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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As Arizona Republic columnist Dan Bickley framed it, "Carson Palmer is a great leader. He is rarely defensive or delusional about his own performances. He never blames anyone but himself.

"But after a 31-7 loss to the Saints on Sunday, there is a recurring theme with the Cardinals' offense during the first month of the season:

"Palmer starts the game looking stoic and poised. He wows you with a few pinpoint passes, the kind we haven't seen since the Kurt Warner years. Then the offensive line breaks down, and he begins to feel the pressure of an opposing pass rush.

"He gets happy feet. He becomes less of a quarterback as the game progresses. And as a result, the offense fails to meet expectations. ..."

"We talked a lot about starting fast and matching the energy of them and the electricity of the stadium, and trying to match them," Palmer said. "We did that. And then we just did not move the ball whatsoever after that."

While the initial scoring drive was impressive enough, the Cardinals' biggest issue remains unchanged: Palmer finished the game with four sacks, nine quarterback hits and two interceptions.

"We've got to protect our quarterback better obviously," head coach Bruce Arians said.

Naturally, Levi Brown was first in line for blame with regard to the poor protection. But Bickley stressed this was a failure by nearly everyone on the offensive line, exacerbated by play-calling gone awry.

"Offensively, we're still a team that can run to the 50-yard line and kill ourselves," Arians said. "It seemed like we did it all day. We'd get first downs and first downs and -- boom -- we'd get to the 50-yard line and then not convert a third-down play that was there to be made. We've got to protect our quarterback better, obviously."

According to Bickley, Arians must play a better role in protecting Palmer. On the first drive, Arians struck the perfect balance of running and passing plays. But on a few occasions later in the game, he seemed to give up on the patient, methodical approach.

Twice, he started second-quarter drives with long pass attempts, one to Jaron Brown, one to Michael Floyd. Both were incomplete. Another drive before halftime stalled when Brown was again the intended target of a first-down pass.

Arians loves "chunk" plays. He wants to get the ball downfield, and after last year's dink-and-dunk fest, the aggressive approach is generally well-received.

But a little balance would go a long way.

By the end of the game, Palmer had thrown 35 passes while the team attempted 16 running plays. Ryan Williams remained inactive. The one running back with real burst -- Andre Ellington -- had only three carries. And Palmer finished with an abysmal quarterback rating of 43.4.

Palmer was blunt in his evaluation of Arizona's offense after its opening drive: "It didn't go anywhere."

He completed 6 of 7 passes in the first quarter for 63 yards. In the next three, he was 12 of 28 for 124 yards and two interceptions.

After the first possession, the Cardinals converted on 3 of 11 first downs, gained 167 yards and ran only 44 plays.

The team was horrible on third downs, converting just five of 13 times. Just on third downs, Palmer was 4-for-9 for 46 yards, threw for three first downs and was sacked twice. And the Cardinals aren't looking for their best receiver on third downs, either. In the past two weeks, Palmer has targeted Larry Fitzgerald just once on third downs in each game.

So where do the Cardinals go from here?

To Sarasota, Fla., where they will spend the week practicing before playing at Tampa Bay on Sunday. They will stay at a resort with beaches, ocean, swimming pools and golf within easy reach.

"We need to make sure this is a crisp week," Palmer said. "The veterans need to make sure this is a work week. We're there in Florida to work and improve because we have a lot of improvements to make. ... "

Other notes of interest. ... Palmer has had passes intercepted in each game and now has more interceptions (3) than touchdowns (3).

Ellington, a rookie, is seeing more playing time each week. He makes some rookie mistakes but he is explosive. The Cardinals don't like to call Ellington a third down back, but they do put him in motion a lot and throw to him in those situations.

According to Profootballfocus.com, Ellington (32 snaps) worked ahead of the not-100 percent Rashard Mendenhall (23 snaps).

Rob Housler played for the first time this year after missing the first two games with an ankle sprain. Housler caught one pass for 13 yards and was targeted two other times.

The Cardinals officially announced Monday afternoon that outside linebackers Lorenzo Alexander (foot) and Sam Acho (leg) were placed on injured reserve and will miss the rest of the season. To counter those moves, the team signed Vic So'oto, and promoted Dontay Moch from the practice squad.

Unfortunately, linebacker Alex Okafor, a rookie fourth-round draft pick who was expected to become a starter this week, has also been lost for the season.

Arians told SiriusXM NFL Radio that Okafor has suffered a torn biceps tendon and will miss the rest of the season.

The one piece of good news for the Cardinals is that linebacker Daryl Washington will be eligible to return from suspension next week. They're going to need Washington to be ready to contribute immediately.

Meanwhile, safety Rashad Johnson lost the top of his left middle finger after tackling the New Orleans Saints' Darren Sproles on a punt return during Sunday's loss, according to Republic staffer Kent Somers.

According to Somers, Johnson came to the sideline after the play with a finger injury. He took off his glove, and the tip of his finger remained behind.

Johnson stayed in the game after the injury.

Johnson had surgery after the game to shave his finger down to the first knuckle, according to the report. The bone was exposed so infection is a possible concern.

On Monday, Johnson said on Twitter it was probably his "most painful injury."

Arians said Johnson is day to day Monday, per the team's official web site.

I'll be following up on Fitzgerald, who made it through the entire game on his tender hamstring, and Mendenhall, who worked through an injured toe, as the week progresses. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, Drew Stanton, Ryan Lindley 
RB: Rashard Mendenhall, Andre Ellington, Alfonso Smith, Stepfan Taylor, Ryan Williams 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, Andre Roberts, Kerry, Taylor, Jaron Brown 
TE: Rob Housler, Jim Dray, Kory Sperry, DC Jefferson 
PK: Jay Feely 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
Offensive coordinator Dirk Koetter heads into this week's game against the Patriots trying to figure out how to get his unit into the end-zone. On Monday, head coach Mike Smith did his best to absorb some of the blame.

While discussing his team's 2-for-5 red zone effort against the Dolphins, Smith pointed to no one other than himself.

"The responsibility goes to me," Smith said. "It doesn't go to the quarterback. It doesn't go to the offensive line. It doesn't go to the offensive coordinator. It's my responsibility, as the head coach, to make sure that we are more efficient in the red zone. And I can assure you that that is something that will be addressed."

The Falcons are 6-of-12 in red zone efficiency through three games.

"Last year, through the season, we were 10th in the league in red zone efficiency," Smith said. "And I believe, through three games under a small sample, right now we are 24th in the league. We would like to be in the top 10 in the league."

Indeed, Atlanta fell to 1-2 after scoring two touchdowns and two field goals on five drives to the Miami 20-yard line or deeper. The Dolphins went 3-for-3 -- all touchdowns -- in their 27-23 victory

As Associated Press sports writer Matt Winkeljohn suggests, the Falcons could argue they outplayed Miami, outgaining the Dolphins 377 yards to 285 on Sunday, and Matt Ryan was not sacked. The Falcons also held the ball for 37 minutes, nine seconds to the Dolphins' 22:51.

But with the Falcons' offensive line situation, they shortened their passing game and called for Ryan to throw quickly.

That de-emphasis of the vertical passing reduced the threat of big plays. That made red zone offense more important, and although the Falcons ran the ball well up to the Miami 20 or so, they struggled when the field shortened -- in the red zone.

"We've got to do a lot more on offense. In the red zone, score touchdowns not kick field goals, and we'll be fine," said wide receiver Roddy White, who was limited to two catches for 16 yards. "We've got to find a way to find the end zone."

Fantasy owners are on board with that. ... Now if only Steven Jackson would return more quickly than expected.

Unfortunately, that won't be the case.

Jackson, still nursing a hamstring injury, is expected to be sidelined another two to three weeks, a league source told McClure. That means Jackson is set to miss Sunday night's showdown with the Patriots.

Jackson sustained the setback -- originally called a thigh injury -- in the first quarter of a Week 2 win over his former team, the Rams. He exited that game immediately after scoring an 8-yard touchdown off a pass from Ryan.

Jackson said last week he was getting better but would not discuss his status in detail. The Falcons might miss him against the Patriots.

Jacquizz Rodgers and Jason Snelling held their own while combining for 139 rushing yards against the Dolphins, but a healthy Jackson could have helped solve some of the Falcons' red zone woes with his rugged, downhill style.

As it stands now, Jackson is expected to miss the Patriots this week and likely the "Monday Night Football" matchup with the Jets (Oct. 7). The Falcons then have a bye week, allowing Jackson more time to rest before an important NFC South game against the Buccaneers (Oct. 20). ...

Other notes of interest. ...Ryan completed 23 of 38 passes for 231 yards, two touchdowns and one interception. He had a passer rating of 84.4. He was not sacked, but was hit five times as he was operated the quick passing game.

He leaned heavily on Julio Jones as he targeted him 12 times. Douglas was targeted six times, but only came up with one catch. Snelling and Tony Gonzalez were next with five targets. Teams are going to figure out that Ryan is not able to throw deep because of pass protection issues.

Jones caught nine passes for 115 yards as he abused Miami cornerback Nolan Carroll. Some wonder why the Falcons didn't through Jones the ball even more as Carroll was hapless in defense. White was a decoy again. He caught two passes on four targets for 16 yards. Gonzalez caught four passes on five targets for 24 yards.

Drew Davis almost came up with a nice one-handed catch. Davis and Kevin Cone are NFL ready and Atlanta Journal-Constitution staffer D. Orlando Ledbetter wrote "why the Falcons keep handicapping themselves by sending White out there on one leg is perplexing."

Ledbetter believes they should shut White down against New England and give him two weeks of rest so that he can come back after the bye week against Tampa Bay at full strength.

I don't expect that to happen, but I'll obviously have more on White's status as the week progresses (he was not practicing Wednesday). 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Dominique Davis 
RB: Jacquizz Rodgers, Jason Snelling, Antone Smith, Josh Vaughn, Steven Jackson 
FB: Jason Snelling 
WR: Julio Jones, Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Davis Drew, Kevin Cone 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Chase Coffman, Levine Toilolo 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
The Ravens have a lackluster running game through three games.

Despite the presence of Pro Bowl running back Ray Rice and Pro Bowl fullback Vonta Leach, the Ravens are averaging a paltry 2.6 yards per rush and 77.3 rushing yards per game.

They rank 25th in the NFL in rushing offense, 31st in average per carry.

"Our run game is not where it needs to be," head coach John Harbaugh said Monday. "We need to make that important, we're going to stick with it. We're going to be able to run the ball here. It's part of our DNA.

"We have the people to do it. We've got some big, strong, tough offensive linemen, and we have really good backs. Our fullback is the best blocking fullback in the league. The run game is something that has to happen for us."

Through three games, the Ravens have rushed for just 232 yards and three touchdowns.

Backup Bernard Pierce got his first career start against the Texans with Rice sidelined with a strained left hip flexor, but only gained 65 yards on 24 carries. He's the Ravens' leading rusher with 144 yards, but is averaging 2.8 yards per carry.

Rice has rushed for at least 1,000 yards the past four seasons, but has rushed for only 72 yards on 25 carries for a 2.9 average this season.

The Ravens are on pace to rush for 1,236 yards collectively for the season.

"That number is not going to be the number," Harbaugh said of the low average per carry. "That's going to come up dramatically before the season is over and sooner. I don't want to minimize the fact that we've had to block some good people. One guy here, one miss there, one bad target in another place, each time that's what holds you back.

In Sunday's win over Houston, Pierce found it much tougher to break tackles and power through the line of scrimmage. A dozen of his runs were two yards or less.

Offensive coordinator Jim Caldwell hasn't abandoned the run for the past two weeks in the second half, and it has paid off with ball control and red-zone success.

"We stuck with it and were stubborn and kept running the ball," Leach said. "I think Bernard did good. Every yard counts. Maybe the stats weren't there, but this was a hard-fought game."

Pierce wasn't provided much assistance from backup Shaun Draughn, who contributed just 2 yards on four carries before leaving the game with a high-ankle sprain.

Harbaugh said the team is in a "wait and see" mode as to whether Baltimore needs to add another running back this week, but it seemed like the Ravens were leaning against that.

As Baltimore Sun staffer Aaron Wilson noted, Rice missed his first game since his rookie season, ending a streak of 66 consecutive games as Pierce replaced him in the starting lineup. Rice had started the previous 43 games, the longest active starting streak in the NFL by a running back.

Meanwhile, Harbaugh isn't sure whether Rice will return to play Sunday.

Asked if there is a good chance that Rice will play Sunday, Harbaugh said, "I don't know about the good or the great or the whatever. He was close this week, to a degree. Those muscle things, you never know for sure. [He was] in the ballpark this week. We think that really puts [him] in the ballpark coming up."

Rice, who practiced Wednesday, seems more certain.

Rice told Wilson that he intends to play Sunday.

"Ray is getting better," Pierce said. "Hopefully, he'll be out there with us Sunday."

Also. ... Receiver Marlon Brown (neck) turned up on the injury report after missing Wednesday's practice.

I'll be following up on Rice and Brown via Late-Breaking Updates throughout the week. ...

The good news (either way)?

Based on the numbers, ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley believes the Ravens will have their best chance of getting the run game on track this Sunday. The Buffalo Bills have allowed 155 yards rushing per game, which is second worst in the league. The New York Jets' Bilal Powell, a fourth-round pick in 2011, ran for 149 yards against the Bills on Sunday. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Since trading wide receiver Anquan Boldin to the San Francisco 49ers this offseason following a contract dispute, Torrey Smith has emerged as the Ravens' top wide receiver.

With 16 receptions for 269 yards, the former Maryland standout is averaging 5.3 catches and 89.6 yards per game. That puts Smith on pace to finish the season with 85 receptions for 1,434 yards.

Smith caught five passes for 92 yards Sunday. The performance came one year after his younger brother died in a motorcycle accident in Virginia.

"Who can say enough about Torrey Smith," Harbaugh said. "A year ago this week was something we all lived through. That was on all of our minds. For Torrey to dedicate that to his brother and his family, to play the way he did, was very special. ..."

Jacoby Jones returned to work Monday after reportedly being hit in the head with a bottle during an altercation on a party bus following a birthday celebration for offensive tackle Bryant McKinnie. The injuries aren't serious and Jones was at work Monday for practice and rehabilitation for a right knee injury.

"As far as Jacoby, he's fine," Harbaugh said. "He went through everything that he was supposed to go through. He didn't miss anything."

Harbaugh expressed disappointment about the incident.

"I'm not very impressed personally with the report," Harbaugh said. "It's not something we want to be known for. I'd like to think it's not something that those guys would want to be known for. It's nothing to be proud of. I'm kind of disappointed in that sense. ..."

Receiver Tandon Doss celebrated his 24th birthday with an 82-yard punt return for a touchdown in the second quarter, the fifth-longest punt return in franchise history. Doss' breakthrough return was a welcome development for the Jones out four to six weeks with a sprained medial collateral ligament.

While Jones is out, this is Doss' opportunity to prove himself after being out of work for the first week of the regular season after being cut by the Ravens.

As the Sports Xchange pointed out, one week after misfiring twice on field-goal attempts against the Cleveland Browns, kicker Justin Tucker regained his usual form by connecting on three field goals with no misses against the Texans. Tucker converted field goals from 28, 45 and 43 yards.

The Ravens were flagged 10 times for 87 yards with only two assessed after halftime. In the first quarter, the Ravens were even hit with an illegal substitution penalty when they had 12 men on the field. "That was a mistake on our part," Harbaugh said. "Another player thought he was replacing that guy and we got stuck with 12 on the field. If I had seen it soon enough, I would've called timeout."

One last item here: The Ravens haven't allowed a touchdown since surrendering seven in the season opener in Denver. It's the first time the Ravens have stopped teams from reaching the end zone in back-to-back games since the start of the 2010 season. Baltimore has not allowed a touchdown in 25 straight drives, a span of 124 minutes, 30 seconds.

And while holding teams without a touchdown, the Ravens' defense has scored itself on linebacker Daryl Smith's interception return. Equally as impressive is the fact the Texans had scored touchdowns on all seven of their red zone trips entering Sunday's game. But Baltimore held Houston to field goals on both of its drives inside the 20-yard line. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Ray Rice, Bernard Pierce, Shaun Draughn 
FB: Vonta Leach, Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Torrey Smith, Marlon Brown, Brandon Stokley, Tandon Doss, Deonte Thompson, Jacoby Jones 
TE: Ed Dickson, Dallas Clark, Billy Bajema 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
C.J. Spiller doesn't expect an injury to his right leg to keep him from playing against the Baltimore Ravens this weekend.

Though still experiencing some soreness, Spiller walked without a limp on Monday and was practicing on Wednesday. He anticipates he should "be good" to play Sunday, when Buffalo hosts Baltimore.

Spiller was hurt a day earlier on a 2-yard run in the second quarter of a 27-20 loss at the New York Jets. He returned for the start of the third quarter before pulling himself from the game.

He was escorted to the locker room with his right leg heavily wrapped.

Spiller has yet to get on track this season. He was limited to 9 yards rushing on 10 carries on Sunday.

Spiller credited the Jets' for crowding the line of scrimmage to take away the run, and force EJ Manuel to beat them with his arm. He expects other opponents to follow suit.

"If I'm a defensive coordinator that would be my biggest thing, too, to stop our run and pretty much make our rookie quarterback beat us," Spiller said. "I have all the confidence in EJ. He's going to be great. But teams are going to force him and try him, and see how he handles it. ..."

He didn't handle it all that well against the Jets.

According to the Sports Xchange, the most disappointing aspect of Manuel's flop in New York was his inaccuracy. He was under duress most of the day as the Jets dominated the Bills' offensive line with their array of pressure packages, but even when Manuel had time to throw, he misfired far too frequently.

Head coach Doug Marrone refused to push the panic button, saying, "I have really high expectations for him, and we're all continuing to get better. Did we miss some things out there? Could we have done a better job? Absolutely. It's not just the quarterback and I think we all understand that."

Manuel was 19 of 42 for 243 yards and one touchdown. He did not have a turnover, but he was skittish in the pocket (he was sacked eight times) and was unable to beat the blitz. Almost every time he got a pass off against a blitz, it was well off target. ...

Meanwhile, injuries become more of an issue this week as starting defensive end Alex Carrington is done for the season after tearing his left quadriceps. Starting cornerback Leodis McKelvin is iffy to play against Baltimore this weekend after hurting his right hamstring.

McKelvin's injury would be another blow to the Bills' already thin defensive secondary. Starting cornerback Stephon Gilmore is expected to miss at least two more weeks with a broken wrist, backup Ron Brooks is out with a broken foot, and Pro Bowl safety Jairus Byrd has missed the first three games with foot injuries.

If McKelvin can't play, that would leave Buffalo giving Brandon Burton and Johnny Adams a shot to play. Burton was signed a week before the start of the season, while Adams was promoted off Buffalo's practice squad two weeks ago.

Receiver Stevie Johnson missed Wednesday's practice with an injured hamstring.

In addition, ESPN's Adam Schefter reports Mario Williams has been diagnosed with a sprained ankle, but is currently planning to play in Week 4.

This on a defense that allowed 513 yards of offense, including a season-worst 182 yards rushing, to the Jets.

And as Associated Press sports writer John Wawrow notes, injuries aren't the only issues mounting in Buffalo. So were center Eric Wood's frustrations on Monday. "We've got a lot of young guys, and we're going to get better as the season goes on," Wood said. "But yesterday, was unacceptable."

Wood's ire was up after the Bills became the first team since the Chicago Bears in 1951 to lose when their opponent was penalized 20 or more times. The Jets were flagged 20 times for 168 yards. Rather than taking advantage, Buffalo converted just 4 of 18 third-down opportunities, and settled for three field goals on three trips inside the Jets 20.

Just as alarming was the Bills' inability to blunt the Jets' aggressive pass rush.

Manuel went into Sunday's game on pace to be sacked eight times all year.

He was sacked eight times by the Jets, tied for 10th-most in Bills history for a single game. The last time the Bills allowed at least eight sacks was in December 2000 against the Indianapolis Colts.

"Some of the mistakes we made were terrible, myself included," Wood said. "We obviously have to bounce back, but that was a game we kind of threw away."

Things won't get easier for the offense going up against a Ravens defense that hasn't allowed a touchdown since surrendering seven in the season opener in Denver. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Mike Rodak, Fred Jackson did an excellent job on his 59-yard run on third-and-1, a heads-up play by the veteran to bounce the run outside and catch the Jets, including rookie Sheldon Richardson, who was celebrating, off-guard.

But otherwise, the Bills' three running backs -- Jackson, Spiller, and Tashard Choice -- managed 21 yards on 18 carries.

That's about as ineffective as a running game can get, and it put pressure on the rest of the offense to perform. ...

Also according to Rodak, Manuel threw more to his receivers than he did in the first two games, and the results weren't there: Steve Johnson had six catches (13 targets), Robert Woods had two catches (10 targets), and T.J. Graham had one catch (5 targets).

Tight end Scott Chandler had his most productive game as he caught five passes for 79 yards including a 33-yard TD on a seam route.

A few final notes here. ... The Bills brought back a familiar face to help address a shortage on the defensive line. The team announced they brought back Jay Ross, who was with them after final cuts, but was cut two weeks ago when they needed cornerback help. He replaced Carrington, who was placed on injured reserve with a torn quadriceps tendon.

Also, free-agent fullback John Conner worked out for the Bills Tuesday according to Aaron Wilson of the Baltimore Sun.

Starter Frank Summers is struggling, but the Bills primarily use their running game out of singleback and shotgun formations. Conner wound up signing with the Giants on Wednesday. 
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QB: EJ Manuel, Jeff Tuel 
RB: C.J. Spiller, Fred Jackson, Tashard Choice 
FB: Frank Summers 
WR: Stevie Johnson, Robert Woods, T.J. Graham, Chris Hogan, Marcus Easley, Marquise Goodwin 
TE: Scott Chandler, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter, Dustin Hopkins 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Charlotte Observer staff writer Joseph Person framed it, "So much for those concerns about Ron Rivera's job security. ..."

Indeed, a day that started with questions about the status of the third-year coach ended with the most lopsided victory in Panthers' history – a 38-0 victory against the New York Giants that gave the Panthers a needed jolt headed into the bye week.

Cam Newton accounted for four touchdowns and the Panthers tied a franchise record with seven sacks in a dismantling of a Giants team that beat Carolina 36-7 in Charlotte last year.

It was the largest margin of victory in the Panthers' 19-year history and their first shutout since a 34-0 blanking of Kansas City in 2008, which had been their largest winning margin.

It was the worst loss for the Giants in 10 seasons under coach Tom Coughlin.

The Panthers are off until an Oct.6 game at Arizona.

After losing to Seattle and Buffalo by a total of six points, a loss Sunday would have made for a miserable bye week for the organization – or, for Rivera, maybe worse.

"It makes life a lot easier. It really does," Rivera said. "This has been tough. The first two weeks have been disappointing. I know that. I know there were things we could have done better. We could have coached better and given our guys better opportunities to win."

The sixth shutout in club history was remarkable given the makeup of the secondary. The Panthers were missing five injured defensive backs, including three starters.

The patchwork secondary held Manning to 119 yards and a 49.0 passer rating, and forced three turnovers.

In addition to the pass rush, the Panthers' zone read also made a reappearance.

Newton (seven carries for 45 yards, one touchdown) and running back DeAngelo Williams (23-120) had season highs in rushing, and Newton passed for 223 yards and three scores. Newton threw touchdown passes of 16 and 20 yards to Brandon LaFell, and hit Ted Ginn on a 47-yarder for the Panthers' final score.

Newton was on the sideline for the last two series while backup Derek Anderson finished it out.

"I told a couple guys in the locker room, we were past due for a win like this," Newton said. "A win like this boosts our ego, but not in a negative way. It just gives us the swagger we will need continuously to go."

Veteran left tackle Jordan Gross said it was a big win on many levels.

"It might silence a little bit of the murmurs out there about our organization. It gives us players a ton of confidence and validity to what we've been doing," Gross said. "We believe that we're a good team and we haven't been able to get the fruits of our labor the first two weeks.

"To be able to come out and get a 38-point win against the Giants, who did almost the exact opposite to us last year, really means a lot."

And the offensive explosion gives fantasy owners who invested heavily in Newton last month renewed hope in getting return on it. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Panthers' second-ranked rushing attack is getting some reinforcements.

Rookie running back Kenjon Barner returned to practice Tuesday for the first time since injuring his foot in the third preseason game at Baltimore.

More importantly, veteran running back Jonathan Stewart is on track to come off the physically unable to perform list when he's eligible in Week 7, Rivera said recently. Stewart continues to rehab his surgically repaired right ankle.

Without a trusted backup, Williams has averaged 20 carries a game and is the league's third-leading rusher with 291 yards through three games (which puts him on pace for 1,552 yards). Only LeSean McCoy (395) and Doug Martin (297) have more rushing yards than Williams.

As Person reminded readers, Williams has made it clear he didn't like how he was used under former offensive coordinator Rob Chudzinski. But he has thrived under Chud's successor, Mike Shula, who runs a more traditional rushing offense with the zone read sprinkled in as a change of pace.

Still, for a 30-year-old back who was relied on heavily in college at Memphis, getting some backfield help should be beneficial, especially as the season goes on. ...

In a related note. ... Williams told reporters Tuesday that Chudzinski's exit has been directly responsible for his resurgence in the backfield.

"I'm not going to start anything or push anything out there," Williams said. "I can say this, though -- a different offensive coordinator. I can definitely say that. The last offensive coordinator got rid of his starting running back."

Williams is referring to the Browns' blockbuster trade last week sending Trent Richardson to the Colts in exchange for a first-round pick. Williams said he wasn't disparaging Chudzinski, who was a major player in that deal getting done.

"Did I take a shot? Or did I speak facts?" Williams asked. "A shot is just like it can be factual but it's really not. That was all facts. I wasn't taking a shot at him -- he knows what he's doing. ..."

As ESPN.com's David Newton noted, coming in with just four catches on the season, LaFell was a playmaker against the Giants with his two touchdown grabs.

Cam Newton was 3-for-12 on passes of 15 yards or more before Sunday. After starting 0-for-5 against the Giants he completed his last five passes of that length for three touchdowns. Two went to LaFell, who has been criticized for not being more of a go-to guy as the No. 2 receiver.

