big football fan. He’s a good friend of Adam Budd, the owner of the Houston Oilers, and he’s been a frequent guest in Adam’s private box during games or even on the sidelines during training camp every year.

“Anyway, he called me a couple of days ago and recommended one of the assistant coaches with the Oilers for the head job here,” Cedric B. continued. “He said that the guy was a fireball and that the media and fans in Houston all thought that he was real head coach material. Merle said he saw all those signs in him, too. At that time, though, I told Merle—just like I said to you a while ago—that I’d prefer some former big name head coach. Now that that’s out the window, I’d like us to bring that fellow in for an interview, too. His name is Randy Dolbermeier.”

“I’ve heard his name. He coaches their defensive line. I don’t know much more about him,” Brant said, “but I can sure find out. And if you’d feel better about it, let’s have him come in, too,”

“Fine, let’s do that, Mr. Gilbert.”

“Okay, Cedric.”

Ten days later, when all of their interviews were completed, Brant and Cedric B. had their coach. It was Bobby Russell.

“Cedric, I really am convinced that we’ve got the right man,” Brant said. The two of them were sitting in Cedric B.’s office, and Brant had just hung up the telephone from finishing his seal-the-deal conversation with Russell. Brant and Cedric B. were feeling relaxed and laid back now, but in the Russell household in San Diego there was a raucous celebration going on.

“I’m relying on your good judgment in this matter, Brant. After all, that’s why I hired you.” Cedric B. said. “Bobby seemed to be very knowledgeable, and I can see that he is also the kind of person who will work well with everyone else in the organization, just like you said. Still, I really did like that Randy Dolbermeier. I can see why Merle was so sold on him. He was really high energy, wasn’t he? I know he’s coaching on the defensive side of the ball now, but they tell me that he was a brilliant offensive coordinator when he was coaching in college. You could tell that when we spoke with him, couldn’t you? I thought he had some very interesting and innovative ideas about what kind of offensive schemes he would use. They sure sounded exciting to me.”

“I’m glad that we did get to talk with him,” Brant said. “My impressions, too, were favorable, but I’m still convinced that Bobby is the best man for this job.”

“Well, we’ve made that decision already, haven’t we? Now, let me ask you this: Do you think Bobby might be agreeable to bringing Dolbermeier onto his staff? As his defensive coordinator, for instance. That would be a promotion, and the Oilers couldn’t keep him from accepting something like that, as I understand it.”

“Not unless they promoted him to that position themselves, and they won’t do that. Corey Walters is their defensive coordinator now, and they really like him. For good reasons, too,” Brant said. “When Bobby gets here tomorrow, I will talk with him about it. It might all work out.”

The next day, following completion of the press conference where Bobby Russell was introduced as the head coach of the Leopards, Brant and Bobby retired to Brant’s office. Hiring a coaching staff was number one on the priority list now.

“It isn’t just a good coach that makes the difference; it is a good coaching staff,” Bobby had said a few days earlier during his interview with Brant and Cedric B. Brant smiled and nodded in agreement. They were on the same page already.

They both knew that it was the head coach who had the major responsibility and authority for selecting the members of his coaching staff. That didn’t mean that the GM should just bow out. A smart head coach would be open to, and at times would even seek, input from his general manager. This was one of those occasions.

“Bobby, Mr. Medill wanted me to suggest to you that you consider hiring Randy Dolbermeier as your defensive coordinator,” Brant said. “That’s the only coach he has said anything about, and so he’s really not going to meddle in your overall staff structure. I’ll fill you in later about why he’s so high on Randy, but first, what do you know about him?”

“From what I hear, he does a good job. I know him just a little bit from meeting him when we’d all scout those college all-star games, but I don’t know him that well. Why is Mr. Medill pushing for him?” Brant filled Bobby in. As they continued to talk, Brant learned that although Bobby had several assistants in mind already, his thinking was still wide open as far as defensive coordinator was concerned. Here was the opening for Brant to provide some timely counsel. It consisted of: “Interview him. Evaluate him. If he is a good coach, hire him. Do that, and you’ll not only add a good coach to your staff, but you’ll also score some big-time points, right from the opening kickoff, with the team’s owner.”

Bobby followed Brant’s advice, and one week later the Los Angeles Leopards announced the hiring of Randy Dolbermeier as their defensive coordinator.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The expansion Los Angeles Leopards somehow got it all done by the time training camp opened in July. Provisions for facilities, front office structure and personnel, coaching staff, support personnel, the expansion draft, player signings, the NFL draft in late April, ticket sales, sponsorships—even an occasional timeout for lunch—had all been made.

They weren’t the only ones who accomplished this remarkable feat, however. The NFL, in its desire to maintain an equal number of teams in the league’s two conferences, had also awarded an expansion franchise to another West Coast city. While the fledgling Los Angeles Leopards of the American Football Conference would be taking the field for their inaugural season that fall, so would the newly created Portland Pioneers of the National Football Conference.

The Pioneers, too, succeeded in getting it all ready to roll on time, and they did it while functioning with an organizational structure that had no precedent. Yves Napoleon, the Canadian technology magnate from Quebec City, paid a previously unmatched ransom-level price to the NFL in order to purchase the rights to his new team.

A few years prior to this acquisition, Yves’s son, René, upon receiving his MBA from Stanford, had moved to the Silicon Valley in order to oversee his father’s burgeoning business operations in the United States. One evening, while attending a cocktail party in Palo Alto hosted by the owner of the San Francisco 49ers, René met another Stanford alum, Lilly Nanula, the daughter of the 49ers’ chief financial officer, Vincent Nanula.

