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ARIZONA CARDINALS
According to Arizona Republic staffer Kent Somers, the Cardinals will practice in pads twice this week, the maximum allowed by NFL rules and one more day than a normal week.

Rather than punishment for players, the extra work is more a quest by head coach Bruce Arians and his staff to find something, or someone, that can give the offense traction.

Last Friday, the day after the 34-22 loss to Seattle, Arians hinted that personnel changes could be coming.

The two padded practices are an effort "to try to get some of the young guys some good work and look at them," Arians said.

The coach certainly isn't going to bench Carson Palmer, who has had 13 passes intercepted, including four in the last two games

But Palmer has yet to be benched in a game, and Arians has defended him at every opportunity, including saying the last four interceptions were not Palmer's fault.

"I've got to give him credit for standing," Arians said Friday. "When you are hit that many times and you still stand in there. ... Looking back, neither interception (against Seattle) was his fault whatsoever. Overall he protected the football like he needed to. We've got to make better plays."

If change is coming to this offense, the Sports Xchange notes it likely will be on the line. Center Lyle Sendlein is the only lineman who played well against Seattle as Palmer was sacked seven times and hit numerous more.

"We all need to step up our game," Palmer said. "Everybody needs to step up their game. Mainly me being the quarterback -- that's your job. We have to keep growing."

Right tackle Eric Winston struggled, and he could be pushed next week in practice by Bobby Massie, the starter at right tackle a year ago. And left tackle Bradley Sowell was beaten repeatedly by Seattle. "When you are in tough situations, you bring your lunch pail back to work and keep working," Winston said Friday. "There's no other way to go about it."

Meanwhile, starting halfback Rashard Mendenhall is practicing more since committing mistakes early against Tampa Bay three weeks ago. While the mistakes have been eliminated, he's gained 105 yards on 40 carries in the three games since.

That's not all Mendenhall's fault because he's often had nowhere to run. But he's also tried to bounce too many runs outside instead of just powering ahead for a few yards.

Ryan Williams hasn't been active this season, and it's time for that to change. Yes, he's had a history of injuries. And, yes, he might still need to learn how to play through pain. But this running game needs a jump-start, so why keep a former second-round pick on the bench?

"Play him," Somers wrote, "see what he can do. If he flops, say goodbye to him at the end of the season. ..."

Rookie Andre Ellington has been dynamic and was gradually getting the ball more until the Seattle game. Instead of 12 or so touches a game, Somers believes he needs to get an average of 16 or 18. Fantasy owners would likely agree with that assessment. ...

Ellington touched the ball just five times against Seattle, a drastic reduction in his workload from the previous two weeks when he averaged carrying the ball about a dozen times. The Cardinals went to their spread formation more after they fell behind, and Ellington usually lines up as a receiver in that package. That reduced his rushing attempts.

The Cardinals face the Falcons this week. I'll be watching for any lineup announcements in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... When the Cardinals did find opportunities to throw the ball last Thursday, their options included two familiar faces. Tight end Rob Housler caught all seven of his targets for 53 yards. And after starting the game with three quick catches, Andre Roberts wasn't targeted again until the second half, but he finished with five catches for 33 yards.

In all, quarterback Palmer completed passes to nine receivers including cornerback Patrick Peterson. Michael Floyd had a team-high 71 yards on six receptions.

According to ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss, free agent tight end Jake Ballard was in Arizona for a tryout last week. The Cardinals didn't sign the three-year pro because of concerns about his ability to endure the rest of the season. Ballard tore his ACL while playing in Super Bowl XLVI with the New York Giants and missed all of last season as a member of the New England Patriots. Ballard was cut after training camp.

Ballard's addition would have given the Cardinals another receiving option at the position. In his rookie season, Ballard had 604 yards. Heading into this season, Housler had 618.

Coaches have been waiting for Housler to live up to the expectations levied on him during the offseason, when Arians talked about the tight ends being a primary piece of his offense. But Housler has struggled with his timing and getting on the same page as quarterback Palmer.