"It's great because it gets people to stop coming down on him, saying he's not doing his job," said Steve Smith, the No. 1 receiver.

LaFell caught three passes for 53 yards; it was his first multiple-touchdown game in a four-year career.

"I could have been the guy not getting the ball, whining and complaining and shutting it down, but that's not me," LaFell said. "I know first things first; (Steve Smith's) going to get the ball then it's my turn. I've just been ready when my number's called. Today my number was called; I was ready, and I scored two touchdowns."

Ginn, who's scored two 47-yard touchdowns the past two weeks, has two receiving touchdowns for the first time since 2008.

Domenik Hixon made his first reception of the season, which went for eight yards.

Smith is taking it easy on the off week after suffering a hip pointer against the Giants; the injury isn't considered serious.

And finally. ... The Sports Xchange notes that Graham Gano kicked a 53-yard field goal, which was the longest by the Panthers since a 55-yard make by John Kasay on Oct. 24, 2010. 
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The Panthers are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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CHICAGO BEARS
As Associated Press sports writer Will Graves suggested, at the rate the Bears' defense is scoring, the offense might not be able to keep up.

At the moment, that's hardly a problem.

Major Wright returned an interception for a touchdown and Julius Peppers rumbled 42 yards after recovering Ben Roethlisberger's fumble for another score as the Bears remained unbeaten with a 40-23 win over the reeling Pittsburgh Steelers on Sunday night.

The Bears forced five turnovers in all and improved to 3-0 for the second time in four years after racing to a 21-point lead then hitting the gas after the Steelers drew within four in the fourth quarter.

"That's what we do, we take the ball away," Peppers said. "We stress it in practice every day, and it carries over to the game ... we have to continue to do that on a weekly basis to continue to win, and I believe we'll be able to do that."

But the offense has been doing its part.

As Chicago Sun-Times staffer Adam L. Jahns suggested, the short, quick passes were the first sign. The better protection was next. And running back Matt Forte's 55-yard run through would-be tacklers was another.

It seemed like high-scoring things were in store Sunday against the Steelers. And all of it would be different than last year.

Blitzing linebackers and 3-4 defenses typically meant bad news and bad outputs for the Bears' offense in 2012. Exotic looks led to exotic problems.

But this year will be different under coach Marc Trestman, right?

Looking at what happened in Pittsburgh, the answers are: Yes. No. And then an emphatic yes.

The Bears did enough offensively to get the win. A highlight-reel, toe-dragging 17-yard touchdown catch by receiver Earl Bennett -- one that had to be challenged by Trestman and overturned -- in the fourth quarter sealed it.

The defense helped, but offensive progress against a 3-4 scheme was needed. The Bears were methodical and efficient early on, and it resulted in a 17-0 lead after the first quarter and a 24-10 lead at halftime. But there also was a period of defensive dominance by the Steelers that resembled some of the Bears' poor performances against 3-4 teams last year.

Wide receiver Brandon Marshall said the Steelers "started being the Steelers" and the "offense was sputtering a little bit."

"We had to adjust our game plan, and we got the job done," he said.

After the Steelers closed to four, a nine-play, 74-yard drive that took up nearly five minutes in the fourth quarter won it for the Bears. It included a 13-yard scramble by Jay Cutler on third-and-10, a crucial 41-yard catch by Marshall on third-and-12 and Cutler's scoring strike to Bennett.

"[Cutler] did a very good job," Trestman said. "This could have been a very frustrating night. He had some people in his face. He had to scramble.

"But we knew going in that it wasn't going to be simple. It wasn't going to be clean on every play. ... It was a very good defensive game plan [by the Steelers]."

And having some success is further proof that better things are ahead for the Bears' offense. After all, Steelers defensive coordinator Dick LeBeau and Packers defensive coordinator Dom Capers are cut from the same zone-blitzing cloth.

More significant, the Bears didn't have their entire offensive game plan blown up by blitzing linebackers and a two-gap defense. When facing well-coached 3-4 teams such as the Packers, 49ers and Texans last season, the Bears' offensive outputs were abysmal. And it wasn't just Cutler.

"The point is," Jahns wrote, " that some of the best teams in league use the 3-4. If the Bears are going to contend for anything, being able to handle such schemes will be necessary.

"And there were signs that Trestman's Bears can hack it."

Cutler was 20-for-30 for 159 yards and a 90.8 passer rating. He was sacked twice but didn't throw an interception, and five players had receptions. Forte ran for 87 yards and had a five-yard touchdown on 16 carries.

The Bears have a new line (which Cutler praised again) and protection scheme, and as Jahns summed up, "it doesn't look like they're going to be overmatched by the men in the headsets, either. ..."

In a semi-related note. ... There are still issues to be worked out. The offense continues to suffer through confusion getting plays called and changed. The Bears spent their three first-half timeouts against Pittsburgh when the play clock was winding down. It was a problem at times in both of the first two games at home, as well. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Forte's first-quarter touchdown run Sunday night required a burst at the line of scrimmage and a helicopter launch from the 2-yard line. But as Chicago Tribune staff writer Dan Wiederer notes, it was the blocking up front from the entire offensive line plus fullback Tony Fiammetta and tight ends Martellus Bennett and Steve Maneri that left the biggest impression on the Bears running back.

"They basically left me one-on-one with the corner and then a safety," Forte said. "And when you've got that opportunity, you better get in."

Still, it was the play that preceded the touchdown that was arguably more critical, an 11-yard reception by Forte to convert a third-and-9 opportunity.

Cutler had run out of options when he threw a check-down to Forte, who shot into the open field and used Marshall's block on safety Ryan Clark to move the chains.

"I just checked protection, got out and gave my eyes to the quarterback," Forte said. "He threw me the ball."

Added Trestman: "That was a shot to the end zone. We had three verticals to the wide side of the field. And Matt was the underneath player.

"I thought Jay did a good job. He looked deep, there was nothing there and he kicked it out at the last second. And Matt was able to take it up the field."

Despite all of Forte's success so far this season, Trestman told reporters Monday that Michael Bush will be the Bears' goal-line back going forward.

"We've kind of isolated and declared Michael our goal-line running back," said Trestman.

We'll see what that ends up meaning over the coming weeks; my initial response is Forte remains exactly what he's been: A high-end fantasy RB1. ...

Forte was shaken up briefly in the game, but returned and the Sports Xchange reports he's expected to be at practice this week. ...

Trestman expressed concern over Cutler's 13-yard scramble for a first down, because he lowered a shoulder instead of sliding. Cutler said after the game he wasn't sure if he was far enough that he could slide and not have the ball marked back to the other side of the first down stick.

"You look at the tape, and he had probably crossed the first down by about a couple yards," Trestman said. "He wasn't sure. I think that he would have probably slid if he was sure. But just talking to him, he wasn't sure, and that's why he decided to let himself go and do what he did.

"It was an exceptional run and just another part of Jay that we're seeing. It was a very important play at a very important time in the game. ..."

Alshon Jeffery had a career-high seven catches for 51 yards against Pittsburgh. ...

Cornerback Charles Tillman went out in the second half Sunday with groin tightness against Pittsburgh rather than the knee soreness which kept him out of practice the previous week. Trestman said Tillman could have returned to the game if needed and expects him to be available for practice this week in preparation for the Lions game.

"We're going to be very cautious with him this week," Trestman said. "He'll probably be out on Wednesday and we'll go through the same progression. But he just tightened up. He was in early this morning (Monday), he worked out and got treatment, so we're optimistic that he'll be ready to go on Sunday."

Tillman has had a big hand in keeping Detroit's Calvin Johnson in check in the past.

And finally. ... Losing defensive tackle Henry Melton for the season due with a torn left anterior cruciate ligament suffered Sunday night against Pittsburgh places a severe strain on the team's defense. "We lost a very good player," Trestman said Monday, confirming Melton's injury was a torn ACL.

For the Bears, finding a way to replace Melton, in theory, is difficult based on the fact he had the third-most sacks among defensive tackles in the NFL last season (six) and had been working well in pass rush since last season with Peppers.

Nate Collins will replace Melton. Collins was on the New York Giants practice squad in 2010 but was signed off the squad by the Jacksonville Jaguars. The Bears signed him before last year and he had 23 tackles in nine games. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Josh McCown 
RB: Matt Forte, Michael Bush, Michael Ford 
FB: Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Alshon Jeffery, Earl Bennett, Joe Anderson, Marquess Wilson, Eric Weems 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Steve Maneri, Dante Rosario 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
After hinting that eventually there might be a 50/50 split in carries between BenJarvus Green-Ellis and Giovani Bernard by midseason, it looks like it might happen a lot sooner.

In Sunday's 34-30 win over Green Bay, Bernard and Green-Ellis each got 10 carries, but Bernard was in for almost the entire second half as the Bengals rallied from a 16-point, third-quarter deficit.

And that's understandable. In fact, after averaging 7.1 yards per touch, it might be time to look at Bernard more as the feature back.

Bernard had 14 touches in the game for 99 yards while Green-Ellis averaged just 2.9 yards per carry and had a costly fumble during the second quarter that M.D. Jennings ran back for a touchdown. After not having any fumbles his first two years in the league, Green-Ellis has had four in the past 16 games.

As the Sports Xchange notes, most of Green-Ellis' yards this time came between the tackles and there was only one time when he ran outside the numbers. However, he is averaging only 2.8 yards on the season while Bernard is at 5.0.

Worth noting, Green-Ellis was limited in Wednesday's practice due to an injured ankle.

Said head coach Marvin Lewis of the running game: "I thought we did a good job. When you don't have the ball for four different possessions, you're not going to get anything going. Then we were behind. We still were able to hit some runs up in there when we were behind. We popped a draw and so forth."

The Bengals have had success running the ball against the Browns. Since 2003, they have had a 100-yard rusher 11 times. It seems safe to assume the Bengals backfield tandem will push past that this week.

The rushing attack clearly led the way against the Packers.

After scoring on its first two drives, the Bengals offense had either a turnover or punt on its next eight. With Green Bay leading by 16 midway through the third quarter, Andy Dalton and company started to get things in gear again, with touchdowns on two of the next three drives and the other ending in a Mike Nugent missed field goal attempt from 52 yards.

Dalton, who struggled in the first half, finished 20 of 28 for 235 yards with two touchdowns, an interception and a passer rating of 105.5.

A.J. Green was held without a reception in the first half but finished with four catches for 46 yards, including a 20-yard touchdown in the third quarter that brought the Bengals within 30-21.

Bernard's 31-yard catch on a swing pass on a fourth-quarter drive was the key play in a 7-play, 95-yard series, capped by a diving Marvin Jones 11-yard touchdown.

"There wasn't anyone that got flustered. We knew coming out we had to take it one drive at a time," Dalton said. "We made plays to put us in the position to come out with a win."

Through three games, the Bengals are tied with the Ravens atop the AFC North at 2-1. As Cincinnati Enquirer beat man Joe Reedy suggested, whether this win serves as a springboard for the rest of the season remains to be seen.

But it's a good sign.

"We just took that next step. That was our motto – just taking that next step," Green said. "Last year, we couldn't beat the signature teams that we wanted to, but this year, we're trying one-by-one to take that next step. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Bernard is the first Bengals back since Bernard Scott in 2009 to have two straight games with a reception over 20 yards and Green, who didn't have a catch in the first half, was able to beat single coverage by Sam Shields for his touchdown.

Mohamed Sanu has bounced back from his struggles in the opener at Chicago and of his 68 yards Sunday, 52 were generated on yards after the catch. ...

Cornerback Leon Hall has a hamstring pull and is questionable heading into the Cleveland game. Fellow corner Brandon Ghee is closer to returning after missing seven weeks due to a concussion but Lewis would not provide a more specific timetable. ...

And finally. ... Adam Jones was cited for disorderly conduct early Monday morning, according to Ohio State Patrol officers. Jones was the passenger in a car that was pulled over. The driver was cited for driving under the influence. Both were released pending their appearance in court, which is scheduled for Friday.

This is Jones' fourth off-field incident since signing with the Bengals in 2010. The latest incident comes two weeks before Jones is scheduled to stand trial after he was arrested and accused of hitting a 34-year-old woman at a downtown nightclub in June.

Should Jones be found guilty in either case, he could be subject to suspension under the league's personal conduct policy as a repeat offender. 
[image: image12]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image13]
QB: Andy Dalton, Josh Johnson 
RB: Giovani Bernard, BenJarvus Green-Ellis, Cedric Peerman, Rex Burkhead 
FB: Orson Charles 
WR: A.J. Green, Mohamed Sanu, Marvin Jones, Brandon Tate, Dane Sanzenbacher, Ryan Whalen 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Tyler Eifert, Alex Smith 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
After a quarterback change and blockbuster trade unsettled them and the outside world threatened to tear their young season apart, the Browns pulled together.

As Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers noted, "They ignored all the rumors and focused on their jobs. They went to Minnesota, rallied in the fourth quarter behind a hometown hero and won.

"A stunning week -- from start to finish. ..."

"Our guys showed a lot of toughness and determination," said head coach Rob Chudzinski, who notched his first win Sunday. "It wasn't always pretty, but our guys scrapped, fought and found a way to win."

The 31-27 win over the Vikings came a few days after the team shook the NFL by trading star running back Trent Richardson to Indianapolis for a first-round draft pick. The deal came hours after Chudzinski selected third-string quarterback Brian Hoyer to start ahead of backup Jason Campbell for the injured Brandon Weeden, and wide receiver Greg Little being dropped from the starting lineup.

Those events could have rattled the Browns. Instead, it prompted resolve.

"Pretty resilient," tight end Jordan Cameron said. "We got together last week after the news about Trent and we kind of came closer as a team. The team leaders talked to us about trusting this organization and where we're going as a team and we did a good job of that.

"It was a huge week."

Chudzinski called two momentum-swinging trick plays and Hoyer overcame three interceptions with three touchdown passes, the final one to Cameron with 51 seconds left.

This week, Hoyer will get his second start against the Cincinnati Bengals.

Chudzinski made the announcement to reporters Wednesday morning. He ruled Weeden, recovering from a sprained right thumb, out for the game. Weeden may be able to start throwing later in the week, Chud said.

Hoyer completed 30 of 54 passes for 321 yards, 3 touchdowns and 3 picks in the Browns' thrilling 31-27 win at Minnesota last Sunday. Chud said the protection was better in part because Hoyer got the ball out quick.

Making just his second career start, the 27-year-old Hoyer showed the poise and composure of a veteran who had done it dozens of times before.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Hoyer became the first quarterback in Browns history to throw for at least 300 yards in his debut with the team, albeit while exploiting the 25th-ranked pass defense in the league. In his five-year career, Hoyer had one previous start and threw two touchdown passes. He passed for 330 yards all of last season.

"He was confident," Cameron said. "He said someone needed to make a play and he kept looking at us, 'We got this. We got this.' He was awesome. He made the right reads and he made great throws."

Chudzinski, too, was impressed.

"It was a gutsy performance," Chudzinski said. "He had some turnovers in the second half, a couple throws he'd like to have back, but that didn't faze him. When we needed to rise up to the occasion, on the last drive he was able to do that and make the plays ultimately that helped us win the game."

Receiver Josh Gordon's return from a two-game suspension certainly helped.

Gordon caught 10 passes for 146 yards, including a 47-yard TD in the first quarter. Gordon's performance came shortly after a national TV report claimed the Browns were fielding trade offers for him and Little.

Chudzinski, though, was adamant the team has no intention of trading either player.

"We have no plans on any other trades," said Chudzinski, who doesn't feel the need to discuss it with the receivers. "We have no plan on doing that. If there was an issue, I would talk to them. The things that are out there that people say, the rumors, the things that people swirl around are just all noise.

"The reality is what's in that team meeting room. ... "

After the game, Gordon said he wanted to stay as a weapon in the offense run by Chudzinski and coordinator Norv Turner.

"I always want to stay here and be a Cleveland Brown and help this organization as much as possible," Gordon said, via the Akron Beacon Journal. "I love the offense, love Norv and coach. I'm learning a lot. From a wide receiver standpoint, it's the best offense to be in, and I can't complain at all. It's a business. So [a trade] can happen at any given time. Whatever decision is made, that's above me. You've got to go out there and play. If you're going to go out there and not be focused, you might get your head knocked off. So I had to go out there and stand between the lines."

He did that. ...

And as NFL.com suggested, Gordon's day on Sunday could lead someone to make an offer that makes the Browns ignore their intentions, assuming, of course, it didn't make the Browns more eager to keep him in the fold. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Cleveland Plain Dealer staffer Mary Kay Cabot notes, Cameron is playing so well this season that he's already taken his place in the record books alongside Hall of Famer Ozzie Newsome and former first-round pick Kellen Winslow.

Cameron caught six passes for 66 yards and three touchdowns -- including the game winning 7-yarder with 51 seconds remaining.

"He just gets better every day and understands the game and continues to grow as a player," said Chudzinski. "I can't say enough good things about Jordan."

Cameron's three touchdowns tied a Browns single-game record. It's the 11th time a Browns player accomplished the feat and the first since Braylon Edwards against Miami on Oct. 14, 2007.Cameron joins Steve Heiden (vs. Cincinnati on Nov. 28, 2004) as the only Browns tight ends to record three receiving touchdowns in a game.

Cameron leads the team this season with 269 receiving yards, which already surpasses his previous career single-season best of 226 set in 2012. Cameron's four receiving touchdowns and 20 receptions are the most by a Browns tight end in the first three games of a season, and his receiving yardage is the second most. Winslow had 271 yards in the first three games in 2007, and Newsome had 192 in 1979. Winslow had 19 catches in the first three games of 2006 and Newsome had 17 in 1981.

"Everyone believes they can make plays in this league," he said. "My confidence is gaining each week with the reps that I'm getting and I'm trying to get better each week."

Cameron acknowledged that having Gordon on the field helped his own cause.

"He gets a lot of attention," said Cameron. "You can't help but notice him. You've got to double-team and bracket him and do what you can do to stop him and it opens up some other people."

As Cabot summed up, "Gordon was undoubtedly thinking the same thing about Cameron. ..."

In their first game since trading Richardson, the Browns didn't even attempt to establish the run.

Of the Browns' 75 plays, they handed the ball off to a running back 14 times. That's 18 percent of the time. The biggest runs were gained by safety Josh Aubrey off a fake punt (34 yards), Gordon (22 yards) and fullback Chris Ogbonnaya (22 yards).

Cleveland's tailbacks -- Willis McGahee and Bobby Rainey -- combined for 26 yards on 12 carries. According to the Sports Xchange, Ogbonnaya could become increasingly important to the run offense as the season progresses. ...

Chudzinski gave no specifics on kicker Billy Cundiff (quadriceps).

Cundiff said he got hurt on the fourth kickoff, but is optimistic he'll be ready to face the Bengals. ... Chudzinski did say there were no immediate plans to bring in another kicker, perhaps in part to the presence of Spencer Lanning.

Lanning is typically the Browns' punter and holder on kicks.

As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley notes, Lanning had a few more responsibilities Sunday. He threw a touchdown pass to Cameron on a fake field goal attempt in the second quarter and later kicked the extra point with Cundiff sidelined.

According to the NFL, Lanning is the first player since Philadelphia's Sam Baker in 1968 to have a punt, an extra point and a touchdown pass in the same game.

Cundiff did not practice Wednesday. 
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QB: Brian Hoyer, Jason Campbell, Brandon Weeden 
RB: Bobby Rainey, Willis McGahee, Chris Ogbonnaya 
FB: Chris Ogbonnaya, Brad Smelley 
WR: Josh Gordon, Davone Bess, Greg Little, Travis Benjamin, Josh Cooper 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Gary Barnidge, MarQueis Gray, Keavon Milton 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
As the Sports Xchange noted on Tuesday, a week ago, all the questions for the Cowboys were about a non-existent running game.

Running back DeMarco Murray rushed for 25 yards on 12 carries in a 17-16 loss to the Chiefs when the Cowboys ended the game with 19 straight pass attempts.

There were questions about a lack of commitment to the run, a lack of confidence in the running game and a pass-happy preference from quarterback Tony Romo and offensive coordinator Bill Callahan.

The Cowboys turned the tables in a 31-7 victory against the Rams. Murray rushed for 175 yards on a career-high 26 carries.

The Cowboys ran it more than they passed it for the first time in eight games, dating to the Philadelphia game last December, as they called 34 runs and 24 passes against the Rams.

In the first two games, they had 91 passes and 39 runs.

"I thought [Callahan] did a good job calling the game," head coach Jason Garrett said. "I thought the balance was good throughout the game, and we kept giving DeMarco Murray opportunities to run the ball from a lot of different personnel groups, a lot of different-type formations, but we were consistent and efficient running it throughout the game. I thought that was the difference for us on offense."

Of the team's 396 total yards, 193 came on the ground. It was the most since they had 227 against the Ravens in October of last year.

"That's just a credit to the guys up front and DeMarco and what they did today," Romo said. "That makes my job and everyone else's much easier. We wanted to run the football today, and we did a good job of obviously having production to make it easy to do so."

The Rams seem to bring out the best in Murray.

He had his career-best day against the Rams as a rookie in 2011, rushing for a team-record 253 yards in his first extended playing time. But Sunday marked only the fifth 100-yard game of Murray's career, his first since he opened the 2012 season with 131 yards on 20 carries against the New York Giants.

Murray averaged 6.7 yards per rush this time. He also contributed three receptions for 28 yards, giving him 29 touches for 203 total yards.

"We've put a lot of time into the wide-zone scheme and running the football since March, and it was good to see it pay off for us like that," tight end Jason Witten said. "I thought we stuck to it, and more than anything, we had good runs early in the game. We understand you need to run the ball. It's just you're playing good teams, and sometimes it's tough."

Murray, who had 32 carries for 111 yards, a 3.5 yards per carry average, in the first two games, said he didn't pay any attention to the criticism of the last week when not only were the play calls questioned but his lack of vision and so-called inability to make people miss.

"I wasn't aware of anything, whether it was positive or negative," Murray said Monday. "I don't read into it too much. All I'm doing is trying to work hard, and whatever they ask me to do, I'm trying to do it. I'm sure those guys (offensive line) aren't worried about anything either. We're out here, playing football, having fun, at the same time trying to win games."

Murray credited the offensive line and he credited the play-calling. He got a game ball for his efforts.

Garrett said the whole team needed that performance and they plan to stick with it going forward.

"I just think in general we need to run the ball better, and he's the guy running it," Garrett said. "I think everybody needed that kind of game. The offensive linemen needed that kind of game, our offense in general, and certainly he's a beneficiary of it as the guy who has the ball in his hands."

Bottom line? After Week 2, Murray was 19th in the NFL with 11 rushing yards on 32 carries. Today, after three weeks of games, Murray is third in the league with 286 yards on 58 carries. He should fare well against the Chargers, who have one of the league's lower-end rushing defenses. ...

In a related note. ... The Cowboys do not have a fullback on their roster and prefer to use multiple-tight end packages, but Murray's work out of "11 personnel" showed you what worked best for the Cowboys. According to ESPN.com's Todd Archer, Murray had 15 runs for 101 yards when the Cowboys used three wide receivers. His longest run of the game -- a 41-yarder -- came out of "12 personnel" (two tight ends), but that was the only carry of more than 10 yards he had out of that grouping.

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Archer, the Cowboys have put up points on their first drive in every game so far this season but scored a touchdown for the first time Sunday when Romo hit Dez Bryant from 2 yards.

But it was the touchdown on the Cowboys' first drive of the second half that put the game away. Thanks to Murray's legs (59 yards) and Romo's right arm (24-yard TD to Gavin Escobar), they put the game away for a 24-0 lead.

"Obviously, the game wasn't over at that point, but it's a tough one to come back from that amount," Romo said. "We knew getting the ball that we had a chance to really put some pressure on them to make them become one-dimensional right away. ..."

Witten had five catches for 67 yards against the Rams. Witten has now caught at least one pass in 74 straight games and trails only Michael Irvin (117 from 1990-98) for the team record. Witten's last game without a reception was at the N.Y. Giants (11/2/08).

Romo's three touchdown passes against the Rams gave him 58 career multiple-touchdown games to improve his club-high and allow him to place fifth in the NFL since becoming a starter in 2006. ...

The Cowboys do not believe Miles Austin's strained hamstring is as serious as the hamstring injuries that have limited the wide receiver in each of the past two seasons, a source told ESPN.com's Calvin Watkins.

The Cowboys will be cautious this week with Austin. He did not practice Wednesday.

Austin missed six games in 2011 and was limited at times last season despite playing in every game.

Austin strained his left hamstring in the third quarter Sunday on a deep throw from Romo. After the game, Garrett said Austin could have returned if the Rams had come back. Dallas had a 24-0 lead at the time of the injury.

Austin was able to make it through training camp and the preseason without any hamstring trouble. He spent the offseason going through different stretching programs and even slightly altered his running style to help alleviate the issue. Garrett rested Austin a handful of times over the summer as well.

If Austin cannot play this Sunday against the Chargers, rookie Terrance Williams would move into the starting lineup and Dwayne Harris would assume the No. 3 role.

I'll be following up on Austin throughout the week, those interested will want to watch for Late-Breaking Updates. ...

Defensive end Anthony Spencer will have knee surgery that brings his season to an end after playing in just one game. Spencer, who had knee surgery this summer that kept him out of the preseason, said last week that he didn't think he needed to have a microfracture procedure on his knee, which is what ownerJerry Jones said he needed. Whatever the case, the immediate result for Spencer is the same regardless of what kind of surgery will be performed.

George Selvie has seen the majority of the time in place of Spencer at defensive end and it's a good bet the Cowboys will look to bolster the position further when they fill Spencer's roster spot in the coming days. ...

A few final notes. ... On Tuesday, Jerry Jones was the latest member of the organization to adamantly refute a report by the NFL Network that said Jason Hatcher singled out Romo and criticized him during a motivational speech the defensive tackle delivered last week.

"There was absolutely – and I emphasize absolutely – no reference in any way to another player," Jones said. "It's absurd to think that a defensive player would be critical of anybody specifically on offense, or an offensive player be critical of anybody on defense. That just doesn't happen, wouldn't happen and didn't happen."

On Monday Garrett said, "Any sort of idea that he was calling someone out is completely inaccurate."