René was smitten.

It wasn’t just her vibrant good looks or her happy manner that captured him, although he was keenly aware of those appealing qualities. She was personable and witty, and she displayed a knowledge of football—not just the financial aspects of it—that both amused and baffled him. How would she know, or care, he wondered, who the backup defensive tackles for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers were.

Before the evening was over, René gave Lilly his business card, and she gave hers to him. Good, he thought, now I’ve got her phone number. He called. They met. They began to date. They began to like each other. They began to fall in love. They did fall in love. He asked her if she would marry him.

“Oui! Oui, mon cher René. Je t’aime avec tout mon coeur,” she said.

“Mia carissima Lilly, ti amo,” he said.

“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the priest said. But that was four months later at a lavish ceremony in Carmel-by-the-Sea.

Lilly’s interest in NFL football, and her manner of displaying it, had a contagious effect, and soon René, too, became an avid devotee of the game. Over time, he succeeded in educating his father about the soaring financial growth in value that NFL franchises were experiencing. That contributed to motivating Yves Napoleon’s bold entrepreneurial venture into American football, but even that investment wasn’t as daring as what he did just two days after attaining ownership of the team. He announced that the general manager of the Portland Pioneers would be … Lilly Napoleon.

There were countless heel-of-the-hand slaps to the forehead by NFL executives, fans, and members of the media when the news that “Lady Lilly” would be serving in the role that her father-in-law had indicated. He hadn’t been joking, after all.

The first female general manager in the history of the National Football League went to work, and by the time all the teams in the league were ready to report to training camp in July, several members of the media were hoping that no one would recall the searing, and at times humorous (at least so far as they attempted to portray it), commentary they had disseminated back when the original announcement that Napoleon had come marching in shocked the football world. It was beginning to appear as if she might really know what needed to be done and how to do it.

But the true test lay ahead. How you fare once the regular season games begin is what counts, and, when it comes to an expansion team’s first year on-the-field performance in the NFL, it faces obstacles that the fainthearted would deem to be insurmountable. They probably are, but neither Brant Gilbert of the Leopards nor Lilly Napoleon of the Pioneers would ever surrender to that argument.

Yes, they had to begin operations with not a single player on the roster. Sure, there was an expansion draft from a list of players on existing NFL team rosters, but the established teams in the league were required to expose only a limited number of their players, and they were not going to put any of the difference-makers on the available-for-selection list. In many instances, those other teams actually welcomed the opportunity to rid their rosters, in a graceful way, of players whom they planned to replace, anyway.

The new teams had no previous systems of play in place. Their players would not have the benefit of any previous exposure to the terminology or to the playbooks they would be using, of having worked with teammates, or of responding to the teaching methods of the coaches who would most likely all be working together for the first time.

Some pundits might counter by pointing out that the expansion teams would be slotted at the top of every round in the college draft. Wonderful! That meant that they would be bringing in a bunch of overpaid, untested rookies who would soon find out that the difference between college and professional football might be akin to the difference between pedaling a tricycle around the schoolyard playground on a balmy summer afternoon as compared to gunning a Harley-Davidson through a snowstorm in downtown Manhattan at rush hour.

Another distracting complication to which the general manager and the head coach are subjected results from the mounting pressure exerted by euphoric fans, from the “logic” expressed by the media, and even from the enthrallment embraced by first-time team owners to do what “any fool” can see should be done. That is, of course, “draft that glamour quarterback with that very first pick in the entire draft, dummy!”

Brant Gilbert and Bobby Russell wanted to pick defensive end Sylvester “Sackmaster” Simmons with the top selection. Cedric B. was aghast.

“How can we not go with that quarterback, Quentin Pye?” Cedric B. asked. “He’s a hometown kid on top of that. I hear that he’s movie star handsome. The fans here will go wild for him. Also, they tell me that that draft guru, Del Piper from ESPN, says he’s the best quarterback to come out of college in the last 20 years.”

“Cedric, he says that about the top-rated quarterback in the draft every year,” Brant said.

“Yeah, well someone showed me an article about Pye in The Sporting News. I read that he threw 51 touchdown passes in his college career and ran it in for 11 more. How many touchdowns has that Simmons fellow scored? That’s what I’d like to know.”

The discussion went on, but Cedric B. remained adamant. Brant and Bobby recognized that this was an issue on which they were going to have to concede. With the first pick in the first round of their first draft, the Los Angeles Leopards selected quarterback Quentin Thomas Pye from UCLA.

Now it was the Portland Pioneers’ turn to pick. Team owner Yves Napoleon was in the draft room on draft day, but after acknowledging that he didn’t know the difference between an onside kick and a kick in the backside, he looked to General Manger Lilly Napoleon, to Director of Player Personnel Charlie Navey, and to Head Coach Denzel Jackson to make the pick. The Pioneers then selected Sylvester Simmons, defensive end from Notre Dame. In addition to all his pass rushing and dominant run-stopping abilities, he had also scored not one but two touchdowns during his collegiate career. When Yves Napoleon read that in the newspaper the next day, he was impressed.

Cedric B. had certainly been right about one thing: the L.A. fans were elated by the decision to draft Pye. Reporter Mel Herbert added to the hoopla when, in his morning-after-the-draft article, he reported, at the suggestion of his wife, Frannie, that even all the lukewarm female football fans in Los Angeles were going to be giddy about having Q.T. “Cutie” Pye as the on-the-field leader of their hometown team.
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