However, Housler, who missed the first two games of the season with an ankle injury, made strides against Seattle.

Larry Fitzgerald had two catches for 17 yards against Seattle. He's playing with a sore hamstring, which has hindered him. But it doesn't appear he's a focal point of the offense, either. He's playing more inside than he has in his career, which might have something to do with the decline in numbers.

But the hamstrings have clearly been an issue.

"Larry probably played that game at 80-percent," Arians said during a Tuesday appearance on Sirius XM NFL Radio. "It has bothered him. He re-injured it a couple Fridays ago and he continues to try and gut it out and play."

With the Thursday night game, Fitzgerald was able to get some additional days off and Arians believes it's helped Fitzgerald's recovery.

"This rest has really helped him," Arians said. "I'm hoping that Thursday, we may give him off again tomorrow. I want to see the thing healed up 100-percent."

Fitzgerald wasn't expected to practice Wednesday. ...

The news leaked out yesterday, that the Cardinals were going to be signing former Colts cornerback Teddy Williams, a player with a ton of speed. Williams was signed as a wide receiver.

Williams is a former track guy who did not play college football and originally tried to make it as a receiver with the Cowboys. That didn't stick, nor did his attempt to play cornerback for Dallas. He did play in seven games last season for Indianapolis as a cornerback. He can return kickoffs as well. ...

And finally. ... With the weekend off, Fitzgerald hit the links. And what a weekend it was.

Fitzgerald, who started playing golf in April, hit his first hole-in-one Saturday at Whisper Rock Golf Club in Scottsdale. According to a tweet from Somers, Fitzgerald used a 6-iron on the 180-yard hole. 
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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, Jaron Brown, Brittan Golden, Teddy Williams 
TE: Jim Dray, Rob Housler, Kory Sperry, DC Jefferson 
PK: Jay Feely 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As Associated Press sports writer George Henry notes, Tony Gonzalez has talked a lot over the last three years about opponents having to "choose their poison" when facing the Atlanta Falcons.

But with Julio Jones out for the season and Roddy White and Steven Jackson trying to heal nagging injuries, Gonzalez is a marked man in coverage as the NFL's No. 2 career-leading receiver.

In a 31-23 victory Sunday over winless Tampa Bay, Matt Ryan turned to Harry Douglas, formerly the No. 3 receiver, as his first option.

"I hope you're not surprised by what Harry did today," Gonzalez said. "He is definitely a capable person."

With Gonzalez double-teamed most of the afternoon, Douglas caught all seven passes he was targeted on. His 149 yards receiving were a career high for the fifth-year receiver.

When the Falcons visit Arizona this weekend, Ryan will be looking for Douglas and Jacquizz Rodgers among his top three options with Gonzalez.

The Falcons maximized their opportunities in the passing game against Tampa Bay as Rodgers and Jason Snelling managed just 30 yards on 15 attempts and the Buccaneers had a 15-minute advantage in time of possession.

The Falcons' longest run from scrimmage was 7 yards, one by Rodgers and another by Snelling.

On Atlanta's other 13 runs by this pair, the offense gained 16 net yards. Arizona, which ranks fifth in the run defense, might be a tougher opponent to run on.

"As a group, running backs have to run harder," Rodgers said. "Everybody's got to be on the same page, blocking the right man, and us as running backs have to get downhill faster, so we can be efficient going down the stretch."

Help could be on the way, however.

Head coach Mike Smith said he expects Jackson to return to practice this week from a hamstring injury.

"Right now, we anticipate that Steven Jackson will be participating in practice on Wednesday," Smith said.

Jackson has been sidelined since suffering the injury in a Week 2 win over his former team, the Rams. Jackson expressed hope to return for this past Sunday's win over the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, but his hamstring obviously didn't recover in time.

Smith said the doctors will determine how much Jackson practices this week. Last week, the outlook looked very good, Smith said. At the same time, Smith doesn't expect Jackson to go through a full practice on Wednesday, so Jackson is likely to be limited upon returning.