As the Dallas Morning News suggests, it's hard to rip Romo anyway. In 115 pass attempts, he's thrown one interception. Twenty-seven quarterbacks have already accounted for more. Romo has also has the second-highest completion percentage in the NFL. Only Denver's Peyton Manning has a better one. Romo's performance has been strong in spite of the fact he suffered bruised ribs in the opener.

"He's the best quarterback in the league," Hatcher said. "So I love Romo to death. That's my brother. ..."

Bryant was fined $7,875 for a throat-slash penalty following his touchdown catch against the Rams, a source told Archer.

Bryant apologized Monday for the gesture, which came along with his customary "X" celebration signal. He also said he would appeal any fine.

"I shouldn't have done it anyway," Bryant said Monday. "I never put anything with the X. Do the X and go on. ..."

And finally. ... When Dan Bailey missed a 35-yard field goal in the third quarter, it was a rare event. It was only his second miss ever at AT&T Stadium, but his first "true" miss at home. The other home miss was a block of a 47-yard kick by the Giants in 2011.

This one may have been blocked, also.

"It actually got tipped," Bailey said. "It's kind of one of those things. You hear and see the ball when you make contact, then you hear something else, and you look up, and it's not exactly where you thought it was going to be."

Before the miss, Bailey, undrafted out of Oklahoma State three years ago, was 7-for-7 on the season and 68-for-75 in his career. He had missed only once under 40 yards, when he missed a 21-yarder at San Francisco as a rookie. Of his other six previous misses, four had been 50-plus attempts on the road. 
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QB: Tony Romo, Kyle Orton, Nick Stephens 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Lance Dunbar, Phillip Tanner, Joseph Randle 
WR: Dez Bryant, Miles Austin, Terrance Williams, Dwayne Harris, Cole Beasley 
TE: Jason Witten, James Hanna, Gavin Escobar, Andre Smith 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
The Broncos' strong start notwithstanding, Peyton Manning believes there is still room for improvement.

Manning threw for three touchdowns in another dominating display, and the Broncos beat the Raiders 37-21 Monday night to tie a team record with their 14th consecutive regular-season victory.

"We can still correct some things," Manning said. "You're not looking to play the perfect game. You're looking to take advantage of opportunities when they present themselves. We left a couple of touchdowns out there, and those are things we can fix."

Manning had the offense working well enough to fire scoring passes of 2 yards to Eric Decker, 12 yards to Wes Welker and 13 yards to tight end Julius Thomas in pushing his season total to 12, the most touchdown passes in the first three games of a year in NFL history. The previous high was 11 by the New England Patriots' Tom Brady in 2011.

"He was going along pretty well once he got started here a year ago, and I think he has started (this season) where he left off last year," head coach John Fox said. "We've added some weapons, personnel-wise, that have helped us. And he's an incredible player as far as the way he prepares and communicates things to his teammates."

Ronnie Hillman added a 1-yard touchdown run for Denver, which won its last 11 regular-season games last year before losing to the Baltimore Ravens in an AFC divisional playoff game.

"We actually started better today and finished slower," Thomas said. "Every time we got the ball, we were looking to put up points, and we were able to do that early. We struggled a little bit in the second half, but we'll clean it up and keep on trying to be productive on offense."

The pas protection was effective despite the loss of left tackle Ryan Clady. Raiders cornerback Charles Woodson said Manning had too much time to pick apart the Oakland defense.

"You've got to get to No. 18," Woodson said. "If you don't get to 18, you're going to have a long night like we did tonight."

Remember, the Raiders came in tied for the NFL lead in sacks but couldn't get to Manning in the first half. He repeatedly beat Oakland's blitz with play-action passes or by dumping the ball off to his "hot" receiver in guiding Denver to a 27-7 halftime lead.

Manning, operating the no-huddle offense, took the Broncos downfield in their first series of the game. His 22-yard completion to Demaryius Thomas gave Denver a first-and-goal at the 4-yard line. Two plays later, Manning hit a wide-open Decker in the end zone on a play-action pass.

Manning's second touchdown toss went to Welker. The play gave the Broncos a 17-0 lead in the middle of the second quarter.

The next score came after Decker and Manning teamed up on a 61-yard completion to get within striking distance. A couple of plays later, Woodson lined up directly across from Julius Thomas and then blitzed. The tight end slipped out to the flat unguarded, and Manning quickly lofted the ball over the charging Woodson and into Thomas' arms, giving the Broncos a 24-7 lead with 3:40 left in the second quarter.

In the final minute before halftime, Denver's Matt Prater kicked a 41-yard field goal. He made a 53-yarder in the last minute of the first quarter

Meanwhile, as Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio suggests, Manning doesn't seem to be happy unless he's unhappy.

He's currently unhappy about having to prepare for the Eagles after a Monday night game when the Eagles played last Thursday night.

"We're coming off of a short week -- it's nice of the NFL to give Philly 12 days and give us six," Manning told reporters Monday night. "So we've got to handle that. We've still got some guys injured. So we've got to get some new guys playing. We're trying to kind of weather that storm with our injuries. We've got to get ready for an unfamiliar opponent who has got a really good team at home next Sunday."

Florio went on to suggest the Broncos look to be good enough to win every week, as long as Peyton can stay healthy. To do that, they can't afford to be complacent.

Finding actual or perceived slights may be the best way to keep the team focused. ...

In a related note, Manning is off to a nearly flawless start to the season. He threw for more than 300 yards in each of the first three games, and he has yet to throw an interception while completing 12 touchdown passes. He is punctuating his gaudy passing numbers with an almost surreal accuracy.

Against the Raiders, he targeted his top four receivers 31 times, and they came away with 28 completions. He threw eight times to Decker, who caught all eight balls and finished with a game-high 133 receiving yards and a touchdown.

On Wednesday, Manning was named AFC offensive player of the week for his efforts against Oakland. It was second time he's earned that distinction in the first three weeks of the season. It is also the 25th time that Manning has received conference offensive honors over the course of his career, more than anyone else in history.

The Broncos have scored 127 points through their first three games, which ties them for second-most in NFL history, trailing only the 1968 Cowboys, who had 132. ...

Other notes of interest. ... With the loss of Clady many felt there would be fewer snaps for Welker. The Broncos came out in "11 personnel" (three-receiver sets) for the first drive, but mixed in more two tight end sets as the game went on.

As BleacherReport.com's Cecil Lammey noted, the change in formation didn't stop Welker from getting into the end zone on Monday night. Welker was targeted eight times, caught seven passes good for 84 yards and one touchdown. The lone target Welker didn't catch was a drop near the front pylon of the end zone. It was an incredibly difficult pass to haul in over the shoulder, and it fell to the ground after hitting Welker in the hands.

We should continue to see more "12 personnel" used by the Broncos going forward. This means fewer snaps for Welker. Lammey, however, stressed that doesn't mean his production is going to slide in the weeks to come. ...

As noted above, a couple of early-season drops weren't about to shake the confidence of Decker.

By halftime, Decker had six catches for 113 yards and his first touchdown of the season.

"It's just being reliable," he told the Denver Post. "It's not dropping those passes. I don't care if it's three or six. I need to catch everything I can get."

Decker had been charged with four drops through the first two victories, but he still had 11 catches. ...

Early in the fourth quarter, with Denver already leading 30-14, Hillman scampered for 19 yards, stretched for the end zone and came up short. The referees huddled to determine if Hillman scored.

As the refs deliberated, running backs Knowshon Moreno and Montee Ball lobbied Hillman to get the chance to run the ball in on the next play. So the three decided to play a game of rock-paper-scissors, with the winner getting the carry.

"We were just messing around on the sideline," Hillman said, per the Broncos' official web site. "Just something to do. Have fun."

According to the Broncos, Hillman won choosing rock while Ball and Moreno went with scissors. USA Today reported that Hillman said Moreno was disqualified for throwing rock early, and Hillman's scissors trumped Ball's paper.

However it went down, Hillman won and plunged into the end zone.

It should be noted Fox dispelled the notion Tuesday that the running backs' sideline game actually determined anything.

"That's just little stuff that people like to get on TV and have something to talk about," Fox said Tuesday. "Ronnie Hillman was going back in the game. That was just a little way to have fun, I guess. That wasn't official. Ronnie was running the ball. We decide that, not them. ..."

With his first-quarter field goal, Prater improved to a 76.2 percent mark on field-goal attempts 50 yards or longer, which is the best percentage in NFL history. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Zac Dysert 
RB: Knowshon Moreno, Montee Ball, Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Wes Welker, Eric Decker, Andre Caldwell, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Julius Thomas, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green, Joel Dreessen 
PK: Matt Prater 
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DETROIT LIONS
Nate Burleson's season is in jeopardy after he broke his arm in two places in a single-car accident early Tuesday. Burleson was driving a 2009 GMC Yukon SUV when he was distracted by pizza falling off his front seat, according to Michigan State Police. He lost control of the car and struck the center median wall.

Burleson, who was wearing a seatbelt, was transported by emergency medical responders to a local hospital, a police statement said.

Burleson, who leads the Lions with 19 catches through three games, was scheduled for surgery on Wednesday. According to Detroit Free Press reporter Dave Birkett, the veteran wideout was returning home from watching Monday Night Football with teammates at the time of the accident.

Police say alcohol was not a factor.

Burleson had his best game as a Lion in Sunday's 27-20 win at Washington. He caught six passes for 116 yards, his most since Dec. 30, 2007, and helped set up the Lions' go-ahead field goal with a 47-yard catch early in the fourth quarter.

With Burleson out, Birkett reports the Lions will turn to Ryan Broyles as their No. 1 slot receiver.

A second-round pick last year, Broyles is recovering from his second torn ACL in as many years and made his season debut with three catches for 34 yards Sunday.

Head coach Jim Schwartz said Broyles' snaps were limited -- he played 17 plays -- against Washington as a precaution.

"Every time he's gone in the game for us, he's made plays. He did the same thing in this game," Schwartz said. "It's hard to keep a guy on a pitch count when you're only with 46 (active players on game days). It's a lot easier in a preseason game when you can control the reps. But not only was he able to do that, but he was able to come back in the second half and also play for us. Every day, he gets a little bit better, and every day, he gets a little bit more into the groove physically and mentally and things like that. It's a long road back.

"A lot was made of their quarterback and his recovery from an ACL, but Ryan's no different, and he's still working his way back."

"I'm ready to go out there and just produce," Broyles told the Lions website. "Get my adrenaline going like last game and get my feet wet a little bit and I'm just looking forward to the opportunity."

Even if Broyles is able to fill a larger role in the coming weeks, the Lions could stay in the market for more help at receiver. Broyles is best suited for a role in the slot, which would leave an opportunity to upgrade from Patrick Edwards and Kris Durham on the outside.

The market will determine whether or not that comes to pass, but things will wind up looking different at receiver in Detroit one way or another.

Detroit has already talked with multiple teams about acquiring a receiver in a trade, according to Tim Twentyman of the Lions' web site.

As Profootballtalk.com noted, there's no word on which players the Lions are targeting or which teams they've contacted, but any time trades are being discussed the Browns will be a subject of speculation: Cleveland already traded running back Trent Richardson, and receivers Josh Gordon, Greg Little,Travis Benjamin or Davone Bess could be players the Lions would contact the Browns about trading.

Kenny Britt, the often-troubled receiver who is unhappy in Tennessee, could be an option as well. Dallas wideout Miles Austin has also been mentioned. ...

For now, the Lions worked out free-agent wide receivers Anthony Armstrong, Charles Hawkins and Lavelle Hawkins on Tuesday, a league source told PFT. None have been offered contracts at this point. ...

Worth noting, Edwards (ankle) and Calvin Johnson (undisclosed) were not practicing Wednesday. ...

Meanwhile, Reggie Bush, as he said he would, did everything he could to get himself ready to play Sunday. But in the end, the Lions decided to err on the side of caution.

"It was not his call," Schwartz said of the decision to keep Bush out. "We have to do what's right. Every player is competitive and every player wants to play. The injury he has is a little different than if he was a quarterback or an offensive linemen or something like that.

"He can't control what's going on when you are a running back. You can't control where they are going to tackle you."

Bush injured his left knee last week in Arizona. He spent all week getting treatment and finally was able to practice Friday. He was optimistic that he would be able to play.

"He worked his butt off to get ready to play," Schwartz said. "He was in the training room 24 hours a day. He slept with an apparatus on his knee to get ready. But I made the decision that in this case we needed to have healthy guys in there. He understood completely."

Joique Bell started in his place and contributed 63 yards rushing and 69 yards receiving -- a pretty fair Bush impersonation. He even broke off a 37-yard catch and run.

"When you have guys like [Johnson] and you have Nate Burleson out there making plays, it's amazing," said Bell on his production. "Anything is possible with this offense, especially with a quarterback like Matt Stafford. Nothing is impossible."

Rookie Theo Riddick got his first work with the offense, as well. He was minus-2 in two carries and had an 8-yard reception.

Bush practiced Wednesday, making it likely he'll be ready to return. He didn't practice last week until Friday, when the team said he participated on a limited basis.

Bush's status is obviously something I'll be following closely this week. Those interested will want to watch the Late Breaking Updates section for more in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Johnson, in his 96th NFL game, caught his 500th pass and surpassed 8,000 receiving yards. He is the third player in NFL history to reach those milestones in less than 100 games. The others are Randy Moss and Torry Holt. It was also his 34th 100-yard receiving game, tying Herman Moore's franchise record.

Matthew Stafford threw for 385 yards and two touchdowns. He completed passed to eight different receivers and produced five explosive pass plays. Impressively, he averaged 8.8 yards per attempt. The one knock was the pick-six he threw on his first half to DeAngelo Hall.

Tony Scheffler, who played just four snaps in Arizona, had a season-high 21 Sunday. He was targeted twice and had two catches for 5 yards.

But as PFT's Michael David Smith notes, Joseph Fauria is emerging as a red-zone threat.

As an undrafted rookie tight end, Fauria was a long shot just to make the Lions' roster this season. But the Lions' coaching staff became intrigued with Fauria because he has one trait that separates him from any defensive back or linebacker who tries to cover him: He's 6-7. That means Stafford can throw a high pass into the end zone and trust Fauria to come down with it, and that's just what Fauria did on Sunday in Washington.

Fauria already has two touchdown catches in his first three NFL games, and he's going to have a lot of opportunities to catch jump balls against shorter defensive backs while playing opposing secondaries that are mostly concerned with stopping Johnson.

All that said, don't be surprised if Scheffler gets more snaps with Burleson sidelined. ...

David Akers, after missing two field goals and having another blocked the previous week, made both of his attempts -- from 32 and 28 yards.

And finally. ... Running back Mikel Leshoure was active for the first time this year but did not play.

Leshoure said on Wednesday that he’s healthy, available and feels “like I’m better than a reserve player and I have more to give.”

“It’s frustrating,” he said. “You want to play, obviously, and you want to be out there, especially knowing that you can help. It’s frustrating. I don’t really know what the issue is, why I wouldn’t be out here and why I didn’t play. But I didn’t. That’s pretty much it.”

He said he talked with Lions general manager Martin Mayhew at the start of the season and was told he’s not on the trading block.

According to Birkett, the Colts inquired about acquiring Leshoure before they traded for Trent Richardson last week, and several other teams reached out about Leshoure during training camp.

“Last time I talked to him, he pretty much said that he wants me here, he doesn’t have any intentions on trading me, and it’s a long season, and he just wants me to be here, just in case,” Leshoure said of Mayhew. “You never know what happens. Like I said, it’s a long season, backs get banged up, somebody can go down and I guess (I’m) more so a security blanket.”

Fantasy owners shouldn't take the same approach as the Lions. Time to bail on Leshoure if you haven't already. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Shaun Hill, Kellen Moore 
RB: Reggie Bush, Joique Bell, Theo Riddick, Mikel Leshoure, Montell Owens 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Patrick Edwards, Ryan Broyles, Kris Durham, Micheal Spurlock, Nate Burleson 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Tony Scheffler, Joseph Fauria 
PK: David Akers 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
According to the Associated Press, head coach Mike McCarthy is more worried about his team's health and performance in close games than with his relationship with his quarterback.

While McCarthy wasn't asked Monday about his sideline clash with Aaron Rodgers, the coach did acknowledge concern with the Packers' rash of hamstring injuries and troubling trend of close losses.

At 1-2 following Sunday's 34-30 loss in Cincinnati, the Packers are 21-24 in games decided by eight points or fewer since 2008, when Rodgers became the starting quarterback. The Packers are 6-18 in games decided by four points or fewer with McCarthy as the coach and Rodgers as the quarterback.

"We have examined it. We looked at it in the offseason," McCarthy said. "But I think you have to be very careful when you take studies that have a lot of different teams, different circumstances, different variables, players involved. Let's be honest. (Sunday's) game was one of those different games. The way it started, the way the second, third quarter went, some of the officiating, some of the injuries, there's a lot that goes on there."

The Packers started the game in a 14-0 hole after the Bengals scored on their opening possession and return man Jeremy Ross fumbled the ensuing kickoff to set up another touchdown. On Monday, the Packers cut Ross, who also muffed a punt to set up a momentum-shifting touchdown in their NFC playoff loss to San Francisco in January.

"Jeremy was a very good professional when he was here and we appreciated his hard work," special teams coordinator Shawn Slocum said, adding that the coaches haven't decided how they'll replace Ross on returns. "What happened to him yesterday was unfortunate and we've got to be better than that."

After that 14-point deficit, Green Bay forced four turnovers and scored 30 straight points to take a 30-14 lead before the game turned on rookie running back Johnathan Franklin's fourth-and-inches fumble, which the Bengals returned for the go-ahead touchdown.

"We feel like we're in tune with what we need to work on and the things we need to get better at," McCarthy said.

McCarthy also acknowledged that a recent spate of hamstring injuries is worrisome. Outside linebacker Clay Matthews, who has a history of hamstring injuries, left Sunday's game with one. The Packers have also been without starting safety Morgan Burnett and cornerback Casey Hayward for the first three games, while fullback John Kuhn missed Sunday's game as well.

"It's definitely a valid question," McCarthy said before cracking a joke about the "Wisconsin diet" being a factor. "Every injury's different. That's why the trainers and the strength and conditioning staff view each and every injury on film. Today's athlete, I know particularly, our football team, these guys do a great job of taking care of themselves. You factor everything in. You try not to overreact to the numbers and just stay true to the specifics. Do I have an answer for you? No."

The Packers also lost running back James Starks to a knee injury and tight end Jermichael Finley to a concussion Sunday. Franklin missed time late in the game with a foot injury, which temporarily left the Packers without a healthy running back with starter Eddie Lacy inactive with the concussion he suffered the previous week against Washington.

McCarthy wasn't asked during an 11-minute, 28-second press briefing about his sideline disagreement with Rodgers, which was caught by FOXSports' cameras. The argument occurred after Rodgers appeared displeased with the play-calling during a sequence in which the Packers settled for a 19-yard field goal. The two argued on the sideline and it appeared defensive tackle B.J. Raji and wide receiver Randall Cobb tried to calm both men down before things escalated.

McCarthy said after the game that Rodgers was frustrated by a play call.

"He's competitive, man," McCarthy said Sunday. "That's what I love about him. I didn't really think it was that big of a deal, frankly."

Rodgers said after the game that the two talked afterward and moved on. After going 41 consecutive regular-season games without throwing two interceptions in a game -the longest such streak since the 1970 AFL-NFL merger -- Rodgers threw a pair of interceptions during the second half Sunday and had his lowest passer rating (64.5) since the 2010 NFC Championship game against Chicago.

"We're both passionate about the game and competitive. We want to win very badly," Rodgers said. "I went over and talked to him after that and just got on the same page. We needed to talk and we did and we moved on. ..."

During his weekly radio show Tuesday on ESPN 540 in Milwaukee, Rodgers repeated what he said after the game, calling it something that happens on occasion.

"That was definitely over and done with after we talked on the sideline," Rodgers said. "Mike and I have been together for a long time and had a lot of success together, a lot of big wins, a lot of fun on the field, in the meeting room conversing during the week. There's a lot of mutual respect there and a lot of competitiveness and passion on both sides, and every now and then that passion collides. It's something that we talked about later and moved forward together."

"I think anytime you get into a situation where there's a change in rhythm and personnel and play calls, things like that, it's frustrating," McCarthy said Sunday. "I had called a certain play in a certain situation, and he was frustrated by it. I feel good. One [disagreement] every three weeks would be awesome."

Other notes of interest. ... Depending on the health of their running backs, the Packers might come back from their bye week with a strong rushing attack.

But at this point, there are significant questions about the health of all four of their backs.

For the sake of their running game, it's probably a good thing the Packers don't play again until Oct. 6 against the Detroit Lions.

Franklin came on in relief of Starks, who left in the second quarter because of a knee injury. Starks started in place of Lacy, who missed the game because of the concussion he sustained the previous week against Washington. Kuhn also was inactive.

The Packers offered no details about their injuries on Monday, but Lacy expressed optimism he would be back for the Lions' game even though he has to get medical clearance.

Lacy went through a pregame workout at Paul Brown Stadium on Sunday that he said was "just to see if I ran and got my heart rate up, what I would have."

"Since I wasn't cleared, I had no intention of playing," Lacy said Monday, "but I have a bye week to still get right."

Starks said he was waiting for test results but believes he avoided a serious injury.

"A little sore," he said Monday, "but I'm going to be fine."

According to ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky, if all three halfbacks are healthy, the Packers could have their deepest backfield combination in McCarthy's eight years as the head coach. Starks rushed for 132 yards in Week 2 and had 55 yards on 14 carries in the first half against the Bengals. Franklin gave them their first game with consecutive 100-yard backs since Weeks 16-17 of the 2007 season. Lacy, who began the season as the starter, was off to a good start before his concussion.

"We hope all three of them are healthy and that will give us some good options, whichever way we decide to go," offensive coordinator Tom Clements said. ...

Also according to Demovsky, Rodgers wasn't the one who ran the wrong route, an error that led to the first of his two interceptions. That was receiver James Jones, who admitted his mistake. Rodgers wasn't the one who fumbled on fourth-and-1 in the fourth quarter, an error that led to the Bengals' game-winning touchdown. That was Franklin, who admitted his mistake.

Yet the bottom line is the Packers need their quarterback to play well in order to win. Sure, that could be said about most NFL teams, and give Rodgers credit for admitting Sunday that he "played poorly, and the defense played well enough for us to win. ..."

When Finley got knocked out of the game with a concussion on the Packers' first series, it changed their offensive plans. Finley had been on a tear the first two weeks with 11 catches for 121 yards and two touchdowns, and he was going to be a major part of the game plan against the Bengals.

"You have to be able to adjust on the sidelines," McCarthy said. "Losing Jermichael early like that, he was a featured player [Sunday]. So, you adjust, and I thought Ryan Taylor did some good things. I thought Andrew Quarless started slow, but he did some good things. It affects your rhythm. The guy that ultimately is probably affected the most by that is our quarterback. ..."

A few final notes. ... McCarthy has won at a 65 percent clip in his career. However, in games decided by four points or fewer his teams are 9-20, counting playoffs. Of his two quarterbacks, Rodgers is 6-18 and Brett Favre was 3-2.

As Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel staffer Tom Silverstein notes, the Packers almost never have been blown out in the McCarthy era. They've been too good and too well-prepared for that.

But opponents now should know that if you stay close to the Packers, you can beat them because they have a track record of not being able to finish.

According to coldhardfootballfacts.com, Rodgers' record fell to 3-19 in games when the Packers trailed by 1 to 8 points in the fourth quarter and had at least one possession. 
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The Packers are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
For the second straight week, the Houston Texans have a watchful eye on star wide receiver Andre Johnson.

Head coach Gary Kubiak says Johnson suffered a shin bruise in the first half of Sunday's 30-9 loss to the Baltimore Ravens. Johnson was examined Monday morning and Kubiak says he is day-to-day.

Having Johnson back will help Houston fix the issues that led to Sunday's sobering loss. Houston was its own worst enemy with 14 penalties for 113 yards, and the Texans gave up two non-offensive touchdowns.

Fixing the mistakes and putting up big plays were points Kubiak is looking to work on going forward. Seattle comes to town next Sunday.

According to Houston Chronicle staff writer Brian T. Smith, Matt Schaub took his two pick-sixes, four total interceptions and seven sacks through three games and boxed them up. He wrapped the contents with Sunday's 72.8 passer rating, one interception, no touchdowns and 5.5 yards per pass. Then Schaub held up his initial body of work in 2013 and said everything about his uneven beginning and the Texans' weak 2-1 start in six self-reflective words.

"I've just got to be better," Schaub said.

The 10th-year QB is at a critical point in his career. The Texans began the year again openly talking about appearing in their first-ever Super Bowl. For Schaub to be who he believes he can be – in turn proving doubters wrong – and the ambitious Texans to reach their desired final destination, their quarterback's 2013 campaign must match their season-long rise.

As Smith suggested, the arcs barely did during Weeks 1 and 2, when long stretches of offensive futility were saved by Schaub-led comebacks. Kubiak acknowledged his team's seventh-year starter had mostly been strong, but had also made poor decisions at bad times.

Smith went on to remind readers that Schaub was confident and strong postgame Week 1 in San Diego, after throwing for 346 yards and three touchdowns, and expertly guiding the Texans back from a 21-point third-quarter deficit. His stature fell a little last Sunday against the Tennessee Titans, then his image recovered as he teamed late with rookie wide receiver DeAndre Hopkins during a 30-24 overtime home win.

But Baltimore again brought out the bad Schaub. He completed 25-of-35 passes and engineered a 16-play, 64-yard game-opening scoring drive that took 7 minutes, 54 seconds off the clock. The roll resulted in just three points, though, while the majority of Schaub's completions were short-yardage gimmes.

In turn, the Texans failed to score a TD the entire game and seven of their 11 drives ended in five plays or fewer.

The Texans' Arian Foster-Ben Tate running attack had brief bursts but never galloped. Johnson exited with the shin injury and didn't return. All-Pro offensive tackle Duane Brown didn't make the trip and was replaced by Ryan Harris, while the overall offensive line often left a QB with limited mobility consistently vulnerable.

"We couldn't hold the ball to get (receivers) down the field long," Kubiak said. "We had a hard time protecting. So we had some guys open, but our quarterback was under duress. ... If you look at that first drive, we converted third-and-three and third-and-four, and then all of a sudden all of that went away."

So did Schaub's magic. After back-to-back weeks of thrilling rallies and postgame highs, Schaub was ordinary Sunday and the Texans' offense was again predictable.

Through three weeks, Schaub is 85-of-128 passing (66.4 percent) for 838 yards, six TDs, four interceptions (two pick-sixes) and an 87.3 rating. Some of the numbers are solid. Others fall in line with his career track. None are elite.

"I've just got to be better for this football team," Schaub said. "For us to get where we want to go and be a successful team and find ourselves where we want to be at the end of this season, I've got to play better than I have been."

That won't be easy going up against the Seahawks this week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Johnson didn't want to leave his team in Week 2, but a concussion forced him off the field. The shin bruise got the best of him this time. Johnson, 32, again didn't want to leave the contest. But a hobbling receiver who was limping after the game realized the Texans were better off without him.

"Very, very frustrating," said Johnson, who caught five passes for 36 yards. "You kind of just go back and forth with the coaches, trying to tell them you're OK, hoping that it feels better. I know that if I would've went out there, I couldn't play the way that I'm capable of playing. And you see the film, I'm out there limping around."

"I watched him the first play," Kubiak said. "We threw the ball the first play, and I wanted to see him run. I did not think he could run the way he needs to play, so we took him out."

Johnson did not practice Wednesday and appears to be heading for a game-time decision. That said, his status is something I'll be following closely in coming days. Those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Cleveland already has its eyes on Trent Richardson's replacement. The Browns covet Tate, whose contract expires after this season, and will be aggressive in bringing him to Cleveland, league sources tell ESPN's Adam Schefter.

Should Cleveland throw the money it takes to land Tate, it then would have him and Indianapolis' first-round draft pick in place of Richardson.

As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli notes, Sunday's game in Baltimore marked the first time this season Tate didn't have a significantly higher yards per carry than Foster, who averaged 4.6 yards per carry. Tate averaged 4.0 yards per carry. The two running backs combined for 90 yards with rookie Cierre Woodgetting two carries for 4 yards.

Foster finished with 12 carries.

Rookie receiver DeAndre Hopkins led the Texans with six catches for 60 yards. No. 2 tight end Garrett Graham was not targeted against the Ravens and played on just 38.8 percent of the snaps after playing on 63.8 percent through the first two weeks. Garrett went into the game with a sore groin; his status will also bear watching this week.

It was likely due to his groin injury. Graham remains far off the fantasy radar despite his touchdown catches in Week 1 and 2.

Kicker Randy Bullock provided the only points against the Ravens with field goals of 27, 29 and 47 yards. 
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QB: Matt Schaub, T.J. Yates, Case Keenum 
RB: Arian Foster, Ben Tate, Cierre Wood 
FB: Greg Jones 
WR: Andre Johnson, DeAndre Hopkins, Keshawn Martin, Lestar Jean, DeVier Posey 
TE: Owen Daniels, Garrett Graham, Ryan Griffin 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
As Indianapolis Star beat writer Mike Chappell framed it, "So, that's why general manager Ryan Grigson didn't hesitate giving up a 2014 first-round pick to add running back Trent Richardson to the Indianapolis Colts offense. ..."

"To bring in Ahmad Bradshaw and now to have Trent Richardson," owner Jim Irsay said. "You can see Trent with his lateral movement, his explosion, his always going forward."

Irsay didn't bother disguising his excitement with Grigson's decisions to sign Bradshaw as a veteran free agent in June and send next year's first-round pick to Cleveland last week for Richardson.

"What we're looking for is what we saw today," Irsay said after emerging from a raucous locker room.

Chappell went on to note the Colts relentlessly pounded away at a 49ers defense teeming with Pro Bowl talent. They finished with a season-high 179 rushing yards. They cracked the 100-yard mark as a team for a third straight game to open the season, the first time that's happened since 1989.

Bradshaw finished with 95 yards on 19 carries. His 1-yard touchdown run in the fourth quarter completed the Colts' 27-7 victory.

Richardson had 35 yards on 13 carries. His 1-yard TD on his first attempt as a Colt set the tone and gave his new team a 7-0 lead.

With the game on the line, head coach Chuck Pagano and coordinator Pep Hamilton leaned heavily on their running game. The Colts created a 20-7 cushion midway through the fourth quarter with an 11-play, 80-yard drive that took 7:01 off the clock.

Quarterback Andrew Luck completed a pair of short passes, but Richardson and Bradshaw did the heavy lifting. They shared eight carries that picked up 51 yards, including a 27-yarder by Bradshaw.

So effective was the running game that on third-and-3 from the 6-yard line, Luck faked a hand-off to Bradshaw and took a naked bootleg untouched for a sealing TD.

"As a running back, this is how you want to play every game," Bradshaw said. "We want to pound them with the run and hit them over the head with the pass."

Unofficially, the workload was a virtual dead heat. Bradshaw was on the field for 30 plays, Richardson 28. Donald Brown also was used, rushing three times for 25 yards.

Bradshaw smiled when Richardson's playing time was mentioned. It was obvious Hamilton had no intention of easing Richardson into the mix.

"Not at all. We planned on that," Bradshaw said. "We've got a one-two punch and we used it.

"It's going to be tough for a lot of opponents this year."

Especially when Richardson has more time to settle in. He first practiced with the Colts on Thursday. He sought help on his assignments during the game, occasionally leaning toward fullback Stanley Havili for instructions.

"It feels good," Richardson said. "It has been a long time since I have felt like this."

Richardson conceded things were moving at warp speed shortly after kickoff.

"At first, everything was going fast, but the game did slow down," he said. "I hit the playbook real hard and got to studying. I knew the game was going to come to me.

"Also, Andrew Luck is a genius and Ahmad Bradshaw helped me out. All the guys on the offense helped me out."

Grigson acquired Richardson to pair a 23-year old running back taken No. 3 overall in 2012 with a 24-year quarterback taken No. 1 overall in the same draft. Grigson wants an instant boost, but also is looking long term.

So is Richardson.

"They want to be great and I know why I am here," he said. "I am here for the long run and I am not going anywhere.

"We are going to be a great team. ..."

For the record, Pagano said on Wednesday the running back rotation for Sunday's game at Jacksonville will be the same as it was in Week 3. Also worth noting, Bradshaw (neck) did not practice Wednesday. Expect him to play as usual, however. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Mike Wells, the offensive line doesn't only deserve credit for helping the Colts rush for 179 yards, the unit also should be praised for allowing only one sack to a physical 49ers defense.

The Colts did it with two starters out and right guard Mike McGlynn sliding over to start for injured center Samson Satele. The Colts kept 49ers linebacker Aldon Smith, who went into the game with 5.5 sacks, from getting to Luck.

"It was a battle," left tackle Anthony Castonzo said. "I was just working my butt off. When you're going against a great player like [Smith], you can't take any plays off."

Luck passed for fewer than 200 yards for the second time in three games this season thanks to the Colts' impressive rushing attack. You won't hear any complaints from him because they won both of those games and it also means he's not in the position to get sacked. Luck's average pass attempt traveled a career-low 4.9 yards downfield after he entered the game averaging a league-high 10.1 yards.

When Luck did throw downfield, though, he was 4-of-6 on attempts of at least 10 yards.

Luck also flashed his nimbleness with a 6-yard touchdown run on a naked bootleg that gave the Colts breathing room midway through the fourth quarter.

Luck completed 18-of-27 passes for 164 yards. He also ran/scrambled four times for 24 yards and the touchdown. ...

The Colts' offense was efficient against the 49ers. It didn't turn the ball over for the second time in three games.

That pushed their record to 44-3 in the regular season when they don't turn the ball over. ...

Wide receiver Reggie Wayne led the Colts with five receptions for 63 yards, and continued to inch his way up the NFL's career charts as a result. Wayne moved past Randy Moss into the No. 9 slot all time with 986 receptions. His 13,268 receiving yards still rank No. 12. ...

And finally. ... TE/H-Back Dominique Jones saw extensive playing time for the Colts in the win over San Francisco. Jones was used primarily as a lead blocking back for Bradshaw and Richardson. His playing time increased due to the season-ending hip injury to Dwayne Allen, who was placed on IR late last week. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Trent Richardson, Ahmad Bradshaw, Donald Brown, Kerwynn Williams 
FB: Stanley Havili 
WR: Reggie Wayne, Darrius Heyward-Bey, T.Y. Hilton, Griff Whalen, David Reed, LaVon Brazill 
TE: Coby Fleener, Dominique Jones, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As NFL.com's Marc Sessler put it, "The quarterback carousel spins on in Jacksonville, where the Jaguars are preparing to reenter the Gabbert Zone. ..."

Head coach Gus Bradley announced Monday that Blaine Gabbert will start Sunday's tilt against the Indianapolis Colts, after missing two straight games with the hand laceration he suffered in the season opener.

"We feel good about him going into this week," Bradley said.

That means the bench for Chad Henne, who was 43-of-76 passing for 476 yards, one touchdown and two picks in back-to-back losses to the Oakland Raiders and the Seattle Seahawks. Henne's 6.2 yards per attempt are ugly, but it's all-star material next to Gabbert's 3.5 against the Kansas City Chiefs in Week 1.

Bradley said Gabbert played with a lot of freedom on the scout team last Friday.

When Bradley was asked to describe what he meant by playing with more freedom, he said, "It's okay if you're in the pocket and you feel a rush to move outside the pocket. It might be okay for him to run the ball and slide or get out of bounds, or try to make something happen on your own."

He also said Gabbert has matured this season since he first met him.

"I'm not saying that he matured like Peyton Manning, but he's matured. He's stronger and he has more conviction," he said.

The Jaguars want to find out, once and for all, if Gabbert has the skills to lead Jacksonville out of the wilderness. The team is clearly in the conversation for another quarterback in May's draft, but it was just two years ago they used the 10th overall pick on Gabbert.

"I just know the fastest way for us to get better is to stay away from discouragement," Bradley told reporters Monday.

And make no mistake; the Jaguars need to get better.

The winless Jaguars have been beaten soundly in each of their three games, generating little offense and facing double-digit deficits long before the final whistle.

The latest debacle was a 45-17 loss at Seattle on Sunday, a game in which Jacksonville trailed 24-0 at the break and 31-0 in the third quarter. As Associated Press sports writer Mark Long noted, the reality is the Seahawks are a playoff contender, and the Jaguars are in the early stages of a complete rebuild under general manager Dave Caldwell and Bradley.

Still, the Jaguars have shown few, if any, signs of progress.

They rank last in the league in total offense and last in run defense.

"It's a pretty clear picture," Bradley said Monday. "But I don't want to say that in regards to saying, 'OK, we're three years away.' That's not how we think. We're just trying to get these guys to play at their highest level. A team that plays with enthusiasm, effort, high intensity, guys that football is extremely, extremely important to, that's the No. 1 thing for me.

"That's what we're building."

And it's going to take time -- apparently lots of it.

It's evident the Jaguars need to address the interior part of their offensive line -- guard Will Rackley may have started his last game -- and are still in need of a legitimate pass-rusher.

The return of three offensive starters, two of them potentially this week, could help.

In addition to Gabbert, tight end Marcedes Lewis could re-join the starting lineup. Gabbert missed the last two games after slicing open the back of his throwing hand and needing 15 stitches. Lewis has missed all three games with a nagging calf injury that also kept him out the entire preseason. Lewis practiced on a limited basis Wednesday.

Receiver Justin Blackmon should be cleared to practice next week following his four-game suspension for violating the league's substance-abuse policy.

Bradley doesn't want to use those missing pieces as an excuse for the offensive struggles. The Jaguars haven't gotten Maurice Jones-Drew going on the ground and haven't provided enough protection for either quarterback.

The most pressing issue has been first down. Of the 27 first-down plays the Jaguars ran against Seattle, they had zero or negative yardage on 17 of them. And through three games, the Jaguars have 18 three-and-outs on 41 possessions -- failing to gain a first down on 44 percent of their drives.

Dating to last season, the Jaguars have lost 10 of their last 18 games by at least 16 points.

"We've got to continue to go through this process, and we will," Bradley said. "For now, as a coaching staff, we're trying to take a deep look at the things that we can do as quick as possible with some of our scheme stuff."

As Sessler suggested, if there's something to cling to in Jacksonville, it's Bradley. He proved under Pete Carroll in Seattle that he can craft a wrecking ball of a defense. The quarterback question is trickier. ...

Other notes of interest. ... After his fourth carry of the game, Jones-Drew had minus-5 yards rushing. Things didn't get much better for the three-time Pro Bowl back. ... Jones-Drew was questionable to play after sustaining an ankle injury during the second quarter of the team's previous loss at Oakland. He was able to start, but once again found little room to work.

"A lot of the swelling went away," Jones-Drew said. "This morning, I felt fine out there cutting, so I went out there and played."

Seattle's defensive line consistently shut down running lanes for the Jaguars. Jones-Drew finished the game with 19 carries for 43 yards, a 2.3-yard average, with a long of 8 yards. He didn't have positive rushing yards until more than six minutes into the second quarter.

"It is frustrating, but you've got to understand we're building something here," Jones-Drew said. "We're working from ground zero, so we are working through that. Obviously, that's a good defense we faced. Those stats in the first quarter were not what we wanted to get, but we battled through and guys started making plays."

Jones-Drew was still in the game with the outcome decided. He participated in the Jaguars' final drive.

If there were any positives from Sunday, Jones-Drew's ankle issue seems to be behind him.

"It was fine," he said. "I could cut, jump, the whole nine [yards]. I don't think I've been 100 percent since the day I started playing football."

The Jaguars will try to continue to get Jones-Drew going when they host Indianapolis on Sunday. For the season, Jones-Drew has 44 carries for 115 yards.

The eight-year veteran says the offense is still adjusting to first-year offensive coordinator Jedd Fisch's blocking scheme.

"We have to continue working on it," Jones-Drew said. "The running game is different. You have to keep working and working. The 10,000-hour rule is in effect. You have to work on something that long before you can be great at it."

Jones-Drew scored his first touchdown of the season, a 2-yard run with 6:20 to play in the third quarter. ...

As ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco pointed out, the Jaguars tried to get Denard Robinson more work on Sunday by having him return kicks. He was solid, averaging 27.0 yards on two returns -- but he also nearly had a disaster by starting to take the ball out of the end zone but taking a knee just behind the goal line.

The team is in desperate need of playmakers, so it was a good idea to try to take advantage of Robinson's open-field ability. That might be the best way to use him because the Wildcat formation is not working. Robinson fumbled an exchange and had minus-2 yards on his other carry.

According to Florida Times-Union staff writer Ryan O'Halloran, the Jaguars were into statistics-padding mode for much of the second half, and Cecil Shorts was the main beneficiary, posting a career-high 143 yards receiving on eight catches (which tied a career high).

Shorts had seven catches for 128 yards in the second half.

Stephen Burton, picked up on waivers after the last cut, caught five of nine passes thrown his way for 42 yards -- and also left with concussion-like symptoms. He did not practice Wednesday. ...

Running back Jordan Todman scored his first NFL touchdown, a 3-yard carry with 9:06 remaining. He then made a gesture to "shhh" the Seattle crowd even though the score was 38-17 at that point. 
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QB: Blaine Gabbert, Chad Henne, Ricky Stanzi 
RB: Maurice Jones-Drew, Jordan Todman, Justin Forsett, Denard Robinson 
FB: Will Ta'ufo'ou, Lonnie Pryor 
WR: Cecil Shorts, Ace Sanders, Stephen Burton, Mike Brown, Denard Robinson, Justin Blackmon 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, Allen Reisner, Brett Brackett 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
According to the Sports Xchange, it was a subject Andy Reid spent a great deal of time talking about in his very first meeting with the Kansas City Chiefs players turnovers and touchdowns.

"I keep it real simple," Reid said. "Turnovers and points on both sides of the ball are very important. From the defensive standpoint, you want to create turnovers and takeaways and you want to limit points. Offensively, you want to score points and eliminate turnovers. That's been from the first meeting with the players -- that's what we've stressed."

The Chiefs have obviously listened. They are off to a 3-0 start to the season by forcing takeaways and not having any giveaways. They've scored points, and not allowed very many. It has built a foundation for the start of the Reid Era that nobody could have predicted when he was hired in the first week of February.

The major components of the fast start are these:

They have taken the ball away nine times in three games. That's four interceptions and five fumbles recovered.

In three games they have not turned the ball over. In fact, they have fumbled it only once according to league statistics.

They have scored 71 points, including 31 points in the first quarter as they have ended the initial 15 minutes in all three games with a lead. That is eight touchdowns in all, six by the offense and two from the defense.

Opponents have scored 34 points and just three offensive touchdowns in three games.

The plus-five in the turnover ratio they enjoyed against the Eagles was one of the major elements of the Kansas City victory. The Chiefs gave up a lot of yards (431) and several big plays (eight Philly plays went for 20 yards or more). But Chip Kelly's offense could not establish a rhythm because they kept giving the ball away.

"I expect good things from everybody, including the coaching staff, myself; I just expect it," Reid said. "That's how I go into it. I can't tell you that they've exceeded (expectations), but I'm proud of them and how they're playing right now. We're early in this season; we're only in the third game here, we just finished that up. We have a lot of season ahead of us and it's important that we keep getting better. There's room to improve here and we can't lose focus of that."

Like what?

According to ESPN.com's Adam Teicher, the Chiefs entered the game having scored a touchdown on each of their five trips inside the opponent's 20-yard line, but that streak came crashing down in Philadelphia, where they scored only one touchdown in six trips inside the Philadelphia 20.

By settling for four field goals, the Chiefs turned a game that could have been a blowout into a tight affair.

"If we were any better, with the way our defense was playing, the game wouldn't have been as close as it was," quarterback Alex Smith said. "It's something we need to get better at. We had a lot of opportunities down there early. You've got to capitalize, at least a couple of times. ..."

Still, the bottom line is the Chiefs, notorious for their slow starts in many recent seasons, are 3-0.

And as Teicher pointed out, by beating the Giants at Arrowhead Stadium this weekend, they would move to 4-0 for the first time since 2003. Their schedule over the next several weeks should offer them a chance for sustained success. After they play against the Giants, the Chiefs will face Tennessee, Oakland, Houston, Cleveland and Buffalo before their schedule takes a more difficult path.

Among their final seven games, the Chiefs will play against the Broncos and Chargers twice, as well as against the Colts and Redskins. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Jamaal Charles was largely a receiver for the first three quarters last Thursday, catching six passes for 77 yards. Then in the fourth quarter he became a runner, picking up 73 rushing yards on 11 carries.

Overall, he finished with 172 offensive yards on 27 touches and is the Chiefs leading rusher and leading receiver after three games.

I'm happy with running the ball, and I'm happy catching the ball," Charles said. "I know there are a lot of ways that I can help this team."

Dwayne Bowe was merely an afterthought in the Chiefs offensive performance in the victory over the Eagles. Bowe was targeted just three times in 35 passing attempts and caught only one pass for four yards. That catch didn't come until the fourth quarter.

"Everything's fine with Bowe," said Reid. "Yeah, everything's fine."

Donnie Avery had the breakout game of his career with the Chiefs, catching all seven of the passes thrown to him for 141 yards, including a 51-yard play. Most of that yardage came after the catch as he turned five-yard throws into 20-yard-plus plays. "That's the quarterback's best friend," said Smith of yards after the catch. "You have to have balance and we need that in the passing game here and there. We had a lot of yards after the catch (against Philadelphia) so it was great."

Knile Davis got an opportunity to help kill the clock in the fourth quarter of the Chiefs' victory over the Eagles and the rookie was productive. He had six carries for 25 yards and picked up a couple of first downs off his runs.

Smith had his best passing game of the season in the Chiefs' victory over Philadelphia.

He completed 62.9 percent of his 35 attempts for an average of 7.8 yards per throw. He did all that under a heavy pass rush that sacked him five times. Most important for the Chiefs, he did not throw an interception. ...

Tight end Anthony Fasano did not play against Philadelphia because of an ankle sprain. Reid had no prognosis for his return to the field, but hopes around the team were that with the weekend off, Fasano would have time to heal. He was not, however, on the practice field Wednesday. Rookie tight end Travis Kelce missed the game with an injured knee. ...

The Chiefs have elevated offensive guard Rishaw Johnson from the practice squad to the 53-man roster and waived linebacker Josh Martin. The Chiefs are thin on the interior of the line after left guard Jeff Allen injured his groin Thursday night in Philadelphia. Allen did not practice Monday.

According to Profootballtalk.com, former Steelers running back Chris Rainey worked out on Monday for the Chiefs and ran the 40-yard dash in the low 4.3s. 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Tyler Bray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, Cyrus Gray 
FB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Donnie Avery, Dexter McCluster, Junior Hemingway, A.J. Jenkins 
TE: Anthony Fasano, Travis Kelce, Sean McGrath, Kevin Brock 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
As the Miami Dolphins prepare for a rare prime-time appearance next Monday night at New Orleans, the extra day between games will be welcome.

It gives the Dolphins a few additional hours to enjoy being 3-0, more time for an injury-depleted defense to mend, and another practice to address serious problems with pass protection.

As Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine, the surprising Dolphins took another step toward ending their streak of four consecutive losing seasons by rallying past Atlanta 27-23 Sunday.

The Dolphins have won their first three games 12 other times, and none of those teams finished with a losing record. Nine of them made the playoffs, and Miami's quick start has stirred speculation about a run to the postseason.

Such optimism is a big change in South Florida, because the Dolphins haven't been 3-0 since 2002, and they've reached the playoffs only once since 2001. That's why they haven't played in prime time much lately.

But a buzz about the Dolphins is building, and to sustain it they'll need to address issues on both sides of the ball. Injuries have left uncertain the status of four defensive starters, including Pro Bowl end Cameron Wake, and shaky blocking threatens the health of quarterback Ryan Tannehill.

Wake was sidelined Sunday after he hurt his left knee in the first quarter. Tests determined he avoided serious injury, but it's uncertain whether he'll be available against the Saints.

"We're going to wait and see how the week progresses," defensive coordinator Kevin Coyle said Monday. "We have a long week here ahead of us, and I think we'll make that determination at the end of the week."

Linebacker Koa Misi left Sunday's game with a shoulder injury, and defensive tackle Paul Soliai (knee) and cornerback Dimitri Patterson (groin) sat out. Even so, the defense was at its best down the stretch, a testament to Miami's improved depth.

"You never want anybody to go down, but you know it's bound to happen in this game," cornerback Brent Grimes said. "You have to have people step up."

Wake's injury means the Dolphins may be forced to accelerate the development of top draft pick Dion Jordan, who came off the bench in the first three games. The No. 3 overall pick from Oregon saw his most extensive action Sunday, including when Miami forced consecutive three-and-outs by high-powered Atlanta in the second half.

"We're seeing more and more of Dion, and he's getting better," Coyle said. "We want to expand his role. He showed things in the game Sunday which lead us to believe we can keep feeding him more."

Miami's struggling offensive line was also at its best late, protecting Tannehill on every throw as he went 9 for 12 to lead the game-winning 75-yard touchdown drive.

But Tannehill endured five sacks earlier, giving him 14 this season, three more than any other NFL quarterback. He's on pace for 75 sacks, one shy of the league record, but probably wouldn't last the full season if that pace continues.

The sacks have been a team effort that goes beyond the line, offensive coordinator Mike Sherman said, including play-calling mistakes for which he took the blame. Tannehill has held onto the ball too long at times, and the running back or tight end has missed a block on occasion, Sherman said.

"We're giving up a lot of sacks, more than we ought to give up," he said. "But it's not all on the offensive line."

As Wine suggested, the Dolphins' statistics make their record a head-scratcher. They've been outgained by 158 yards, and their rushing attack (3.3 yards per attempt) and run defense (4.7) are both significantly worse than last year, when they went 7-9.

But they've showed a flair for big plays, something missing in recent seasons. They lead the NFL in red-zone scoring, and they've already come up with five interceptions, half of last season's total.

So it is a bit surprising that Miami is one of seven teams with a 3-0 record.

Indeed, ESPN.com's James Walker contends that Miami is arguably the biggest surprise in the NFL, especially considering its tough early schedule. The Dolphins beat two playoff teams from a season ago -- the Falcons and Colts -- in the past two weeks and have two road wins.

The other 3-0 teams are Chicago, Denver Kansas City, New England, New Orleans and Seattle. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Tannehill is making the step to mature NFL quarterback. He's the ninth-rated passer (94.3) in the NFL and he has been efficient in third-down and late-game situations, two of his poorest areas of production from a year ago. He has led two come-from-behind fourth quarter victories and has thrown four touchdowns against two interceptions.

Tannehill, always regarded as a having a strong voice in the huddle, is even improving on that aspect of his game.

"He told us on the last drive (against Atlanta), it doesn't matter what you have done up to this point," center Mike Pouncey said. "The only thing that matters is the last drive of the game, and we went down and scored a touchdown. It just goes to show his leadership and his will to win the game, and we did it."

Tannehill produced an important, fourth-quarter comeback at home against the Falcons, completing nine of 12 passes on Miami's final touchdown drive.

According to Walker, Tannehill even "suggested" the touchdown play call to offensive coordinator Mike Sherman, who agreed with the quarterback and called the play. ...

Brian Hartline leads the team in receiving with 18 receptions for 238 yards and two touchdowns. Teammate Mike Wallace has 12 receptions for 151 yards and one touchdown. ...

According to the Sports Xchange, Lamar Miller had a 49-yard run. Give him credit. But other than that it was a lackluster performance.

The Dolphins finished with 90 yards on 15 carries (6.0 yards per carry) but they still can't mount an effective running attack. Among their 16 first downs only three came on the ground. Neither Miller (eight carries, 62 yards) nor Daniel Thomas (five carries, 21 yards) has showed they can be a quality NFL starter.

When tight veteran tight end Dustin Keller went down with a season-ending knee injury there was concern about his replacements, Charles Clay, Michael Egnew and Dion Sims. Sunday was their day.

All three had a reception on the Dolphins' game-winning drive. Clay (four receptions, 40 yards) had a 21-yard reception, Egnew, last year's third-round pick, had an eight-yard reception, the first of his career, and Sims, this year's fourth-round pick from Michigan State, had the 1-yard, game-winning touchdown reception.