It is not guaranteed that Jackson will be in uniform for Sunday's game at Arizona -- though the veteran halfback told reporters on Wednesday he's "planning" to play.

Meanwhile, Smith did not provide an update on White, who missed the first game of his career this past Sunday while nursing hamstring and ankle injuries.

"I'm not going to talk about where Roddy is," Smith said. "I think we're all progressing well. We'll have to see where these guys are on Wednesday."

White did not practice Wednesday; Jackson was limited.

Left tackle Sam Baker (knee) and tight end Chase Coffman (ankle) continue to recover from injuries, while linebacker Akeem Dent (ankle) appeared to experience a setback upon returning to action this past Sunday.

I'll be following the progress of Jackson and White closely in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

For what it's worth, Smith said he has talked to Jones "daily" after the top receiver underwent season-ending foot surgery. Jones remains immobilized. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Ryan has led the Falcons to an 18-1 record when he throws three-or-more touchdown passes and a 34-2 record when his quarterback rating is 100-or-higher.

Ryan wasn't sacked as he completed 20 of 26 passes for 273 yards and three scores while posting a career-best passer rating of 148.4. The effort earned him NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

"I thought our offensive line stepped up to the task," Ryan said afterward. "That's a good front four, a really good front four. Our guys came to play and, collectively, I think having had those guys play a little bit more together, having had a little bit more experience together, I think they're starting to play pretty good football."

Rodgers pulled in his second touchdown catch on the day in the second half, catching a short pass from Ryan and running eight yards into the end zone. Rodgers' two touchdown catches on Sunday were his first of the season and pushed his career total for receiving TDs to four.

This season, Rodgers has four touchdowns, two rushing and two receiving, including multiple touchdowns in back-to-back games. The third-year pro rushed for a pair of scores against the Jets in Week 5 and caught two touchdown passes on Sunday against the Buccaneers.

Rodgers finished the game with a team-high eight receptions for 46 yards with two touchdowns. Rodgers has tallied eight total touchdowns with four on the ground and four through the air during his career. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, the Falcons stayed with their three-receiver formations for most of the day against the Bucs.

Drew Davis (41 of 46 snaps/89 percent) and Darius Johnson (35/76 percent) played significant snaps. Brian Robiskie played two snaps and Kevin Cone played one snap.

"I thought we put together a very good plan to utilize the strengths of our players," Smith said. "I thought the coaching staff did a great job."

As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure notes, Johnson came to the Falcons as an undrafted rookie from SMU. After starting the season on the practice squad, Johnson was promoted to the active roster over the weekend to add depth, with Jones and White both out. Johnson didn't look the least bit lost as the first receiver off the bench in a three-receiver set.

He caught two passes for 24 yards while being targeted three times. "He has earned the right to go out there and play, had a crucial catch for a first down in the game," Smith said of Johnson. "He is a very athletic, not big receiver, but athletic receiver with good speed. It was good to see him get his first catch in the National Football League."

And finally. ... Losing at home two weeks ago to the New York Jets was a low point, so Smith decided to have defensive coordinator Mike Nolan move from the booth to work on the sideline for the first time in two seasons with the Falcons. Safety Thomas DeCoud and defensive tackle Jonathan Babineauxwere quick to point out that communication improved for the entire defense with Nolan, a former NFL head coach and longtime coordinator, standing alongside his players.

Schematically, the biggest difference was Nolan's use of additional and different blitz packages that tried to keep rookie quarterback Mike Glennon, who was making his third career start, from setting his feet in the pocket.

"We decided to send a little pressure to him and see how he'd adjust to it. We knew the ball was coming out quick. The front seven held their end today and the back end held up. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Dominique Davis 
RB: Steven Jackson, Jacquizz Rodgers, Jason Snelling, Antone Smith, Josh Vaughn 
FB: Jason Snelling 
WR: Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Drew Davis, Darius Johnson, Kevin Cone, Brian Robiskie 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Levine Toilolo, Chase Coffman 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
According to Associated Press sports writer David Ginsburg, there's seemingly no limit to what John Harbaugh will do to get the Baltimore Ravens back on track.