Caleb Sturgis, the fifth-round pick from Florida, had field goals of 46 and 50 yards and was 3-for-3 on extra points. Sturgis is 6-for-6 on field goals and 8-for-8 on extra points. He has field goals of 45, 46, 49, 50, and 54 yards. ...

And finally. ... The Dolphins quietly extended general manager Jeff Ireland's contract in the offseason, Adam Beasley of the Miami Herald reports citing a league source. Details about the deal have not been made public, but the new contract ensures Ireland will be with the team through at least the 2014 season. His previous deal was set to expire after the current season. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore, Patrick Devlin 
RB: Lamar Miller, Daniel Thomas, Mike Gillislee, Marcus Thigpen 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Mike Wallace, Brian Hartline, Brandon Gibson, Rishard Matthews 
TE: Charles Clay, Michael Egnew, Dion Sims 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
Nothing is going right for a Minnesota Vikings, who fell to 0-3 with a 31-27 loss to a Cleveland Browns team that most people thought gave up on the season.

After all, the Browns leapfrogged their No. 3 quarterback, Brian Hoyer, to starter and traded away running back Trent Richardson, the third overall draft pick in 2012.

But head coach Leslie Frazier, who was at his best a year ago when he stayed calm and resisted knee-jerk reactions as his team slumped to 6-6, says there will be no personnel changes to try shake up a team that won 10 games and made the playoffs a year ago.

"I don't know if change for the sake of change is the right thing to do, from my perspective," said Frazier, whose team left Monday night for a "home" game at London against the Steelers. "You got to be able to stand in front of the guys in the locker room and talk to them about why you're making the change. Then it's got to be something you feel like is going to help your football team be successful. So change for change sake -- I don't totally buy into that."

As the Sports Xchange notes, the Vikings struggled in all three phases and coaching on Sunday.

The four-minute offense failed to close out a game for the second week in a row when quarterback Christian Ponder overthrew an open Greg Jennings on third-and-four with 3 1/2 minutes left and the Vikings up by three. The two-minute defense also collapsed again on a drive that resulted in the other team throwing a game-winning touchdown in the final minute. And the special teams made two horrendous gaffes, getting beat for 34 yards on a fake punt and for a touchdown on a fake field goal.

From a coaching standpoint, there's no excuse for Frazier and his staff losing the home opener to Cleveland. According to the Xchange, Frazier looked as dejected as he ever has after Sunday's game. But by Monday, he appeared ready for the challenge in a way similar to last year when the Vikings went into the final four games needing to win all four to make the playoffs.

Like then, Frazier is now refusing to make a change at quarterback even though he now has a better option in Matt Cassel, who was signed in the offseason.

"(Ponder) made some plays for us that we needed," Frazier said. "There were some other plays that we needed to make that we didn't always get. But he'll have to keep growing and keep developing. We're doing enough things that are not right across the board that are affecting our won-loss record, and it's not just the quarterback position. He has to play better, but so do some other groups on our football team. I don't think where we are is necessarily purely because of Christian Ponder."

Ponder once again talked about a lack of execution and the need -- again -- to fix it.

"We have to fix it," he said. "Otherwise, we're going to be 0-16.

One possible holdup?



--
Ponder told reporters in London (where the game will take place) Wednesday morning that he suffered a rib injury early in last week's loss. "The biggest concern is contact," Ponder said, per USA Today. "My mindset is I'm going to play."

Ponder said he threw during the Vikings' walkthrough but wouldn't confirm whether his ribs were bruised or broken. The quarterback said he injured his ribs twice in college at Florida State and played through it both times.

Frazier said that, while Ponder would be limited today, it was a good sign that he finished the game last weekend.

"We want to see how Christian does today," Frazier said.

The Vikings' equipment staff is preparing to provide Ponder with extra padding.

Ponder's struggles have been well documented -- some with good reason.

The offensive line had its second rough outing in three weeks as Ponder was sacked six times and hurried twice. But Ponder lost a fumble that kept the Vikings from kicking a 28-yard field goal at the end of the first half. He also tried to force a deep ball through three defenders to Jerome Simpson. One defender tipped the ball and another one intercepted it.

Adrian Peterson also had a quiet day with 88 yards on 25 carries with a long of 9 yards. Ponder actually hurt the Browns more running the ball than Peterson. He was at his decisive best during five carries that netted 46 yards two TDs.

Browns linebacker Craig Robertson seemed to shrug when asked why Ponder hurt them on the ground more than the reigning league MVP did.

"Our goals today were to stop Adrian Peterson," said Robertson, "and force Christian Ponder to throw the ball."

Mission accomplished. After completing three of four passes for 52 yards -- including completions of 27 and 22 yards -- on the opening drive, Ponder completed just 22 of 38 passes for 176 yards with no completion longer than 15.

As Minneapolis Star Tribune staffer Mark Craig reported, some fans are more than ready. After a short completion to Peterson far short of the first-down marker led to another three-and-out in the third quarter, fans started chanting "Let's Go, Cassel!"

"I think it's impossible to not hear them," Ponder said. "But we want to win just as bad as the fans and as bad as anyone else. We're more disappointed than they are."

The boos and calls for Cassel to replace Ponder didn't sit well with Peterson.

"I got his back. He scored two touchdowns and kept us in the game," Peterson said, via the St. Paul Pioneer Press. "They were cheering him when he scored and booing him when a pass wasn't as good as they wanted it."

The team's quarterbacks coach has a different opinion. Craig Johnson said that he still believes in Ponder and that the quarterback "has done a lot of good things," but that he has to accept that criticism come with the position.

"The bottom line is -- and he knows this -- if you do not win the game, you're getting the blame," Johnson said, via Tom Pelissero of USA Today. "That's just the way it is. Suck it up. You're no different than quarterbacks in every other part of the country. When you lose, you're getting the blame. That's part of the deal."

Ponder admits to being frustrated but said that his confidence hasn't suffered in the three losses to start the season. As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggests, confidence in him will likely start to waver if the team keeps losing while Ponder fails to show signs of improvement in his third year, however, and that could mean a quarterback change that signals a bigger change at the position come the offseason. ...

Or if the ribs suddenly cut the drama short and force the team to go with Cassel. Stay tuned. I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Ben Goessling, maybe all that chatter about fullback Jerome Felton being overpaid was off-base; the fullback, who got a three-year, $7.5 million deal in the offseason, has clearly been missed during his three-game suspension for a prior drunken-driving arrest.

Peterson averaged just 3.5 yards a carry against a stout defensive front on Sunday, and without Felton to open holes for him, the running back has looked out of sorts, seeing holes close up when he's trying to turn decent gains into game-changing runs.

Felton returns this week against the Steelers, and as much trouble as the Vikings have had putting Peterson in control of a game, they'll be happy to have their Pro Bowl fullback again.

For what it's worth, Peterson thinks defenses are keying on him. Who knew?

"(Teams) are stacking the box a little more and those guys on the other side of the ball are pretty good," Peterson said. "We have to come out and be consistent. All of these short runs of five and six yards, that's what you ask for is the run game being efficient. That opens it up for the pass and that happened to us. We just had opportunities that we just did not take advantage of. That's just what it comes down to."

Peterson now has 369 yards in three games. He needs to average 163.9 yards in his final 13 games to reach his stated goal of 2,500 yards.

Rookie receiver Cordarrelle Patterson, who played only 11 offensive snaps total in the first two weeks, played 21 against the Browns. He was targeted four times -- once more than in the first two games combined -- and caught two passes for a team-high 49 yards, including a 37-yarder in which he adjusted to the ball nicely.

Frazier said the three defensive backs who left Sunday's game – cornerback Chris Cook (groin), cornerback A.J. Jefferson (ankle) and strong safety Jamarca Sanford (hamstring) – were scheduled for MRIs. Asked if he was concerned that any of them would miss Sunday's game against the Steelers, Frazier said, "Not at this point, but it's kind of early. So, I'll have to wait at least until the end of the day to get some results back." 
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QB: Christian Ponder, Matt Cassel, McLeod Bethel-Thompson 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Toby Gerhart, Matt Asiata 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Greg Jennings, Jerome Simpson, Jarius Wright, Cordarrelle Patterson, Joe Webb 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, John Carlson, Rhett Ellison 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
As ESPN.com's Field Yates noted, for the third time in as many weeks, the Patriots had a new leading rusher, as running back LeGarrette Blount paced the team with 65 yards on Sunday against his old team, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

"I thought all our backs ran well," head coach Bill Belichick said. "Brandon [Bolden] did a good job for us but Stevan [Ridley] and LeGarrette, they all had some good runs, some key runs for us."

And while Blount's production was critical, the biggest spark was provided by the second-year back Bolden, playing for the first time this season and amassing 100 yards of total offense (51 rushing, 49 receiving) in a convincing 23-3 win.

"Just missing the first few games, if that doesn't get you excited, I don't know what will," Bolden said of his return.

Bolden was the first back to have his number called, as he was on the field to start the game and finished with eight total touches.

He told Yates following the game that he and his fellow running backs don't have a feel for how the Patriots' running back rotation will play out during the course of a game, and, interestingly, said they don't care.

"I can speak for Blount and Ridley. We don't care about that," Bolden said of the mix-and-match. "They call our name, they call our name; if they don't, they don't. But we're going to encourage that guy that does go in to go out there and make the best effort he can. And I think today you got the best effort from all three."

Ridley, who has been the bell-cow back for much of the past two seasons, was limited to just 35 yards on 11 carries. He's struggled out of the gate this season, registering a fumble in Week 1 and gaining just 3.4 yards per carry thus far.

And while a sluggish start for most team's lead back would be a major hindrance to an offense, the Patriots' depth has proved invaluable in the early going.

Bolden said that having three capable running backs stresses a defense.

"That's three different looks a defense has to deal with in the running game and also in the passing game, because all three of us can stay in there for third down, do blitz pick-up and all three of us can take it on first and second down," he said.

The Patriots already have been thinned at the position with third-year back Shane Vereen (wrist) on the injured reserve list with the designation to return (meaning he's out until Week 11), but Sunday was a reaffirmation that the team has power in numbers in the backfield.

Blount was called upon to bleed the clock late in the game, as he had a team-high 10 fourth-quarter carries.

He made the most of his expanded workload, as Blount bumped his season rushing average up from 2.36 to 3.96 yards per carry. His big-bodied frame helped wear down a tired Tampa Bay defense late in the game, likely a sweet escape for Blount facing his old teammates.

Ridley, at least for today, was the least effective of the group, as his touches didn't translate into production.

But in a way, that has defined what makes this Patriots rushing attack effective dating back to last season: the ability to spread the production out from one Sunday to the next.

And on this Sunday it was Bolden leading the way, putting together his most productive day since Week 4 of last season.

Truth be told, Bolden left yards on the field, as he had a 46-yard run -- a career-best -- that could have been even more had he not been caught from behind.

He said with a smile that that was exactly what was going through his head as his path cleared and he ran into open space.

"Don't get caught, but that didn't work for me unfortunately," he added. "But it was great, just to -- like I said, just to get back out and play with everybody."

But from a fantasy perspective, the problem is unchanged.

As Yates explained it, "How the Patriots split reps going forward remains to be seen -- Bolden's big day won't necessarily dictate how he is used a week from now -- but their spread-the-wealth mentality was on display again on Sunday, something this offense will continue to need as it finds its way through the early part of the season. ..."

Meanwhile, following New England's ugly victory over the New York Jets in Foxboro the previous week, all the talk was about quarterback Tom Brady's inability to connect with his rookie receivers. Brady displayed intense emotion throughout the hard-fought victory over New York, including a few blow ups on the field and in the bench area.

Against the Buccaneers, Brady was yelling at his rookie receivers once again, but this time it was in celebration of a far more productive day with his young targets.

Wide receiver Kenbrell Thompkins, the undrafted rookie out of Cincinnati, caught only three passes on the day, but two of them went for touchdowns, including a nice 16-yard catch-and-run for New England's first points of the day. He followed that up for the Patriots only other touchdown of the day on a 5-yard score later in the second quarter.

Second-round pick Aaron Dobson tied for the New England lead with seven receptions for 52 yards, with a long of 15.

The young starting duo combined for 10 of Brady's 25 completions on the day. And the former NFL MVP had a far more Brady-like effort as he topped 50-percent completions for the first time this year, hitting on 25 of his 35 throws for 225 yards with the two touchdowns and one interception for a season-high 92.9 passer rating.

Brady certainly feels better about his rookie pass catchers now that he did a week earlier. And he also is confident the young guys he's working with on the new-look New England offense have a better sense of the urgency that comes with regular season NFL action.

"Last week was a division opponent and we didn't play our best, but we really fought it out, grinded it out," Brady concluded. "And today was a better day all around. It's a week-to-week thing in the NFL and you have to put it in every week. And every week the urgency is more because there are less games and there is less you can do about your season. Just to get to 3-0 -- we've only done it once in the last [eight] years, which is a pretty good stat. I'd love to get to 4-0."

Brady and the Patriots will have a chance to do just that Sunday night in Atlanta against a scuffling Falcons team. ...

In a related note, a report before Sunday's game indicated that Brady had reached out to former Patriots Deion Branch and Brandon Lloyd to gauge the players' interest in returning to New England to help out a very young, struggling passing attack. Though Lloyd apparently isn't interested right now, the report indicated that Branch has said he's ready to go.

This report came after an earlier Westwood One radio report that indicated that the Patriots have been making phone calls around the league about potential trades for receivers.

Brady denied the report.

"No, I haven't talked to those guys in a while," Brady said after beating the Bucs. "I love both of them. They're good friends and great teammates, but I haven't talked to either of them in a while."

He expanded on those comments a day later in a weekly interview with WEEI sports radio in Boston.

"We have a scouting department and people that make those decisions and I'm one of the last people that are ever asked or told about what we're doing with players," he continued. "I kind of just mind my own business and try to play quarterback as best I can. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Rob Gronkowski did not play against Tampa Bay, despite being upgraded from doubtful to questionable on the Friday injury report last week. Gronkowski has been practicing on a limited basis all season as he works back from offseason back and forearm surgeries.

NFL Network reported that it's the forearm, not the back which had the more recent June surgery, that's keeping the tight end out of action.

Gronkowski has been inactive for all three games to open the season but is expected to play this coming Sunday night in Atlanta.

Danny Amendola missed his second straight game with a groin injury. NFL Network reported that the muscle is completely torn from the bone, but that is actually a good thing and that he may only need to miss a few weeks. Amendola practiced on a limited basis last week.

According to the Boston Globe, a league source said Monday that Amendola is "progressing very well."

Amendola added to that -- albeit vaguely -- on Wednesday morning, when the receiver said that he's starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel.

"I anticipate being 100 percent shortly," Amendola told Mike Petraglia of WEEI.com.

Petraglia reports that Amendola was "moving more comfortably" at Wednesday's practice, although as Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggests, there's not much reason to think that we'll be getting any sense of Amendola's chances of playing against the Falcons until later in the week or even before gametime on Sunday.

Alper added, "At 3-0, the Patriots don't have much need to bring Amendola back until they're sure he's totally ready to be back on the field. ..."

As for Gronkowski, Belichick was not giving any indication as to whether the tight end had any chance of playing against Tampa Bay. Asked if Gronkowski was close to being able to play, Belichick said, "I don't know. He was inactive."

He repeated the phrase "he was inactive" six times over the next seven questions when asked to clarify the possible availability of Gronkowski and Amendola.

ESPN's Chris Mortensen expects Gronkowski to return this week, however.

"He's probably ready to play," Mortensen told NFL Insider viewers. "I think they're leaning 60-40 he's playing this week."

Mortensen did make a point of noting that Gronk looks thinner on practice videos, an issue likely due to lack of weight room work. That's something other observers have noted and while it will be an issue in terms of blocking, it shouldn't keep him from catching the ball.

It's safe to assume I'll be following up on Gronk and Amendola on a daily (if not more frequent) basis in coming days. Watch for Late-Breaking Updates. ...

Receiver Matthew Slater missed the Bucs game with a wrist injury. He'll reportedly miss about a month of action with the broken wrist. Leon Washington was inactive against Tampa Bay thanks to a thigh injury. The veteran also sat out opening day, but played in Week 2 against the Jets. ...

Boyce was actually in the starting lineup against the Bucs as the Patriots opened in a four-receiver set. Still, the fourth-round pick continues to see limited action and has yet to catch a pass in three games.

Julian Edelman remains Brady's most trusted, experienced target, catching all seven passes thrown his way against the Buccaneers. But Edelman did little with the receptions, totaling just 44 yards for a 6.3-yard average.

Stephen Gostkowski hit all three of his field goal attempts against the Bucs, including tying a career-long with a 53-yard boot at the end of the first half. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Ryan Mallett 
RB: Stevan Ridley, LeGarrette Blount, Leon Washington, Brandon Bolden, Shane Vereen 
FB: James Develin 
WR: Kenbrell Thompkins, Julian Edelman, Aaron Dobson, Josh Boyce, Danny Amendola, Matt Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Michael Hoomanawanui, Zach Sudfeld, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
In three games a year ago, the Saints were 0-3 without head coach Sean Payton and coming off an overtime home loss to Kansas City when they blew an 18-point second-half lead.

With Payton back from his one-season bounty ban, New Orleans is 3-0 after a 31-7 rout of Arizona that resembled many of the games in Payton's best seasons. New Orleans also started 3-0 under Payton tenure in 2006, when the Saints reached the NFC championship game, and 2009, when they won the Super Bowl.

Payton dismissed the comparisons Monday, saying it's the media's job to "to reference all those things." But for the Saints, the coach says "it's noise."

He pointed out that Arizona "was 4-0 last year at the start of the season and ended up firing a general manager and a head coach."

While that might sound like typical Payton, it is one of the reasons the Saints believe they are off to a fast start. They say with Payton back, the distractions of last season are long gone and the intense focus and preparation have returned.

To get to 4-0, the Saints will have to beat the Miami Dolphins at the Superdome next Monday night in a matchup of two unbeaten teams. According to Associated Press sports writer Guerry Smith, they like their chances if quarterback Drew Brees, tight end Jimmy Graham and a resurgent defense continue to play the way they did against the Cardinals.

Brees threw for 342 yards and three touchdowns against Arizona, also rushing for a score. Two of the scoring tosses went to Graham, who had nine receptions for 134 yards a week after catching 10 passes for 179 yards against Tampa Bay.

The Saints defense allowed an 80-yard touchdown drive to open the game, then forced eight punts and had two interceptions on the Cardinals' next 10 possessions.

A year after allowing an NFL-record 7,042 yards, the Saints ranked fifth in total defense, fifth in pass defense and sixth in scoring defense before the Monday night contest between Denver and Oakland.

Payton's decision to replace former defensive coordinator Steve Spagnuolo with Rob Ryan and switch from a 4-3 to a 3-4 scheme has worked wonders through three games.

"Any time you go into a situation where it's a new defensive coordinator that's installing a new defense, you always have the question of how you're prepared," said outside linebacker Parys Haralson, whom the Saints acquired in a traded with San Francisco in late August. "Everybody was pretty confident in what they had, in what we have here. This is a defense full of talented players."

The Saints still have plenty to work on, though. Payton abandoned the running game in the first half against Arizona, when New Orleans rushed four times for minus-6 yards. Brees was sacked four times, running his season total to 10.

Just as Payton played down the 3-0 start, he sounded unconcerned about either deficiency. He attributing the lack of run calls to the five-man front Arizona presented and the sacks to the Cardinals' man-to-man coverage scheme.

"Sometimes it makes you hold the ball a half a count longer," he said. "In other words, it is just a little bit different in the passing game and sometimes it can lead to a sack or two more. I think it varies on who we are playing."

Meanwhile, as Baton Rouge Advocate beat man Sheldon Mickles noted, after emphasizing improved red-zone play during the week, the Saints found a way to beat it when Brees threw a 27-yard touchdown to wide receiver Robert Meachem on their first possession.

Later, Brees made the Cardinals pay when he lofted a pass to the 6-7, 263-pound Graham, who easily out-leaped safety Yeremiah Bell for the 16-yard TD late in the second quarter and then strolled into the end zone with 14:42 remaining in the game.

Brees' rare scoring dash helped the Saints turn a 17-7 lead into a more comfortable 17-point cushion, putting even more pressure on the Cardinals' sputtering offense.

"It's funny because that play happened exactly like that in practice this week," Brees said. "It was a critical point in the game because it gave us a three-touchdown distance from our opponent. It was a big momentum shift to get that one in the red zone to start the fourth quarter."

Brees then iced the game with his second touchdown shot to Graham with 5:25 to play as he caught the ball on a little slant pattern and fell into the end zone for the score.

"We really talked before the game about finishing," said Graham. "We haven't been finishing games in the fourth quarter, offensively. Today, in the fourth quarter, we were able to finish."

That was mainly because of the improved red-zone efficiency. Besides the kneel-down at the end of the game, their only other opportunity resulted in a 31-yard field goal by Garrett Hartley.

Their 3 for 5 performance, which was close to their percentage of 64.8 percent last season which ranked second in the league, came after they were 0 for 4 in last week's 16-14 win against Tampa Bay.

"We said it during the week: we will never be OK with an 0 for 4 red-zone performance," said right tackle Zach Strief. "You put a little extra time into it and you focus on it.

"We talked about it during the week. There's always a sense of urgency when you get down there and sometimes you need a wake-up and say, ‘Hey, everything down here is closer and things happen faster. ..."

This time, it all happened faster -- including the scoring. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As New Orleans Times-Picayune staff writer Katherine Terrell noted on Monday, Mark Ingram was an easy scapegoat for the running game woes against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

But with Ingram missing in action Sunday and the run game still faltering, the answers haven't gotten any easier for the Saints.

Ingram didn't practice all week with a toe injury, and wasn't on the sideline or in the locker room after the game.

And the problems that were evident with him in the lineup last week still persisted against the Cardinals.

Statistically, the numbers will show that the Saints rushed for a season-high 104 yards against the Cardinals. In the first half, however, the Saints managed only four rushes for minus-6 yards, one of which was a kneel-down by Brees for a loss of a yard.

Outside of a 15-yard run by Darren Sproles, the Saints didn't get much better with 19 yards in the third quarter. At one point in the fourth quarter, Brees was the Saints' leading rusher with 21 yards on scrambles.

Rookie Khiry Robinson was activated for the first time Sunday, but didn't get in the game until it was well out of reach in the fourth quarter. He rushed four times for 38 yards.

Payton said the lack of runs early was by design, pointing out Pierre Thomas and Sproles' involvement with short catches and screen passes. Thomas had six receptions for 39 yards, and Sproles had four receptions for 39 yards.

One reason for this was the Cardinals' strong run defense, which ranked No. 2 in the NFL coming into Sunday's contest.

"We made some changes early in the first half when we kept seeing that what we were getting was a five-man rush and heavy fronts," Payton said. "It was just about us being smart. Some of those shorter passes were the equivalent of plays that would have been runs."

Thomas said the Saints knew they'd be facing a tough defense and game planned accordingly during the game. The Saints started to find a rhythm in the second half, he said.

"The running game is just like the passing game. You've got to call it. It might work, it might not work. I just know as a player, you can't give up on it," Thomas said. "Eventually something's going to hit. ... And the second half, it did. ...

"We found that rhythm in the second half."

For what it's worth, Payton vehemently denied a report Ingram is seeking a trade. Payton said on Sunday night that CBSSports' report Ingram could be seeking a trade was "completely false" and had "zero credibility."

Ingram's production this season has been minuscule with only 31 yards on 17 carries through the first two weeks, a 1.8-yard per carry average. Ingram hasn't lived up to his Heisman Trophy or first-round pick expectations as he's only averaged 3.9 yards per carry during his first two seasons. ...

It's not clear if the toe injury will allow Ingram to return this week. Strong safety Roman Harper was inactive against the Cardinals after missing practice all last week with a knee injury. His status is also unclear. ...

With his 342 passing yards against the Cardinals, Brees extended his streak of 300-yard games to eight.

Brees can tie his own NFL record of nine games he set between the 2011 and '12 seasons with another 300-yard effort in Monday night's game with the Miami Dolphins.

Sunday's 300-yard game was also the 70th of Brees' 13-year NFL career. That puts him in second place in league history behind Peyton Manning, who had 74 going into Monday night's game with the Oakland Raiders.

Through three games, Graham has 358 receiving yards and four touchdowns. ...

Receiver Lance Moore left the game in the second half and trainers were looking at his wrist. He's been a non-factor in the passing attack to this point.

But Graham still doesn't have a new contract. Citing multiple league sources, Profootballtalk.com reports the Saints have made an offer. Graham's camp has not yet responded.

Graham has entered the final season of his slotted rookie deal. Drafted the same year as Rob Gronkowski and Aaron Hernandez, both of whom received long-term extensions, Graham is still waiting. And if he waits until the end of this year -- and keeps producing at his current rate -- he just might be able to write his own deal.

Being named NFC offensive player of the week on Wednesday for his performance against the Cardinals further pads the resume. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown 
RB: Darren Sproles, Pierre Thomas, Mark Ingram, Travaris Cadet, Kihry Robinson 
FB: Jed Collins 
WR: Marques Colston, Lance Moore, Robert Meachem, Kenny Stills, Nick Toon, Andy Tanner 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Garrett Hartley 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
With the Giants searching for any answers, Eli Manning said he's open to considering anything that might provide a spark.

That includes, perhaps, the normally laid-back quarterback doing something out of character to inspire his team.

As ESPN.com's Ohm Youngmisuk suggested, it's doubtful that Manning is going to suddenly transform into something more like Tom Brady and begin screaming at guys. But Manning wants to do whatever he can to fix the crisis the Giants are currently mired in.

"We'll see," Manning said if he has to resort to doing something out of character. "Obviously got to do something just to pick up our performance. We will see in practice if certain guys need to be challenged and what everybody thinks needs to be done to get guys to play at a high level."

Tom Coughlin challenged his team's pride on Monday. Manning and the players also held a debriefing session -- a players-only meeting that the Giants have had at times over the past two seasons on Mondays after games.

"We've got to have greater energy and greater enthusiasm," Manning said. "We have to play better technique and make better decision making. There are some plays out there that we left on the field and sometimes we just got flat-out beat. It's not a big surprise of what we have to do to fix it. We've just got to go out there and play better football."

Manning was under siege from the start of the Giants' 38-0 loss at Carolina. He was sacked seven times –- six coming in the first half. The offensive line was overwhelmed and Manning completed just 12 of 23 passes for only 119 yards with one interception.

Manning said he feels "good physically" despite being sacked so many times.

"I was able to do everything today," Manning said. "That's not the problem. I'll be fine."

As for the offensive line, Manning remains confident that his front line will protect him and play better despite how banged up center David Baas and right guard Chris Snee are.

"Yeah, I do," Manning said. "Sometimes you play games and you get beat and it's unfortunate. The first two games I thought our offensive line played very, very well and we were able to sit back there and go through progressions and go through reads and make throws.

"This past game they got after us a good bit and made it tough for the offense to execute," he added. "I think our offensive line has good players. We've got guys who do take pride in what they're doing and want to play well and are going to step up and play well. We had a bad game and they'll get better."

Manning didn't have much time to find his receivers as Hakeem Nicks had just one target.

Nicks wasn't happy about it.

"It's part of the game," said Nicks, choosing his words carefully. "You've got to control what you can control. I can't throw it to myself."

Coughlin, who spoke with his team after the game about staying together during these tough times, said Nicks was out of line.

"I'll talk to him," Coughlin said. "That's not a smart thing to say. He's on the field, quarterback was sacked seven times hit what, 15 times? That's not a smart thing to say.

"Oh, I'll talk to him about it, sure."

Manning said he and Nicks "are close" and he understands the wide receiver's frustration, especially with him coming home (Nicks is a Charlotte native). He said he has yet to talk to Nicks. The problem, he said, was the circumstances. He just didn't get an opportunity.

"I think everybody after that game was frustrated," Manning said. "Obviously, Hakeem going back to his hometown, his home state. He wants to play well. As a team, we didn't play well.

"Sometimes guys are frustrated and say something. Hakeem and I are close. You look at the film and it's just one of those things."

Meanwhile, when asked by a reporter what went wrong, Victor Cruz wasn't shy about spreading the blame around.

"Everything. We couldn't get anything going. We had no rhythm," he said. "We couldn't put no points on the board. Everything went wrong."

Cruz finished the night with three catches for 25 yards. Brandon Myers was the Giants leading receiver with three catches for 33 yards.

Manning targeted Cruz eight times, and hit on less than half the passes.

But as Newark Star-Ledger staffer Conor Orr stressed, the passing attack wasn't the only problem

David Wilson led the team in rushing with 39 yards on 11 carries. Brandon Jacobs tallied three carries for two yards. His season total is now 10 carries, six yards.

This was supposed to be a game for the Giants to torture the Panthers' injury-plagued secondary. Manning came into the game leading the NFL in passing, and finished with just 90 net passing yards.

It turned out much differently than he expected.

"Yes, and obviously they didn't put their secondary out there on an island much and were able to get great pressure with just bringing four guys," Manning said. "When you can drop seven guys and rush four ad get pressure, it's going to make it hard for any offense to have a successful passing game."

And running game, too. ...

That said, Wilson looked the best he's looked since the preseason. Perhaps more importantly, Wilson was singled out for unsolicited praise by Coughlin in the postgame news conference. As Youngmisuk suggested Wilson continues to look great running the ball.

He is carrying it more securely and it is clear he is one of the Giants' highest-ceiling offensive weapons. Things could be turning around for Wilson.

The Giants added three turnovers Sunday, bringing their season total to a league-leading 13 through three games. Factor in their four takeaways so far, and their minus-9 turnover differential is tied for the worst in the league with the 0-3 Steelers, who have committed nine turnovers and forced none.

According to ESPN Stats & Information, the last time an NFL team had 13 turnovers in its first three games was 2001, when both the Lions and the Cowboys did it. (They were both 0-3, as well, surprisingly.)

Last year's Giants didn't commit their 13th turnover until Week 10. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Henry Hynoski (shoulder) suffered a fractured left shoulder when he landed awkwardly after making a five-yard reception early in the first quarter. Hynoski was to have a MRI to determine if he suffered any cartilage or ligament damage, the results of which weren't available when head coach Coughlin spoke with the media.

But all indications are Hynoski is done for the year. That belief gained further credence when the Giants signed free agent fullback John Conner to a two-year contract on Wednesday.

The 5-11, 245-pound Conner was a fifth-round pick for the New York Jets in 2010 and was the starting fullback for the Jets in 2010 and 2011. He appeared to perform well for the Cincinnati Bengals during this offseason and training camp but was was released when the Bengals chose to keep the more versatile Orson Charles as their lead blocker.

The Giants are one of the few teams who still employ a traditional fullback in their offense so Conner would seem to fit their scheme perfectly.

Rueben Randle left the game briefly with a rib injury but returned to the game.

One last note. ... Andre Brown, who is currently on short-term Injured Reserve, is out of the walking boot and says he's ahead of schedule in his rehab. Brown won't be eligible to return to the playing field until Week 10, though he can practice before then. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib, Curtis Painter 
RB: David Wilson, Da'Rel Scott, Brandon Jacobs, Michael Cox, Andre Brown 
FB: John Conner, Bear Pascoe, Henry Hynoski 
WR: Victor Cruz, Hakeem Nicks, Rueben Randle, Louis Murphy, Jerrel Jernigan 
TE: Brandon Myers, Bear Pascoe, Larry Donnell, Adrien Robinson 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
As ESPN.com's Rich Cimini framed it, "Geno Smith wore a Superman T-shirt on Monday, but the quarterback wasn't declaring any super powers after becoming the first rookie in New York Jets history to throw for 300 yards and two touchdowns in a game.

"Actually, he seemed more concerned with his potential kryptonite -- turnovers. ..."

He has seven in three games, including six interceptions.

"(Offensive coordinator) Marty [Mornhinweg] wasn't too happy and none of us are," said Smith, describing the mood in the offensive meeting room a day after the Jets' 27-20 win over the Bills. "We've got to eliminate (the interceptions). We don't want to make him mad because he can get at you."

The only quarterback with more interceptions than Smith is the Giants' Eli Manning, who has eight.

On Sunday, Smith was victimized by two players that weren't on-ball defenders. He underthew Santonio Holmes on a deep seam, failing to see safety Jim Leonhard lurking in the center of the field. Later, in the third quarter, Smith threw for Clyde Gates on a slant -- a route that had been successful in the first half. But the Bills made a halftime adjustment, deploying linebacker Kiko Alonso in the slant lane. Smith never saw him.

"I have to find a way to eliminate those," Smith said. "It comes with time and patience, but I'm pretty sure I'll get there at some point in time."

Four of Smith's six interceptions have come on throws of 15 yards or longer. The coaches aren't afraid to turn him loose, letting him attack downfield. As Cimini notes, Smith's arm strength opens up the entire field for the offense, something the Jets were lacking with Mark Sanchez at quarterback. Against the Bills, Smith averaged 11.4 yards per attempt, hitting Stephen Hill and Holmes for 51- and 69-yard touchdowns, respectively.

Smith improved in two areas: He didn't take any sacks (although much of that was due to superb pass protection) and he didn't force many throws.

"He threw four or five balls that he just launched out of bounds, just because he was going to avoid the disaster play," head coach Rex Ryan said. "I was encouraged by that."

Smith is learning the fine line between caution and aggression. He'd better figure it out soon because he's on a 32-interception pace, and that won't work.

"I've always been an aggressive player and, at times, it can get me in trouble if I don't understand the situation, if I try to force the ball into some places that clearly the ball can't be completed," he said.

Smith said he must learn how to manage the game, playing to the defense.

As Cimini suggested, "He's young, he'll learn."

Along those lines, Newark Star-Ledger staffer Michael J. Fensom reports that Mornhinweg said Thursday it's the responsibility of Smith's teammates, the other 10 players on the field when the Jets' offense is at work, to raise their level of play in support of their rookie quarterback.

The unit did that against the Bills, and the offense functioned as smoothly as it has all season, gaining 513 yards from scrimmage. The Jets have not rolled up a sum that high since the 2000 season, when Vinny Testaverde was directing Dan Henning's offense.

"Just as a unit we're starting to feel each other out at knowing what our strengths and weaknesses are," tight end Kellen Winslow said, indicating a feeling the offense can still expand. "It's only our third game. We're 2-1. There are smiles today."

Offensive success sprung from sources lined up all over the field.

Bilal Powell notched a career high with 149 yards rushing. In the second half, alone, Powell had 109 yards on 17 carries, easily topping his previous career mark of 78 yards set last season against the Jacksonville Jaguars.

Powell's performance was the first 100-yard rushing game by a Jet since Shonn Greene topped the century mark against the Cardinals last Dec. 2.

"It's always good to run the ball in this league; you don't want too many guys down in the box," Powell said. "If you run the ball and throw the ball and have a good, balanced offense, you keep the pressure off of both attacks -- the pass and the run game."

Powell's workload -- 27 carries -- increased when Chris Ivory left the game in the second quarter with a hamstring injury and did not return. After a week in which the Jets' approach on offense was questioned -- why did the run game not play a heavier role during the fourth quarter in New England? -- Mornhinweg called 41 run plays and 29 passes.

"The test was for us to run the ball," Willie Colon, the Jets' right guard, said.

Smith's wide receivers were criticized for dropping six passes against the Patriots in Week 2. They became open targets for Smith on Sunday. Santonio Holmes and Stephen Hill each topped 100 yards receiving and caught a long touchdown pass.

"We're starting to understand each other," Hill said, "understanding what Marty wants and what Sanjay Lal wants. ..."

Hill's touchdown in the second quarter was the first by a Jets wide receiver since Week 11 last season when Chaz Schilens hauled in a touchdown pass from Mark Sanchez.

Hill set a career-high with 108 yards receiving in the Jets' 27-20 win over the Bills. Hill posted his first 100-yard receiving day on just three catches (most of it on the touchdown catch in the second quarter). Hill hadn't displayed much big-play capability in his first two games, during which he had 10 catches for 125 yards.

Holmes racked up a career-high 154 yards on just five catches -- the bulk of his also coming on his game-winning 69-yard touchdown catch. It was the first touchdown catch for Holmes since Sept. 16, 2012, two weeks before he suffered the Lisfranc injury that ended his season.

The outburst came after Holmes had just four catches for 54 yards in the Jets' first two games this season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to Cimini, the injury to Ivory is the same hamstring he struggled with in the preseason. Due to the time needed for Ivory to return from the initial injury, the Jets aren't expecting Ivory to get back quickly from this injury.

Ivory did not practice Wednesday.

As Profootballtalk.com's Curtis Crabtree notes, with Mike Goodson suspended for another week still, the injury leaves the Jets somewhat short-handed at running back with only Powell and Alex Green on their active roster. ...

After missing Week 2 against the Patriots with a concussion, Jeremy Kerley returned to action on Sunday and made his presence felt immediately.

Kerley was targeted three times on the opening drive and made two third-down receptions -- an 18-yard catch on third-and-17, and then a 7-yard grab on third-and-3 -- en route to Smith's 8-yard rushing TD. The two receptions would prove to be Kerley's only catches of the game, but both were significant.

"It was very important," Hill said of Kerley's return. "Even the third-down one where he ran that slant, that was a big third down. I don't know how the game would have went if we didn't get that third down."

And finally. ... The Sports Xchange notes the Jets committed a franchise-record 20 penalties in the victory, which made them the first team to win a game in which it had at least 20 penalties since the Cleveland Browns racked up 21 penalties in a 42-21 win on Nov. 25, 1951 nine years before the Jets were born.

"To have 20 penalties the amazing thing is that we won the game," Ryan said Monday. "But we certainly have to get better at that and we can fix it, as we talked about (Sunday night)."

Of course, Ryan knows the Jets aren't going to stay in playoff contention by committing 20 penalties a game. He said on both Sunday and Monday that the Jets can fix their penalty-ridden ways because they have been among the least-flagged teams during his four-plus seasons as coach.

But that's only partially true: The Jets committed the ninth-fewest penalties in the NFL (87) during Ryan's rookie season in 2009 and a league-low 74 penalties in 2010.

Those seasons, of course, ended with hard-fought losses in the AFC Championship Game. But the last two seasons, in which the Jets went 14-18? They committed 110 penalties in 2011, tied for 10th-most in the league, and 109 last season, the eighth-most. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Matt Simms, Brady Quinn, Mark Sanchez 
RB: Bilal Powell, Alex Green, Chris Ivory, Mike Goodson 
FB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Stephen Hill, Santonio Holmes, Jeremy Kerley, Clyde Gates, Ryan Spadola, Ben Obomanu 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Kellen Winslow, Konrad Reuland 
PK: Nick Folk 
=========================

=========================
OAKLAND RAIDERS
The Raiders will begin a short week of preparation with uncertainty about who will start at quarterback as Terrelle Pryor recovers from a concussion.

Pryor was knocked out of Monday night's 37-21 loss at Denver in the fourth quarter after a hard hit to the helmet by Wesley Woodyard. He was replaced by Matt Flynn.

As Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow notes, Pryor will not be able to practice until he goes through the league-mandated concussion protocol. That means the Raiders will have to prepare for Sunday's game against Washington with the possibility that either Pryor or Flynn could start.

"We'll look at how he's doing tomorrow," head coach Dennis Allen said Tuesday. "We'll see whether he's able to go or not. Then we'll see as the week goes on and make a determination on what we can do."

Allen said the team will have to make game plans for both the mobile Pryor and the more stationary Flynn to start. When Pryor beat out Flynn for the starting job, the Raiders tweaked their offense to take advantage of Pryor's mobility.

That has paid off so far with Pryor leading the team with 198 yards rushing through three games.

"It's a little bit of a challenge," Allen said. "But that's where we're at and that's what we've got to get ready to do. So, we've got to have a game plan if Terrelle's able to go that he can go in and execute and give us a chance to win. If not, we've got to have something in there that gives Matt Flynn a chance to have success."

The players had the day off Tuesday and Pryor is not allowed to talk to the media until he clears his concussion protocol. But he did send out a tweet earlier in the day apologizing to Raiders fans for the loss.

"I don't remember much! Good hit by whoever it was. I heard our team fought well. We will be back!" Pryor wrote.

Pryor added that he felt great and was ready to go but that will ultimately be determined by the doctors.

Flynn had been expected to start after Oakland gave up two draft picks to acquire him from Seattle in April and gave him $6.5 million in guaranteed money. But Flynn struggled in the preseason as he dealt with a sore right elbow and was beaten out by Pryor for the starting job.

Pryor has played fairly well in his three starts this season, completing 65.4 percent of his passes for 624 yards with two touchdowns, two interceptions and a passer rating of 86.7.

Despite the lopsided loss to Denver on Monday, Pryor had his best game as a passer in his brief career, going 19 for 28 for 281 yards and a touchdown in his second straight turnover-free game.

His night ended early when he got hit running a quarterback draw with Oakland trailing by 23 points. Woodyard had a helmet-to-helmet hit on Pryor but it did not appear to be illegal because it came when Pryor was running the ball between the tackles.

Pryor remained in the game for two plays before medical staff checked him out and decided to take him back to the locker room to determine whether he had a concussion.

Allen said he had not had second thoughts about running his quarterback late in a lopsided game and believed the team handled the scenario properly even though Pryor remained in the game briefly after the hit. There was a replay review after the hit and Allen saw no issues with Pryor as they discussed the next play.

"He didn't show any signs of any concussion or anything like that," Allen said. "We put him back in the game and then when he came over to the sideline that's when our medical people took a look at him and decided we needed to send him into the locker room for further evaluation. Football is a tough sport and there's going to be collisions and you try to do everything you can to make sure that you're taking into account player safety and I think our medical people followed the protocol that's set forth by the NFL.

"They followed it exactly how it's supposed to be followed. When we determined he had a concussion we got him out of the game."

Nonetheless, Profootballtalk.com reports he NFLPA is concerned about the manner in which the situation was handled, we're told. NFL spokesman Brian McCarthy tells PFT that "[a]ll indications are that the Raiders followed the proper protocol. ..."

Pryor did not practice Wednesday -- but he has been cleared for physical activity. ...

Cornerback Tracy Porter had a concussion and his status is unknown for this week. The Raiders are already down one starter in the secondary with safety Tyvon Branch out with an ankle injury. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Darren McFadden looked good in throwing the first touchdown pass of his career on Monday night. Unfortunately for the Raiders, their veteran running back did more damage on that 16-yard toss to Marcel Reece than he did on most of his attempts to run the ball, finishing with 9 yards on 12 carries.

Oakland's second-ranked rushing offense figured to be a good test for the Broncos' top-ranked rushing defense, but it was no contest.

Nearly every time McFadden took a handoff against the Broncos, he ran into an orange wall.

"It was tough running," said McFadden. "Those guys (on the Denver defense) came out there and played great. You have to give those guys full credit."

The Raiders finished with 49 yards on 17 carries. Pryor led the way with 36 yards on four carries.

Coming into the game, the Raiders were second in the NFL in rushing yards per game (198.5) and yards per carry (5.9). Denver came in with, by far, the No. 1 run defense, allowing just 40.5 yards per game.

The Raiders tried to establish the inside run game against the Broncos' front seven, to no avail.

"We almost felt like there was something people hadn't done this year (against the Broncos) and we kind of can see why," McFadden said.

McFadden, who has had several big games against the Broncos during his career, couldn't break loose Monday. His longest run was 5 yards. On nine of his 12 carries, he was held to 2 yards or less.

"We just couldn't get it going tonight," he said.

McFadden's rushing total was his lowest since Oct. 23, 2011, when he had 4 yards on two carries against the Chiefs before suffering a season-ending foot injury in the first quarter. It was just the seventh time in his career he was held under 10 yards.

McFadden did have a highlight in addition to his touchdown pass to Reece, scoring on a 1-yard touchdown run late in the game when he stretched to hit the pylon. ...

Wide receiver Denarius Moore finished with six catches for 124 yards. The touchdown catch was his career long.

According to the Sports Xchange, the Raiders briefly considered letting kicker Sebastian Janikowski try for an NFL-record 68-yard field goal with five seconds left in the second quarter before opting to throw deep. The Broncos sacked Pryor on the play. Janikowski tied the NFL record with a 63-yard field goal two years ago. ...

And finally. ... Tight end David Ausberry was making progress with his injured shoulder when catching passes on the side at practice, but the Raiders pulled the plug Monday. They placed him on injured reserve and promoted guard Lamar Mady from the practice squad. 
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QB: Matt Flynn, Terrelle Pryor, Matt McGloin 
RB: Darren McFadden, Rashad Jennings, Jeremy Stewart 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: Rod Streater, Denarius Moore, Jacoby Ford, Brice Butler, Juron Criner 
TE: Jeron Mastrud, Mychal Rivera, Nick Kasa 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
As Philadelphia Inquirer staffer Jeff McLane noted on Monday, Chip Kelly lost more turnover-differential battles than he did games during his four seasons as Oregon's head coach.

But of the 11 games in which the Ducks had more giveaways than takeaways, never was the margin five, as it was last Thursday night when the Eagles coughed up a 26-16 loss to the Kansas City Chiefs.

Kelly said he would focus on the positives as the 1-2 Birds look to rebound Sunday in Denver against the Broncos. Insignificant as it may seem, a loss by only 10 points despite the 5-0 disparity in turnovers could be viewed as encouraging.

McLane went on to stress the Eagles didn't lose because the Chiefs had discovered the formula for stopping Kelly's up-tempo offense. They lost because of turnovers and Kansas City's superior execution and individual achievement, especially on defense.

It's going to take more than one difficult NFL loss for Kelly to lose confidence in his system.

"I don't look at it [as though] this worked in college, it doesn't work here," Kelly said Friday. "It's still 11-on-11 football. The game [Thursday] was a prime example of it. The game of football comes down to it, no matter how you want to slice it, one-on-one battles."

Kelly's offense, as fractured as it was by mistakes, still manufactured 431 yards of total offense, 6.8 yards a play and 260 yards on the ground. LeSean McCoy rushed for 158 yards and a touchdown on 20 carries even though he played on a sprained ankle in the second half.

The scheme wasn't exposed as much as the Eagles' lack of a true No. 2 receiver, their rookie right tackle's inexperience, and their quarterback's inconsistencies were laid bare. The Chiefs knew the Eagles' weak spots, and they pressured them.

They played man-to-man defense in the secondary with a single high safety and rushed primarily only four players. With talented cornerback Brandon Flowers on DeSean Jackson, the Chiefs shaded the safety toward the wide receiver who had burned the Redskins and Chargers for 297 receiving yards in the first two games.

"They were leaning heavily towards him," Kelly said, "which I would do, too."

That left receivers Riley Cooper and Jason Avant and tight end Brent Celek singled up, but for the most part all three couldn't get separation. It was the first game it could be said that Jeremy Maclin's season-ending knee injury hindered the Eagles.

Meanwhile, Kelly explained why James Casey has barely seen the field. It all made sense: Celek has clearly established himself as the No. 1 tight end and rookie Zach Ertz is being groomed and developed. Casey is the odd man out, which happens.

"But remember all that talk about two-, three-, even four-tight end sets?" ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan asked. "What happened to that?"

The answer is that Kelly likes the mismatches created when defenses put their nickel personnel on the field. To get those matchups, he needs to go with three wide receivers, one tight end and one back. Those mismatches helped account for the numbers the Eagles have put up, individually and on the scoreboard.

But Kelly also revealed that the Chiefs' man-to-man coverages also took away the screen game that looked so promising in the preseason.

"This offense is predicated on who's making the plays," Kelly said. "If we put a second tight end in the game, are we taking [Avant] out of the game? If we are putting another tight end in, we would be taking Brent out of the game."

So now defenses are dictating that Cooper and Avant are on the field for virtually every snap, and also removing some of the plays that make them most effective. That is a trap, and Kelly is too smart to remain stuck in it.

Cooper was targeted seven times against the Chiefs. He caught just two balls for 29 yards.

"Guys, when they had the opportunity [in single coverage], you've got to be able to get off coverage and be able to uncover yourself a little bit," Kelly said.

Celek caught just two passes for 18 yards. McCoy was targeted once in the passing game. Bryce Brown had three touches, all runs. Chris Polk didn't see the ball. Ertz was targeted once. Casey and Damaris Johnson were not targeted at all.

As Sheridan suggested, that is a lot of potential that Kelly isn't tapping right now. It is natural, when McCoy and Jackson are putting up ridiculous numbers, to lean on them. But over a 16-game season, diversifying his attack is going to be crucial.

Indeed, McLane believes Kelly might have to shake up his personnel if defenses continue to play the Eagles straight up in the secondary. Johnson's speed and elusiveness and Ertz's route running could counter man-to-man defenses.

There are also ways within Kelly's scheme to take advantage of man-to-man defense, but if the offensive line can't contain a four-man rush, it restricts passing opportunities.

The Chiefs didn't need to blitz much -- they sent extra rushers on only 6 of 37 drops -- because their front four alone was getting to Michael Vick. The Eagles' line spent much of its time doubling nose tackle Dontari Poe, thus singling up its tackles against outside linebackers Tamba Hali and Justin Houston.

Left tackle Jason Peters struggled against Hali, and rookie Lane Johnson kept getting beaten by Houston on the other side in pass protection. Johnson is going to have his bad games. The Eagles will have to live with his learning curve, but they can help him out with a tight end or the occasional chip block.

A sizable portion of Kelly's offense involves quick-hitting throws, such as bubble screens or pop passes. But press-man defense can often restrict those throws, as the Chiefs did.

"But it's a catch-22 for people," Kelly said. "If you are going to do that, we have the opportunity like we did with DeSean going over the top."

However, Jackson caught only one pass beyond 20 yards -- a 40-yard strike late in the third quarter. And Vick, for the most part, didn't have time in the pocket for slow-developing pass plays.

Kelly's offense is designed to exploit one area if another is taken away. And you saw that when Vick ran 61 yards in the first quarter. The Eagles spread four of their receivers out, and the Chiefs, playing man-to-man, had only six defenders in the box.

The play was in the read-option, and when Vick carried out the fake to the running back, he drew the unblocked defender toward Bryce Brown. The linemen executed their blocks, and the only free defender was the single high safety. Vick was 10 yards downfield before the safety came up, and when the safety took a bad angle, the quarterback was off.

Kelly called about a dozen read-option plays and 24 run plays to 39 pass attempts. The argument could be made that he didn't call enough on the ground, especially when the Eagles had second and third down and 3 at the Chiefs 11 in the third quarter.

But the Eagles trailed throughout, and Kelly's up-tempo offense never got in rhythm because of the early turnovers.

As McLane summed it, "It's fair to question Kelly on multiple fronts -- his team's preparedness, his play-calling -- but there aren't any offensive schemes that overcome a 5-0 turnover edge. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Getting back to the lack of multiple-TE sets, the Sports Xchange notes the two main reasons the Eagles have favored "11" personnel (one tight end, one running back, three wide receivers) early on has been their success running out of the set. McCoy, who is on pace to rush for 2,100 yards this season, is averaging 6.9 yards per carry with "11" personnel on the field.

The other reason is the impressive play of Avant. ...

In the first three games, 169 of the Eagles' 199 offensive plays have featured "11" personnel.

"A lot of times, in terms of playing multiple tight ends, it depends on what you want to face," Kelly said. "If you go smaller, they go smaller, hopefully we can get some favorable matchups in that situation.

"It's not something Casey (or Ertz) aren't doing. It's a coaching decision that we feel comfortable in 11 personnel at times. ..."

Alex Henery has missed a field goal in each of the last two games, one from 46 and one from 48 yards.

And finally. ... Vick (foot) and McCoy (ankle) both practiced Tuesday (McCoy was back on Wednesday too) and appear to be on track to start and play as usual this week. 
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QB: Michael Vick, Nick Foles, Matt Barkley 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Bryce Brown, Chris Polk 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Riley Cooper, Jason Avant, Damaris Johnson, Jeff Maehl 
TE: Brent Celek, Zach Ertz, James Casey, Emil Igwenagu 
PK: Alex Henery 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Will Graves, head coach Mike Tomlin is trying to keep things as normal as he can these days, believing routine and repetition will lead to a sense of comfort and -- he hopes -- success.

Good luck with that.

Winless in North America in 2013, the Steelers will try to snap out of their funk on Sunday in London when they face the winless Minnesota Vikings.

While Minnesota is already overseas, Pittsburgh will remain on this side of the Atlantic until Thursday evening.