The defending Super Bowl champions dipped below .500 with a 19-16 loss at Pittsburgh on Sunday. As a result, a much-needed bye week won't begin for the players until Thursday at the earliest.

"We have to get better. We have a lot to improve on," Harbaugh said Monday. "We're going to spend the next two days working on those things with the guys here. Then we'll let them out of here Wednesday afternoon -- as per the rules -- and try to get some rest."

If Harbaugh could keep the Ravens (3-4) on the practice field right up until the next game, Nov. 3 in Cleveland, he probably would. This marks the latest point in a season that Baltimore has owned a losing record since Harbaugh took over in 2008.

Three of the Ravens' four defeats have come by a total of eight points, their running game is virtually non-existent and the defense allowed the Steelers to rush for 141 yards and convert seven of 12 third-down plays. Baltimore trails AFC North-leader Cincinnati by two games, and Harbaugh is running out of patience.

"We'll do whatever it takes," he said. "We'll trade guys, we'll cut guys, we'll sign guys, we'll coach guys, we'll change schemes. It doesn't matter. We have to find a way to get better. That's the business we're in. We've got the men for the job. I like our guys. But that's what we've got to work on, continue to work on. This week's a chance to really focus on that."

The roster shuffle began Monday when the Ravens traded left tackle Bryant McKinnie to the Dolphins for a conditional draft pick. McKinnie played a key role in Baltimore's playoff run last season, but he wasn't nearly as effective this season and lost his starting job two weeks ago.

Baltimore's problems transcend a shaky offensive line. With the exception of the season-opening blowout loss in Denver, the Ravens have been keeping it close. But they lost to Buffalo 23-20, Green Bay 19-17 and then to Pittsburgh on a field goal as time expired.

During their Super Bowl season, the Ravens won seven games by three points or fewer, including a pair in the postseason. What makes this season particularly frustrating is that Cincinnati is 4-1 this year in games decided by seven points or fewer.

"The team that is No. 1 in our division has won some really tough games, some close games, late-game field goals and things like that," Harbaugh noted. "That's really been the difference. It's always been the difference in this league. We just got to find a way to win those games -- not just find a way to win them, find a way to be good in them."

That's on the to-do list during bye week.

"It happens at a perfect time for us to address everything," linebacker Terrell Suggs said. "We can't kid ourselves anymore. We've got a lot of work to do. We're used to things going a little different for us, but that being said, we've got to be able to adjust on the fly and play football."

Harbaugh said, "It's going to be an opportunity to improve, certainly. We've tried to use it every year that way. We can use a chance to heal. That will be important for us, get our legs back a little bit. That will be a plus. Look at ourselves schematically. We'll continue to that."

Ginsburg went on to suggest that if the Ravens can get Ray Rice running again, that would help solidify an attack that has relied too heavily on the pass. Rice showed signs of promise against Pittsburgh, gaining 45 yards on 15 carries, but at this point it's difficult to say just what this offense does best.

But ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley points out that Rice and Bernard Pierce couldn't generate yards after being hit. They combined to rush for a season-low 11 yards after contact, according to ESPN Stats & Information.

Hensley explained this number is even more disappointing when you factor in the Steelers have allowed 305 yards after contact this season, the seventh-most in the NFL. Rice and Pierce combined for 58 yards on 21 carries, a 2.7-yard average. The Ravens' backs have been held under 3.2 yards per carry in every game this season.

"We all have something we need to do better," Rice said. "We have a good bunch of guys, but this is the time of year where we have to create our identity. We have to find out who we are as a football team. We'll find out during this bye week. ..."

In a semi-related note. ... The Ravens had running back Beanie Wells in for a workout on Wednesday according to Aaron Wilson of the Baltimore Sun.