By the time the Steelers arrive in London, they will have less than 48 hours to overcome jet lag and try to turn around their season. It isn't ideal, Tomlin said, but it beats the alternative.

"I value normalcy in the early portions of the week from a preparation standpoint and from a practice standpoint -- use of our facilities, the comforts of home if you will," Tomlin said.

Even if "home" isn't exactly comfortable these days.

Pittsburgh is off to its worst start since 2000 after falling to Chicago 40-23 on Sunday night. While the beleaguered offense took a major step forward in piling up 458 yards -- the team's highest total in four years -- the Steelers also turned over the ball five times. Ben Roethlisberger threw two interceptions and fumbled twice, with two of the miscues leading to defensive touchdowns.

It's the kind of sloppy play Roethlisberger has generally avoided during his 10 years at quarterback. Then again, he isn't getting much help from the guys in front of him. The Bears stunted and twisted their way into the backfield all night, leading to what Tomlin called "confusion" that gave Roethlisberger little time to get his feet set and throw.

"All it takes is five to 10 (breakdowns) to produce catastrophic-like results, and that's some of the things that are occurring," he said. "Obviously, we need to strive for more consistency to minimize those things."

A more productive running game would help. The Steelers actually took a significant step forward against the Bears, rushing for a season-high 80 yards, including a 25-yard burst from recently reacquired Jonathan Dwyer.

While it gave Pittsburgh confidence it could run the ball, it didn't include any job security for either Dwyer or Felix Jones. Both figure to head back to the bench if rookie running back Le'Veon Bell makes his season debut.

Bell hasn't played since spraining his right foot in a preseason game against Washington last month. He has been cleared to participate in practice ( he worked fully on Wednesday), and Tomlin is "optimistic" the second-round pick will be able to run onto the field at Wembley Stadium on Sunday night.

Worth noting, however, Roethlisberger, however, sounds unconvinced that Bell will hit the ground running.

"Honestly, I have no idea with him," Roethlisberger told KDKA-FM Tuesday. "You can't get a read on him. One day, he's practicing, one day, he's not; one day, he's going hard, the next day, he's not. I wish I could.

"If he was a guy like Heath Miller that you knew was busting his butt every day to get back there," he continued. "Le'Veon is a rookie, I don't know him quite well enough yet. But if he can come back and help us, we'll take him."

Of course they will. They need all the help they can get -- and that starts with Big Ben.

For all the progress the Steelers saw in certain areas against Chicago, the biggest issue is valuing the football. Pittsburgh hasn't done that through 12 quarters. The Steelers' minus-9 turnover margin is tied with the Giants for the worst in the league.

Tomlin doesn't like to lay blame in any one place, but allowed that Roethlisberger needs to keep himself and his team out of situations that lead to mistakes.

"I expect Ben to be better, Ben expects himself to be better," Tomlin said. "We'll continue to work to do that. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Miller played in his first game since he suffered triple knee ligament damage in the 15th game of last season, including ACL. He was on a limited snap count caught three passes for 35 yards. Look for him to play an expanded role this week. ...

Speaking of expanded roles. ... Antonio Brown wanted that and whether by design or by chance, he got it.

Six days after the Steelers' top receiver got in a sideline argument with offensive coordinator Todd Haley and pleaded for more passes, Brown had nine catches for 196 yards and two touchdowns Sunday -- all setting or matching career highs -- in a 40-23 loss to the Chicago Bears at Heinz Field.

Brown was targeted 13 times in the game. Emmanuel Sanders, who led the team in targets in each of the first two games, was second Sunday night with eight targets while Jerricho Cotchery and Miller were thrown to four times.

As Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reporter Nick Veronica notes, the only comparable game of Brown's career came Oct. 30, 2011, when he caught nine passes for 67 yards and a touchdown on 14 targets in a 25-17 victory against New England.

Brown's second touchdown was the highlight of the game, a spectacular, one-handed grab in the back of the end zone that cut the Bears' lead to 27-20.

Starting the drive on their own 31, Roethlisberger hit Miller for 22 yards and Cotchery for 26 on consecutive plays. Then, on the third play of the series, Roethlisberger lofted a pass to the left side of the end zone for Brown.

Brown extended his right arm and pulled the ball in, touching both feet down before Charles Tillman could push him out of the end zone.

"It was an amazing catch," teammate Markus Wheaton said. "That's a catch that everybody here expects him to make, he does it all the time in practice. ..."

For the third consecutive game, Roethlisberger and Sanders failed to connect with a big play within reach. Sanders ran past Tillman, but Roethlisberger's throw was an inch too long. The ball slid off Sanders' fingertips at the Chicago 30.

The Steelers also failed to take advantage of a couple of mismatches, including Wheaton twice being in man coverage against a linebacker.

As ESPN.com's Scott Brown notes, Isaac Redman opened the season as a starter but he could be the odd man out in the Steelers backfield when Bell returns. Redman barely saw the field Sunday night and did not get a carry against the Bears. The fourth-year veteran has 12 yards on 10 carries this season. Take away an 8-yard run and Redman has 4 yards on his nine other carries, and his lost fumble on the Steelers' first possession of the season set the tone for an offense that has struggled.

Jones got the start ahead of Redman and handled the ball exclusively in the first quarter. He carried six times for 33 yards.

Dwyer carried four times in the second quarter for 22 yards. He ripped off the above-mentioned 25-yarder late in the second quarter.

Jones' work was overshadowed by a fumble on the Steelers' first possession of the second half. The Bears recovered at the Steelers' 29 to set up a field goal that gave Chicago a 27-10 lead. ... 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, Felix Jones, Jonathan Dwyer, Isaac Redman 
FB: Will Johnson, David Johnson 
WR: Antonio Brown, Emmanuel Sanders, Jerricho Cotchery, Markus Wheaton, Derek Moye 
TE: Heath Miller, David Paulson, Michael Palmer, David Johnson, Matt Spaeth 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
As ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner noted this week, the good news for the St. Louis Rams is that they have only four days to wipe away what happened Sunday against the Dallas Cowboys.

The bad news for the Rams is that they have only four days to wipe away what happened Sunday against the Cowboys.

It's an interesting dichotomy for a team that undoubtedly can't wait to get back on the field Thursday night against San Francisco and wipe away the sour taste lingering in its mouth.

At the same time, it also leaves less opportunity for the Rams to correct the many mistakes that plagued them in a 31-7 loss at Dallas. Things like a complete inability to stop the run or convert on third down or avoid special-teams penalties, among others.

Sitting at 1-2 three weeks into the season, it's hard to call any game a must-win, but even head coach Jeff Fisher was quick to acknowledge the importance of bouncing back on a short week against an NFC West division rival.

"This is a defining moment for us right now," Fisher said. "We've got to get past this and get ready for the 49ers."

In many ways, the two teams that will square off Thursday night in the Edward Jones Dome are sitting in a similar, not exactly enviable, position.

Both are coming off disappointing performances, both are 1-2 and coming off consecutive losses and both are searching for solutions to a variety of issues.

Things may actually be more difficult for San Francisco, which will likely be missing key players and has to travel halfway across the country.

The flip side of that is the Niners are in a similar situation with their backs up against the wall and likely carrying bitter memories of going winless in their two games against the Rams last season

"The 49ers, in a lot of ways, probably see themselves in the same situation that we're in -- let one slip away," Fisher said. "[They] got beat at home, now have to deal with some injuries, and then come here on a short week. So, they have as equal as great a challenge as we do. It should be a short week and a good ball game."

According to Wagoner, the Rams' approach this week falls in line with the typical approach of teams around the league coming off a disappointing performance. Like a cornerback who just got torched for a touchdown, it's all about the short memory cliché.

Fisher made it clear in his Monday news conference that the Rams wouldn't spend much time dwelling on the things that happened in the Dallas game. Instead, Fisher offered that the players will spend a little time Monday going over what happened against Dallas but then that game won't be mentioned again and the Rams will turn their complete focus to San Francisco.

The always-confident Fisher has little doubt about his team's readiness to bounce back.

"This team, by and large, despite the fact that it's young has a short term memory and understands the next challenge, and that's where we're going," Fisher said. "You explain what we have to do, what we haven't done over the last three weeks and where we need to get better. That's the coaches' philosophy is you have to put those things behind you and move on."

That won't be easy.

The Rams have been outscored 41-3 in the last two first halves, and their two opponents totaled 440 yards on 65 plays with 23 first downs.

It gets worse. In 10 of their 12 first-half possessions the last two weeks, the Rams ran 35 plays for 58 yards and three first downs.

Wagoner went on to point out that after a dreadful performance like Sunday's, it can be easy to overreact and use it as a basis for how the rest of the season will play out. Did Sunday's loss throw up some red flags about the Rams? Absolutely. Were there things in Sunday's loss that are starting to evolve into disturbing trends over the first three weeks? Of course.

But as Wagoner summed up, "How the Rams respond Thursday night will provide a strong litmus test of where this team is, but more importantly, where it's going. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... The final numbers look decent for quarterback Sam Bradford: 240 yards, 28-for-49, 80.2 passer rating -- but much came in the second half when the game was decided.

After not being sacked in the first two games of the season, Bradford went down six times against Dallas with four in the second half. The Rams had five net yards passing in the first half. Bradford's passer rating wasn't bad because he didn't thrown an interception. ...

Starting running back Daryl Richardson left the game early after aggravating a foot injury and did not return. No matter, the running game picked up where it left off in the first two weeks, which is to say it was essentially nonexistent for the third week in a row.

Yes, the Rams fell behind early and were forced to throw to try to catch up, but even before that, the Rams showed no signs of a running game ready to break out. They attempted 12 runs and gained 35 yards, with the longest rush coming on an 11-yard gain by Isaiah Pead.

Richardson played two snaps before leaving the game for good when Cowboys defensive end George Selvie stepped on his foot on the Rams' third play from scrimmage.

Richardson didn't get a carry before he aggravated the injury.

"It's a little [frustrating] but you have got to just keep praying and treating it because when it's time to go, you've got to be ready to go," Richardson said Monday night.

Richardson won the starting job in the preseason and leads the team in carries (30) and yards (98) through the first three weeks. Despite his status as "limited" Monday, Richardson insisted he'd be ready to go when the Rams play San Francisco on Thursday night.

"I'm good to go for Thursday," Richardson said.

In fact, Richardson and Chris Givens, who sat out Monday with a sore knee, both returned to full practice on Tuesday. ... 
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QB: Sam Bradford, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Daryl Richardson, Isaiah Pead, Benny Cunningham, Zac Stacy, Chase Reynolds 
WR: Chris Givens, Austin Pettis, Tavon Austin, Brian Quick, Stedman Bailey 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Mike McNeill 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
According to ESPN.com's Eric Williams, in talking with reporters here on Monday afternoon, head coach Mike McCoy said there's enough talent on the roster to be a consistent winner.

However, his team is not doing the little things to win close games in the NFL. At 1-2, San Diego's two losses are by a combined six points.

"There's some little mistakes that hurt you in a football game that's close like this," McCoy said. "You see a lot of players making a lot of plays, doing their job the right way. And then there's one little breakdown somewhere or another. But the bottom line is they're getting better as a team, and that's the most important thing."

McCoy went on to say the Chargers have to do a better job of putting teams away at the end of games.

"In all three phases there's a lot of good things," McCoy said. "But there's still too many little mistakes."

McCoy mentioned the offense doing a great job of getting into field goal position during the final couple minutes of the first half, only to have Nick Novak's 38-yard attempt blocked by Bernard Pollard.

San Diego's defense also gave up 10 plays of 15 or more yards against Tennessee's offense.

McCoy did not place the blame of Sunday's loss solely on the failure of his defense in keeping Tennessee out of the end zone at the end of the game. Instead, McCoy said it wouldn't have come to that had San Diego's offense converted a few more first downs.

"I'll take any day to make a team go 94 yards in a two-minute situation, and put it on our defense to make a stop," McCoy said. "But like I told the team, don't get to that point. Don't put it on the defense. Convert that four-minute situation, pick up a first down there at the end of the game, and then the game's over. There's no excuse there. We didn't get it done."

McCoy was asked how he expected to fix a defense that‘s giving up an average of 470 yards a game, second worst in the league.

"We've got the roster we've got," McCoy said. "We've got personnel to win with, and we've got a lot of good players. We've just got to do our job better. It doesn't matter on offense, defense or special teams, we've got good players here. It's just a matter of everyone doing their job a little better.

"Don't give up the big plays. Rush the quarterback a little bit better. Find a way to get to the quarterback, and good things will happen."

McCoy didn't exactly agree with receiver Eddie Royal's 5-yard touchdown that was negated by an offensive pass interference call on receiver Keenan Allen."It was called as a penalty, so it's a penalty," McCoy said. "That's the answer I'm going to give you on all penalties, because they have to call it the way it is. We're going to design certain plays that we think are legal in the way they can be run. And if they call a penalty, it's a penalty. We can't do anything now. It's over with. So would he teach a different technique on that play?

"I wouldn't tell Keenan to change," McCoy said.

However, one thing McCoy would change is his quarterback, Philip Rivers, receiving a 15-yard unsportsmanlike conduct penalty on the play, which backed the Chargers up to first-and-goal at the Tennessee 30-yard line.

Rivers lost his cool after the touchdown pass was wiped out. Rivers is notorious for never cursing, so it must have been something else.

"Nothing I can't repeat," he said, when asked what he said. "I don't know. I think it was more of the hand wave off that they threw the flag for.

"I didn't say one thing that was out of line. But that is no excuse. I'm certainly not proud of getting the penalty."

McCoy said that's a penalty that can't be called, blaming Rivers and not the officials.

"He's a fierce competitor," McCoy said. "And he regrets it today. It's an unfortunate situation. You go from first-and-goal from the 5 where you think you've scored a touchdown, and then you have the pick and you have a 15-yard penalty, and so it's first-and-goal on the 30.

"It's tough sledding from there. ... I'm sure he's said that plenty of times to the officials, or whatever happened or whoever he was talking with -- whether it was the fans or the officials or whatever. We've got to eliminate that. It killed the football team."

Another problem?

San Diego headed into Sunday's contest already down an offensive lineman when D.J. Fluker was ruled out because of a concussion. Michael Harris played solid in place of Fluker at right tackle. But the Chargers potentially lost two more starters up front against Tennessee. McCoy told reporters after the game left tackle King Dunlap had a concussion. Left guard Chad Rinehart also had a turf toe injury in the second half and did not return.

Already thin up front, the Chargers do not have enough quality depth to withstand that many starters being out heading into next week's Dallas game.

While the Chargers have one of the top passing offenses in the NFL through three games, they still have trouble consistently running the ball.

San Diego's struggles to move the chains late to close out games can be partially attributed to the team's inconsistent ground game. According to ESPN Stats & Information, Ronnie Brown's 1-yard touchdown run in the second half was San Diego's first rushing touchdown since Week 5 against the Saints last year.

The Chargers had just four rushing touchdowns all last season, fewest in their history and fewer than all but 12 teams had in any season since the NFL-AFL merger in 1970.

"It's good," Rivers said. "You need to be able to run the football in. It had been a long time."

As San Diego Union-Tribune staffer Kevin Acee understated, "Too long."

It really is no wonder the Chargers ranked 26th in red zone touchdown efficiency (46.8 percent) last year. It's maybe surprising they weren't worse without the capacity to run the ball in. Back when they were perennially in the top 12 in red zone touchdown efficiency, they were reaching double digits in rushing TDs.

Sunday showed they could do it, even as things are drastically different since those days.

Acee went on to suggest that how McCoy uses his backs is indicative of how much things have changed.

It was Brown who stayed in the game to get two carries from the 1-yard line in the third quarter after Antonio Gates' 14-yard reception gave the Chargers first-and-goal.

While some roles are developing among the Chargers trio of backs -- Mathews as the guy when the Chargers want to pound it and Woodhead in the hurry-up and Brown largely to pick up blitzes -- Whisenhunt and running backs coach Ollie Wilson seem to be going largely by feel and flow of the game.

Where Mathews is still getting three carries for every one by Woodhead or Brown, he is out for large chunks of games as Woodhead becomes not only the man in the backfield but Rivers' go-to guy. A week after having 17 touches in Philadelphia, Woodhead had 12 Sunday (five carries for 31 yards, team-high seven catches for 55 yards).

"All the backs complement each other," Rivers said.

It does seem a good mix, especially if Woodhead can stay healthy while running it as physically as he did Sunday.

And if they can get it in the end zone.

"The packages we have, we'll run some in this year," said Rivers, who has eight touchdown passes through three games. "Teams are going to make us run some in. They're not going to continue let us keep running one-on-one matchups on the outside."

For what it's worth, if Royal's touchdown would have stood, he would have reached a career-high with his sixth of the season.

Malcom Floyd missed last week's game due to the neck injury he suffered against the Eagles in Week 2. His status for this week's game is uncertain at best. 
[image: image52]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image53]
QB: Philip Rivers, Charlie Whitehurst, Brad Sorensen 
RB: Ryan Mathews, Danny Woodhead, Ronnie Brown, Fozzy Whittaker 
FB: LaRon McClain 
WR: Vincent Brown, Eddie Royal, Keenan Allen, Seyi Ajirotutu, Malcom Floyd 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
They had as many punts as points and more turnovers than touchdowns.

Yes, for the second straight week the 49ers' offense was inert, and its latest no-show resulted in a 27-7 upset loss to the Colts on Sunday.

On the heels of a 29-3 beating at Seattle, however, this punchless performance also marked a trait not associated with the 49ers during the Jim Harbaugh era: A lack of passion.

Was Harbaugh pleased with his team's energy level? "You can question just about everything right now," he said.

Running back Frank Gore was similarly noncommittal when asked about the overall effort: "I've got to watch the film," he offered.

According to San Francisco Chronicle staff writer Eric Branch, Harbaugh and his players predictably said the arrest of All-Pro outside linebacker Aldon Smith on suspicion of DUI about 54 hours before kickoff wasn't a distraction, but it certainly did nothing to bolster their pregame mind-set.

Still, the continued offensive failings clearly go beyond a lack of focus.

On Sunday, quarterback Colin Kaepernick posted his second straight sub-50.0 passer rating (49.9) as the 49ers' 11 offensive drives ended with seven punts, two turnovers, a touchdown and a one-play drive that concluded the first half. After throwing for 412 yards and three touchdowns in Week 1, Kaepernick has resembled a young quarterback with just 13 career starts, which, of course, he is.

The unsightly numbers from his past two games: 26-of-55, 277 yards, no touchdowns, six turnovers and a 32.2 passer rating.

As a result, the 49ers have combined for 10 points in back-to-back games for the first time since Weeks 4 and 5 of the 2007 season, when 35-year-old Trent Dilfer was their starting quarterback.

"There's no one thing," Kaepernick said of Sunday's performance. "We just didn't execute this offense."

On Sunday, there was no question that the offense was sorely lacking a proven pass-catcher beyond wide receiver Anquan Boldin (5 catches, 67 yards), who was the only 49er with more than two catches or 21 yards. Tight end Vernon Davis missed his first game since 2007 with a hamstring injury, and Kaepernick often loitered in the pocket, waiting in vain for a pass-catcher to break open.

A wide receiver besides Boldin didn't have a catch until Kyle Williams had a 6-yard reception with 1:45 remaining. Kaepernick was 2-of-8 for 12 yards when targeting wide receivers other than Boldin.

Kaepernick indirectly acknowledged there was a lack of open targets.

"I have to make those (throws), regardless," he said. "I have to be able to throw receivers open and give them a chance to make plays."

The Colts, who ranked 29th in rushing yards allowed in 2012, were playing without inside linebacker Pat Angerer and safety LaRon Landry, who led the NFL in tackles after two games. And the 49ers appeared to discover the cure for their offensive woes on their lone touchdown drive, a 91-yard, first-quarter march highlighted by runs of 22, 21 and 11 yards by Gore and capped by Kendall Hunter's 13-yard scamper.

Gore (11 carries, 82 yards), however, had just seven carries in the final 50 minutes.

"When things are not going right, you get frustrated," Gore said when asked about his lack of second-half carries. "But I think the game got kind of different in the second half and we had to do what we had to do, just throw the ball."

For the record, Gore said his anger was with the loss, not with his involvement – or lack thereof -- in the team's offense, Matt Maiocco of CSNBayarea.com reports.

Gore bristled at any notion that he might be upset with Harbaugh or offensive coordinator Greg Roman. And he certainly was not yelling at Harbaugh on the sideline, he said.

"I'm cool with Harbaugh," Gore said on Tuesday. "That's not me, anyway. That's not me. I'm good.

"I just wanted to win. I wasn't thinking about how many times I touched the ball. I just wanted to win. Get that nasty taste out of our mouth. That's what I was thinking about."

The 49ers have to cure their various ailments quickly: They play Thursday night at St. Louis, which went 1-0-1 against San Francisco last year.

Can they fix their myriad issues in three days?

"We have no choice," Harbaugh said. "No choice but to find our way. ..."

Indeed, the coaching staff wasted no time after Sunday's loss in getting back to the drawing board. They immediately went back to the team facility to begin preparation for the Rams.

"Guys have been working hard, working late into the night," Roman said. "Seen our coaching staff unshaven, a little gritty, but grit is good.

San Francisco ranks 27th in the league in total offense, averaging 318.3 yards per game. Despite the poor output, Roman doesn't think the 49ers are too far away from returning to top form.

"Just a little bit more precision," he said. "There are a lot of different plays that we've made before, it's just this much off."

The 49ers' offense has started with three-and-outs on the first possession in all three games this year. That has been a priority to get fixed.

"I think everybody's got to get into a rhythm early," Roman said.

Especially Kaepernick.

As ESPN.com's Bill Williamson suggested, Harbaugh is going to have to address his quarterback's state until Kaepernick leads the offense out of its sudden and perplexing funk.

This was the coach Monday afternoon when asked about Kaepernick: "I feel very confident in Colin, yes."

Harbaugh said it is an overall issue, not just one problem, keeping the San Francisco offense down. He repeatedly echoed what Roman said; the unit has to work on its "precision."

"I'm not going to put it on one spot," Harbaugh said. "Precision offensively needs to improve. We'll all have a hand in working on improving that. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Roman made it clear via the 49ers' official website that there is not yet a timetable for Michael Crabtree's return from Achilles tendon surgery.

"If we can get him back this year," Roman added Tuesday, "that'd be gravy."

Although Demaryius Thomas' complete recovery from Achilles surgery bodes well for Crabtree's future, the Broncos receiver has cautioned that he didn't feel 100 percent again until seven months after suffering the injury. He wasn't a significant factor in his team's offense until closer to 10 months removed from surgery.

If Crabtree mirrors Thomas' recovery, he won't be eased back into game action until Thanksgiving at the earliest. He shouldn't expect to begin recapturing pre-injury form until deep in the playoffs -- or even next offseason. ...

Back to the receivers currently on hand, Harbaugh said Jon Baldwin has been working well in practice and could be active for the first time this season Thursday night in St. Louis. Baldwin was acquired in August from Kansas City for fellow former first-round pick A.J. Jenkins.

Harbaugh offered little information on the injury progress of linebacker Patrick Willis (groin) and tight end Vernon Davis (hamstring). Willis was set to undergo an MRI on Monday, as was No. 3 cornerback Nnamdi Asomugha (leg). Willis, who was hurt in Sunday's third quarter, may have difficulty getting ready to play against the Rams on a short week.

The same could be said for Davis, although the star tight end was able to work on a limited basis Tuesday.

Williams (ribs) was limited in practice Tuesday. He is expected to play as is Gore (knee), who was a full participant in practice Tuesday.

I'll have more on the status of all the Niners walking wounded when Late-Breaking Updates commence early Thursday morning. ...

For what it's worth. ... Kaepernick said he uses negative tweets as motivation, Matt Barrows of the Sacramento Bee reports.

"It's something that I do for me," Kaepernick said Tuesday. "It helps me."

He keeps a close eye on his Twitter feed. In the hour before he spoke to reporters Tuesday, he marked as "favorites" seven additional insulting and critical messages. He seems to especially like/loathe the ones that include references to former 49ers quarterback Alex Smith.

On the other hand, Kaepernick said he has no reaction to recent media criticism because he tunes it out. "I'm working," he said. "It's not something I listen to. ..."

And finally. ... Smith is on his way to an inpatient rehab facility and the team made a move to formally strike him off their roster while he goes through the program. The 49ers have placed Smith on the reserve/non-football injury list and he'll remain there as long as he remains on a leave of absence from the team. Both Smith and General Manager Trent Baalke issued statements released by the team in their announcement of the move.

"I am taking a leave of absence to address my health," Smith said. "I am sorry that I have affected my team, my family and the organization. I will do everything in my power to handle this situation the best way possible. I appreciate the support of the 49ers and our fans."

"Aldon Smith is taking a leave of absence to address a personal matter," Baalke said. "The 49ers organization both respects and supports Aldon's decision and commends him for taking responsibility for his actions. The long-term well-being of our players is paramount and we will stand by Aldon as he works toward addressing this issue. Due to the private nature of the matter, we will have no further comment."

The 49ers have the right not to pay Smith's salary while he is on the NFI list, although there's been no indication that they plan to do that. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Colt McCoy, B.J. Daniels 
RB: Frank Gore, Kendall Hunter, Anthony Dixon, LaMichael James 
FB: Bruce Miller, Owen Marecic, Will Tukuafu 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Kyle Williams , Quinton Patton, Marlon Moore, Chris Harper, Jonathan Baldwin, Kassim Osgood, Mario Manningham, Michael Crabtree 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Garrett Celek 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
It was all just about perfect for Pete Carroll and the Seattle Seahawks.

They avoided looking past lowly Jacksonville and turned in an impressive 45-17 rout on Sunday that put Seattle in position for possibly the first 4-0 start in franchise history.

Carroll called a special team meeting early last week to make sure that coming off a division victory over San Francisco in Week 2, the Seahawks didn't jump ahead to an anticipated Week 4 matchup at Houston.

Their focus was where Carroll wanted it last weekend and the Seahawks now have a shot at being 4-0 for the first time.

"I think it's a good start. Any way you can get to 3-0 that's darn good," Carroll said Monday. "We have a lot of room to improve. We have obvious areas we have talked about on offense, just to get out of our own way. I think the running game is still growing. I don't think we are there yet with being as precise as we will be. Defensively, we're off to a great start. I really like what is going on."

As Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth suggested, taking full stock of where the Seahawks sit will likely come next week when they have completed the first quarter of their schedule after playing in Houston on Sunday. But the progress made against Jacksonville, especially on offense, was a step Carroll needed to see.

Seattle got rid of the careless penalties that put the Seahawks in difficult down-and-distance situations in the first two weeks.

Their passing game, which was choppy against San Francisco, found a rhythm and Russell Wilson was efficient while throwing four touchdown passes in just 2 1/2 quarters. Seattle QBs completed passes to eight different receivers, including nine passes caught by tight ends Zach Miller, Luke Willson andKellen Davis.

The Seahawks' offense starts with the rushing attack and yet they still haven't pushed Marshawn Lynch past the 100-yard mark yet this season.

They have good depth here, though, with Robert Turbin and rookie Christine Michael who was on an NFL field for the first time Sunday.

"We took advantage of everybody," Carroll said. "Everybody did something yesterday."

Wilson threw four touchdowns before exiting midway through the third quarter because of an expansive lead. Backup Tarvaris Jackson came in and posted a perfect passer rating of 158.3.

Seattle didn't come away from the easy victory completely healthy, but none of the injuries are expected to be long-term.

Defensive end Red Bryant left the game with back spasms and was sore Monday, but Carroll believes he'll be fine in a few days. Jermaine Kearse suffered a sprained ankle, but was no longer in a walking boot Monday, and right tackle Breno Giacomini had a sore knee that caused him to be pulled early.

None of those issues are expected to linger and the Seahawks should have starting outside linebacker Malcolm Smith (hamstring) back for Sunday's game.

Other notes of interest. ... As Seattle Times staffer Jayson Jenks noted, Sidney Rice, the Seahawks' highest-paid and No. 1 receiver, had yet to get going in Seattle's first two games. He was too big an investment for that to continue.

Part of his lack of production was because he was still rounding into form after sitting much of the preseason. But part of it was because he didn't have many opportunities, which were reflected in his stats: three catches for 48 yards on eight targets in two games.

Rice blew away by those numbers in Sunday's thumping of Jacksonville. He was targeted seven times and hauled in five passes for 79 yards and two touchdowns, including one in which he beat double coverage.

"You can't have your eight-million-dollar guy not getting targeted," receiver Doug Baldwin said. "You've got to get him the ball. That's what we pay him for, and you saw it. He did a hell of a job making plays when opportunities came to him."

He wasn't the only receiver who took advantage of more opportunities.

Golden Tate, Seattle's No. 2 receiver, entered with five catches and 70 yards on eight targets. And he, too, blew past those numbers against the Jaguars, hauling in five passes for 88 yards on eight targets. He also had two rushing attempts for 29 yards.

Tate had five catches or more in three games last year, including the playoffs, but many viewed him as a breakout player in training camp. The way he dissected Jacksonville in a variety of ways -- he also averaged 8.3 yards on four punt returns -- looked like what many envisioned.

"I'm still growing as a player, still growing in this offense, still proving myself," Tate said. "But I think today was definitely a positive step."

Baldwin said Seattle made it a focus to get Rice and Tate more involved this week, but how it happened was pretty simple.

Former Seattle defensive coordinator and current Jacksonville head coach Gus Bradley knew the key to slowing the Seahawks was stopping the run. He geared his defense to do that, but there were two problems.

First, Seattle still rushed for 156 yards and averaged more than four yards per carry. Second, by focusing so much on the run, Jacksonville left Seattle's receivers and tight ends to run free in the secondary. Rice and Tate took particular advantage.

"We feel like, when we get one-on-one coverage with those guys, they should make the play," said backup quarterback Tarvaris Jackson. "And that's what we got going today. That's why I felt our offense took off a little bit more."

And that meant big days for the explosive Tate -- he made one leaping catch over a defensive back down the sideline -- and the now-healthy Rice. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Derrick Coleman, Spencer Ware 
WR: Sidney Rice, Golden Tate, Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Stephen Williams, Percy Harvin 
TE: Zach Miller, Luke Willson, Kellen Davis 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
As ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas suggested on Monday, the word on Josh Freeman after Week 3 wasn't good.

In Sunday's loss to New England, Freeman completed 13 of 32 passes (40.6 percent) against four or fewer pass-rushers. Through three games, Freeman has completed a league-worst 40.7 percent of his passes in those situations.

Since the start of the 2006 season, which is as far back as current tracking data exists, the lowest completion percentage by a quarterback against four or fewer pass-rushers for a full season was 51 percent by JaMarcus Russell in 2009.

Yeah, it's come to a point where Freeman's getting mentioned with Russell. The sad part is Freeman's on pace to beat Russell's record.

The good news (depending on who you are)?

Freeman isn't likely to get a chance at beating Russell's dubious distinction.

As Tampa Bay Times beat man Rick Stroud framed it Wednesday morning, "The Bucs have given up on Freeman as their franchise quarterback."

On Tuesday, they made the decision to bench the five-year pro and start rookie Mike Glennon Sunday against the Cardinals.

On Wednesday morning, coach Greg Schiano informed both Freeman and Glennon of his decision. Freeman will serve as the Bucs' No. 2 quarterback Sunday.

However, the Bucs will seek to trade Freeman before the October 29 deadline, most likely for a conditional late round pick, and Stroud reports those in Freeman's camp are eager to make that happen. But the Bucs won't rush it. They have more than a month to see if a contending team has an injury at the position or multiple suitors emerge.

The problem there is obvious.

As Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio notes, there's a chance someone could be willing to trade for Freeman not to make him the starter, but to simply have him in the building for the balance of the season, watching him work and practice and trying to decide whether he could contend for the starting job in 2014.

With $6.44 million of Freeman's $8.43 million base salary still unpaid, that's a huge investment to make now in order to determine whether another investment should be made in the future.

Ultimately, that could be the biggest impediment to a deal. If Freeman wants out, he may have to agree to renegotiate his contract -- even though the balance of his salary is essentially guaranteed, given his status as a veteran with four or more years of service. ...

Meanwhile, Schiano announced that Freeman was still the Bucs' starting quarterback on Monday, even though he failed to complete 50 percent of his passes for the third straight game. Schiano wanted to take a few days to think about the decision and meet with the coaching staff and general manager Mark Dominik.

Freeman, the 17th overall pick in 2009, is 24-35 as a starter for the Bucs.

With Freeman under center, the Bucs have lost eight of their last nine games. In the last six games, he has thrown four touchdowns and 12 interceptions.

According to Stroud, the idea behind making the change to Glennon now, rather than waiting until the bye week after the Cardinals game, is to give the young quarterback a chance to play Sunday and then have two weeks to review his mistakes and make corrections before the game against the Philadelphia Eagles Oct. 13.

The Bucs team captains were informed of the decision Wednesday and many of them saw it coming and didn't disagree with it. The locker room is not expected to be divided over the decision.

While Freeman played better in Sunday's 23-3 loss to the Patriots and was victimized by dropped passes, the Bucs did not feel he was going to ever be consistent under Schiano.

The Bucs also question Freeman's leadership qualities and maturity. He missed the team picture before the start of the season and was late to his own quarterback camp during the summer for what he described as car trouble. Receiver Vincent Jackson was forced to step in for Freeman at the camp.

Freeman was stripped of his duties as team captain this year after serving in that role three previous seasons. Schiano denied speculation that he had rigged the captain's vote.

The Bucs believe Glennon will be a better "game manager." Running back Doug Martin is the second-leading rusher in the NFL and the defense is vastly improved.

Finally, since the Bucs had no desire to continue with Freeman, they felt they needed to take the remainder of the season to find out what they have in Glennon. ...

Now we'll all find out. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Martin is now second in the NFL in rushing and had 88 yards on 20 carries. The return of guard Carl Nicks certainly helped. The only thing that kept Martin from going over 100 yards was the Bucs having to abandon the running game. ...

Two key Bucs came out of the loss to the Patriots with injuries that could sideline them.

Fullback Eric Lorig had his first catch of the season. Receiver Kevin Ogletree, who had one catch in the Bucs' first two games, had two receptions for 35 yards.

Running back Mike James, a rookie from Miami, also had his first NFL touch, gaining 5 yards on his only carry of the day.

Jackson had a rib injury early in the third quarter and did not return, watching the game with a ball cap on from the sideline. The severity of his injury is unknown, and he did not speak to reporters after the game. Mike Williams missed a couple of series with a leg injury but returned.

NFL Network insider Ian Rapoport reported Monday that Jackson did not suffer any broken ribs Sunday and should be OK, according to a person who spoke with the player.

Jackson has been one of the only bright spots on Tampa Bay's anemic offense this season, leading the team with 15 receptions for 265 yards. Jackson hasn't missed a game since 2010.

The Bucs had to play without tight ends Tom Crabtree and Luke Stocker, inactive due to injuries, but still didn't get much from the position. Starter Nate Byham had a single catch for 1 yard. Tim Wright had his first NFL reception, a 6-yarder, although he missed a potential TD pass in the first quarter. Second-year pro Danny Noble, promoted from the practice squad on Saturday, was active but did not play.

On a positive note, Crabtree, who probably is Tampa Bay's best pass-catching tight end, is progressing well and is expected back from an ankle sprain that has sidelined him the first three games of the season.

Stocker was placed on season-ending IR Monday.

The Buccaneers faced the end of the two-week roster exemption granted to Jeff Demps on Monday, forcing them to choose whether or not to add him to the 53-man roster or release him. Demps fills Stocker's roster spot.

Stocker played the first two weeks of the season, but injured his hip against the Saints in Week 2 and missed Sunday's loss to the Patriots.

Demps was acquired in a trade with the Patriots for running back LeGarrette Blount during the offseason, but spent the spring and summer concentrating on his track career. He joined the Bucs after competing at the world championships this summer and has obviously shown them enough to earn a spot on the roster as a running back and returner.

The kick and punt return jobs are currently held by wide receiver Eric Page, who is averaging 7.8 yards per punt return and 30 yards on the two kickoffs he's been able to take back. It would be a bit surprising if the Bucs decided to use a roster spot on Demps if they didn't plan on letting him perform those roles in an attempt to take advantage of his Olympic-level speed. ...

The Bucs announced on Wednesday they were bringing Spencer Larsen back to the roster. He takes a spot created when they released Noble Tuesday.

It's Larsen's third stint with the Bucs so far this season, as he was in camp, released in final cuts, and then shuffled on-and-off the roster when they needed help at other positions. ...

The Bucs basically are on their third kicker and they soon could be on their fourth. Rian Lindell has missed a field goal attempt in each of the last two games and both have hurt the Bucs badly. Connor Barth was supposed to be Tampa Bay's kicker, but he suffered a torn Achilles tendon in an offseason charity basketball game. The Bucs replaced him with Lawrence Tynes, who came down with a staph infection and will miss the season.

Lindell is a veteran who has made some big kicks in his career. But there are other experienced kickers available and the Bucs have to decide if they're going to stick with Lindell. 
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QB: Mike Glennon, Josh Freeman, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Doug Martin, Brian Leonard, Mike James, Jeff Demps 
FB: Erik Lorig, Spencer Larsen 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Williams, Kevin Ogletree, Russell Shepard, Eric Page 
TE: Nate Byham, Tom Crabtree, Tim Wright 
PK: Rian Lindell 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
Jake Locker then ushered in a new batch of believers with what could perhaps turn out to be the defining drive of his career. At the least, the dramatic comeback for a 20-17 win over the Chargers on Sunday changed the look of the 2013 season for the Titans.

"Every quarterback needs a game like this," wide receiver Damian Williams said. "We've always been 100 percent behind Jake, and after a game like this, hopefully everyone else will be, too."

The Titans rallied because the quarterback they drafted to win games like this made the big plays in the clutch. Despite not having a timeout, he guided a 10-play, 94-yard drive in 1:50 and threw the game-winning touchdown pass with 15 seconds to go.

The Titans rallied because another player they drafted to change games -- rookie wide receiver Justin Hunter -- made such a play. The second-round pick from Tennessee caught Locker's 34-yard pass to shock the Chargers and himself. The touchdown was also his first NFL reception.

"I thought Jake would probably look the other way. I was just out there trying to make sure I didn't mess up," Hunter said with a smile. "When I saw that ball in flight, I had to go get it. When I caught it, I was like ‘Oh, snap!' "

Hunter was 1 and the Titans were still the Oilers the last time the franchise beat the Chargers. The victory snapped a nine-game losing streak in the series dating to 1992.

It was in doubt until the closing seconds. The Titans managed only one touchdown in the previous 57:55, and they began their final possession at their own 6, trailing 17-13 and minus any timeouts.

"There was a calm feeling. I don't think there was panic," Locker said. "There was a feeling we had time to make something happen."

Locker started the drive with five straight completions, pushing the Titans to the San Diego 45 with 51 seconds left. His next pass bounced off tight end Delanie Walker and was nearly intercepted.

Locker then connected with Nate Washington and had the Titans at the San Diego 34 with 28 seconds to play. After spiking the ball to stop the clock, Locker threw an incompletion, leaving 21 seconds.

Offensive coordinator Dowell Loggains called Track Right 61 Zipper -- four receivers running vertical routes. Based on coverage, Loggains hoped Locker would go to Hunter. He did.

"Honestly, once I threw it, (Hunter) was so much higher than the guy guarding him, I started celebrating," Locker said.

It was a sweet reversal for the Titans, who blew a lead against the Texans last week.

"We needed a win like this," head coach Mike Munchak said.

And as Nashville Tennessean staffer Jim Wyatt suggested, despite not committing a turnover in the first two games, Locker needed this as well. The game-winning drive was just his second in 14 starts, but his first when the Titans were trailing. Last season, he led a game-winning march in overtime against the Lions.

He still hasn't committed a turnover this season, going 23-of-37 for 299 yards against the Chargers, and tacking on 68 rushing yards, including a 7-yard touchdown.

"At the end of the game, the guy we wanted to have the football in his hands had the football in his hands," Loggains said. "He never flinched. He never got rattled. There was never a sense of concern. Jake just went out and won the game.

"Jake needed to come from behind and win against a good team. Most guys don't get that done. ... And he answered."

The Titans said they knew it was coming. And they expect it to continue.

"We joke around about drinking the Kool-Aid and buying in and all of that stuff, but I think guys have genuinely done that with this team. We believe in one another," center Rob Turner said. "As for Jake, he has the personality, the mentality that you want to be a part of. You want to play for that guy.

"I'll lay my body out there for him, week in and week out. I'll take as many shots and play hurt to play for a guy like that to protect him, and everyone else on this team feels the same way. When you've got guys who feel that way about one another, it's a powerful thing."

Meanwhile, that same drive brings up the next question: What exactly is Kenny Britt's future with the Tennessee Titans?

As the Sports Xchange suggested, until this past week, that question would have been answered at the end of the season as the wide receiver prepared for free agency.

But after tweeting last week that he believed this year could be his last year as a Titan, and having zero catches and two more penalties Sunday, many are wondering if Britt will have a reduced role in the offense for at least the near future.

It certainly didn't help Britt's cause when rookie Hunter was summoned from the bench at the end of the game and caught the game-winner.

"Competition makes everyone better. He understands that Justin is coming and he's coming fast. The last three weeks have been big weeks for him, and Kenny is still a physical specimen that is going to be part of this offense," Loggains said. "We can't have dropped balls from anyone. We can't have penalties."

For his part, Britt said he was simply disappointed by the way he played on Sunday. Not only did he drop a pass on the Titans first offensive play from scrimmage, but he also had a false start penalty on third down with the Titans backed up. That made it third-and-15, and after a punt, the Chargers got the ball at the Titans' 49-yard line and promptly marched in for a quick 7-0 lead.

"I'm not disappointed in that (drop). I'm just disappointed in my whole day," Britt said. "Sometimes, you don't have good games and I've just got to bounce back this week."

For Britt, things have been bad this year. A case can certainly be made that he has lost confidence or is pressing too much.

At any rate, he finds himself dangerously close to landing in the doghouse, especially if Hunter, the second-round pick who was drafted as is possible heir apparent to the X receiver position, continues to make plays and earn opportunities for playing time. That time could come at Britt's expense. ...

It certainly won't come at Washington's.

The ninth-year pro hauled in eight passes for a career-best 131 yards, more than making up for the lackluster day of fellow starter Britt. Washington made at least one critical catch on three of the Titans' four scoring drives, including the game-winning touchdown march.

"Nate just balled out -- that's all you can say," wide receiver Kendall Wright said. "He's a captain and he kept leading us, by example and vocally. When you get a vet like that who's been in the game a long time, you listen to him because he's one of the hardest-working guys out there."

Washington had seven receptions in the first two games, in large part because the Titans relied primarily on their ground-and-pound attack.

But when the Titans opened things up to a degree against San Diego's 32nd-ranked passing defense, Washington was the main man.

"The No. 1 thing is that Jake Locker believes in Nate Washington," Loggains said. "As a receiver, you earn the trust of the quarterback and that's where the ball is going. ..."

On last note on the wideouts: Wyatt is "sure" the Titans would listen to trade offers for Britt, but is "skeptical" they could get a meaningful return. ...

Worth noting. ... Britt wasn't practicing Wednesday due to soreness in his neck and shoulder after taking a hard fall on Sunday. I'll be following up on his status when Late-Breaking Updates begin. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Chris Johnson had 90 yards on 19 carries and has had at least 70 yards in all three games this season, though he has yet to have a 100-yard rushing game. ...

Shonn Greene might begin running some this week, but said Monday he is out when the Titans play his old team, the Jets, on Sunday. Greene had his right knee scoped last week.

Britt suffered sore ribs from a hit where he landed on his head, but returned to the game. Delanie Walker had his foot in a walking boot but might play Sunday. It is believed to be a toe or foot injury. ...

One of the problems for the Titans on Sunday was penalties -- especially in the first half. Tennessee had 10 penalties for 110 yards in the first two quarters against the Chargers.

Tennessee was better in the second half with one penalty for six yards.

And finally. ... The Titans worked out former Colts and Ravens running back Delone Carter on Tuesday, along with former Bills back Kendall Gaskins, Wyatt reports.

Fullback Spencer Larsen, who played from 2008-2011 with the Broncos, also worked out for team officials. Larsen re-joined the Buccaneers on Wednesday. 
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QB: Jake Locker, Ryan Fitzpatrick 
RB: Chris Johnson, Jackie Battle, Darius Reynaud, Shonn Greene 
FB: Collin Mooney 
WR: Nate Washington, Kendall Wright, Kenny Britt, Damian Williams, Justin Hunter, Michael Preston 
TE: Delanie Walker, Craig Stevens, Taylor Thompson 
PK: Rob Bironas 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
Pierre Garcon has 23 catches for 280 yards and a touchdown through three games, but Washington's No. 1 receiver said his quarterback, Robert Griffin III, just isn't the same post-knee surgery.

According to Washington Post staffer Mark Maske, Garcon said Monday that Griffin is "obviously" not completely healthy and is "a lot different" as a player than he was last season as a rookie.

For a second straight week, Garcon spoke candidly about Griffin's play as the quarterback returns from knee surgery in January.

"He's not fully healthy, obviously," Garcon said. "He's running a little bit more. But last year's RGIII was a lot different from this year's RG because of his knee. It's not surprising. We've been talking about it the whole offseason. It's the same question every day on Monday. We can find something else to talk about."

Garcon's latest comments about Griffin's play came a day after the Redskins' record dropped to 0-3 with Sunday's loss to the Detroit Lions at FedEx Field.

The Redskins used Griffin a bit more often as a runner against the Lions. He rushed for 37 yards on six carries Sunday. He also threw for 326 yards on 32-for-50 passing. But he threw an interception and lost a fumble without being hit as he dove head first to the turf on a scramble.

"I don't think he's 100 percent," Garcon said. "But he's definitely giving 100 percent effort to get 100 percent. I don't think he's 100 percent but he will eventually get there. It's just playing with injuries. Everybody is hurt in the NFL. I had to play with an injury last year so I know what he's going through. It's not surprising. But it's just something you've got to deal with when you're in the league and during the season."

Garcon reiterated what he'd said last week about Griffin clearly being hindered by wearing a knee brace. Garcon said last week that the effects of Griffin not playing in the preseason were showing early in the regular season. He said Monday that Griffin's knee remains a primary topic of conversation because the Redskins are losing.

"When you're winning, you never talk about anything bad," Garcon said. "But when you're losing, everything gets magnified. But coming off an ACL injury, which we all know is a tough thing to come back from, it all depends on how the season goes. If we were winning, we wouldn't be talking about his knee. If we're losing, we're talking about it. So I'm used to it."

The offense made modest improvements Sunday, according to Garcon.

"We're getting better," he said. "We're making plays. We're moving the ball down the field. We scored in the first half. ... But we still have a lot to do. It's not about running the ball from a quarterback standpoint, from RGIII running the ball. It's about completing passes and everything, having the whole offense come together."

It should be noted that Griffin had his best run of the season on Sunday against Detroit, but that run became one of the QB's worst plays of the season when he went into a head-first slide and lost the ball as he hit the ground. Griffin said he doesn't like the rule that allows the ground to cause a fumble in that situation.

Griffin said in a postgame radio interview that he knows the ground can cause a fumble if a runner goes to the ground head first on his own and isn't touched by the defense. Griffin also knows that if he had slid feet-first, the play would have ended as soon as he went into his slide, and if he had dropped the ball when he hit the ground it would not have been a fumble.

"Yeah, it's the rule," Griffin said. "And it's a stupid rule. You'd think if you declare yourself down that you'd be down. I mean, I wasn't falling. I was trying to get down to avoid a hit, slide, be out there for my team. Knee down, elbow down, and then the ball comes out. According to them, it's a fumble. That's just the way it goes. It just sucks."

But as Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith suggests, while Griffin may think the rule should change, if he knows the rule then it's his own fault that he didn't either slide feet first or secure the ball when he went down head first.

Smith added, "Griffin needs to take better care of the football: He now has 17 fumbles in 19 career games. And that sucks. ..."

And so do the Redskins.

With Sunday's loss, they fell to 0-3 for the first time since 2001, when the team opened the year with an 0-5 record. That Marty Schottenheimer-coached team rebounded to finish with an 8-8 record but didn't advance to the postseason. And this Redskins team is venturing dangerously close to a similar position. Since Buffalo in 1998, no team has made the playoffs after opening the year 0-3.

"No one wants to start the season off 0-3. That's tough," said running back Alfred Morris, who rushed for 73 yards and a touchdown on 15 carries. "That's a tough pill to swallow. But like I said, we're still in this thing together. It's a long season, but we're going to try to get a win against Oakland [on Sunday] before we go into the bye."

After giving up 33 and 38 points in their first two regular season games, the Redskins were better defensively. But Griffin and an offense that has yet to rekindle last season's explosiveness demonstrated again that they have yet to work out the kinks.

"We have to eliminate some of those mistakes in the football game," head coach Mike Shanahan said. "We had the opportunity to do it and get it done. But you can't make those mistakes that we had and expect to win. We have to play cleaner and be more consistent. ..."

They'll try to do just that against the Raiders this week. And it should be noted that all the news isn't bad.

Griffin set career highs with both the 32 completions and his 50 attempts. The former were the most by a Washington QB in almost six years. Morris's 15th career touchdown left him one shy of Mike Thomas' franchise record for the most by a running back during his first two NFL seasons.

Garcon's 16 catches over the past two weeks are the most during such a span during his six seasons. Santana Moss' seven catches were his most since the 2010 season finale. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's John Keim, Leonard Hankerson started over Josh Morgan at the Z receiver position because he had a better game against Green Bay. Neither one did much versus Detroit; Hankerson caught three passes for 21 yards while Morgan caught two for 19.

The storyline with Morgan this summer was whether or not he had regained some explosiveness after his 2011 ankle surgery.

"He's much better than he was a year ago, there's no question about it. But there's still competition," Shanahan said. "People are fighting for playing time and you have two guys that are close and each game dictates how much he'll play the following week."

Morgan replaced Chris Thompson for the final two kickoff returns. It didn't make much of a difference as Morgan averaged 21.5 yards compared to Thompson's 22.5."I wanted to give him a chance," Shanahan said. "He's a bigger body. ..."

Tight end Jordan Reed suffered a quad contusion after taking a helmet to the leg in Sunday's loss.

Reed had taken over as the team's primary pass-catching tight end with Fred Davis sidelined by a sprained ankle, and but left the game in the second half with an injury of his own.

"It's real frustrating I couldn't keep playing," Reed said in the locker room after the game. "I've got to come in [Monday] and see what kind of treatment I need."

Reed had five catches for 50 yards on six targets.

Shanahan said of Reed that he's not sure how long it will take him to recover.

Meanwhile, Shanahan provided insight into the injury that caused the team to add Davis to the injury report on Saturday.

Davis rolled his ankle on the last play of Friday's practice, Shanahan said, and woke up Saturday morning experiencing some soreness and swelling. The Redskins listed Davis as questionable on Saturday.

He tried to test out his ankle prior to Sunday's game, but moved gingerly even while walking. Davis told reporters on Wednesday that he has a high sprain, but he still hopes to play this weekend.

Davis worked on a limited basis Wednesday; Reed sat out. ...

Kicker Kai Forbath said his groin injury has lasted a lot longer than he originally expected, but he's hopeful that he'll return for Sunday's game at Oakland.

"I thought it would be a couple days and it would be better," Forbath said. "It's frustrating but we're making progress."Forbath said he didn't kick at all last week, wanting to make sure he didn't aggravate it and delay his return.

"It's real close," Forbath said.

With Forbath unable to go again thanks to a lingering groin injury, John Potter handled kicking duties for the second straight week. A kickoff specialist, Potter recorded three touchbacks. He also made field-goal attempts from 21 and 43 yards in the second half. 
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QB: Robert Griffin, Kirk Cousins, Rex Grossman, Pat White 
RB: Alfred Morris, Roy Helu, Evan Royster, Chris Thompson 
FB: Darrel Young 
WR: Pierre Garcon, Leonard Hankerson, Josh Morgan, Aldrick Robinson, Santana Moss 
TE: Fred Davis, Jordan Reed, Logan Paulsen, Niles Paul 
PK: Kai Forbath, John Potter 
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