It is likely the team is merely doing due-diligence during their bye week but there is no doubt the Ravens running game needs help. Pierce missed practice Wednesday with a hamstring injury, although he is expected to be ready for Week 9. Rice and Pierce are currently the only two backs on the roster. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Sun staffer Matt Vensel noted, after going three-and-out on their first drive, the Ravens used their no-huddle offense on their final six possessions. They parked fullback Vonta Leach on the sideline for most of the game and used their 11 personnel -- three wide receivers, a tight end and a running back -- on 55 of their 61 plays.

Joe Flacco often operated out of the shotgun.

The Ravens limited their substitutions, keeping tired Steelers defenders on the field.

Despite forcing the Steelers to use five defensive backs, the Ravens again struggled to run the ball. But Flacco completed 24 of his 34 attempts for 215 yards and a touchdown with no turnovers. Nine Ravens caught a pass.

The offense picked up 19 first downs, had four drives of 10 or more plays and moved into Steelers territory on each of their final six possessions. But they scored just one touchdown, on a 16-play, 83-yard drive on their final possession of the game.

"We wanted to do a little bit of that and see if we could keep them on the field and wear them out a little bit," Flacco said. "I thought we moved the ball pretty well. Once we got into the red zone, we got shut down a little bit. Every score was really pivotal. It seemed like there were not a lot of possessions out there."

Torrey Smith was limited to three catches, although he did have 61 yards, but Jacoby Jones, Marlon Brown and Tandon Doss combined for 10 catches.

Dallas Clark scored a touchdown for the second straight game. Justin Tucker made all three field-goal attempts (46, 38 and 32 yards).

Brandon Stokley missed the game with a lingering groin injury.

And finally. ... The Ravens stashed tight end Dennis Pitta on injured reserve with the possibility of returning at the start of the season in hopes of getting a late-season contribution from the tight end after he recovered from a preseason hip injury.

Pitta is eligible to start practicing with the team and would be free to play in the Ravens' Week 9 game because he'd have spent the necessary eight weeks on injured reserve, but it doesn't sound like that's a realistic possibility.

Ed Werder of ESPN reports that that Pitta has been working out regularly as part of his rehab from the injury and the team still expects that he'll be able to make it back this season, although the projected date of that return is about a month away.

Per Werder, Baltimore anticipates Pitta being out through mid-to-late November before he will make it back onto the field.
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The Ravens are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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BUFFALO BILLS
Running back Fred Jackson immediately waved off the Bills training staff once the cart pulled up along the sideline.

"Yeah, I knew it was out there," Jackson recalled Monday. "And I knew I didn't need it."

Sore as his sprained left knee felt a day earlier, Jackson had no intention of being carted off during a game at Miami for the second time in two years.

Rather than climb aboard, Jackson grabbed his helmet and headed back on the field, where he proceeded to play a key role in a 23-21 win over the Dolphins.

"Oh yeah, I was motivated," said Jackson, still stung by the memory of breaking his right leg at Miami in November 2011.

"That was something that ran through my mind yesterday. And I wanted to be out there."

As Associated Press sports writer John Wawrow reported it, wearing a brace he's had on since first hurting his knee three weeks ago, Jackson persevered in producing a gutty performance that continued to solidify his position as the Bills' vocal and inspirational leader.

He scored on a 3-yard run in the first quarter after aggravating the injury a series earlier, when teammate Scott Chandler rolled into the side of Jackson's knee on the sideline. And he was still at it in the final minutes.

Jackson gained 16 yards on three consecutive carries -- including a 10-yard run to convert a third-and-4 at the Dolphins 28 -- to set up Dan Carpenter's game-winning 31-yard field goal with 33 seconds left.

He finished with 36 yards rushing and 49 yards receiving in helping the Bills snap a two-game skid and win a road game for the first time since Oct. 14, 2012, at Arizona.

And don't be surprised to see Jackson playing this Sunday at New Orleans (5-1).

"It's definitely sore today," Jackson said. "But I expect to be out there. I'll do everything I can."

His teammates would expect nothing less from the seven-year veteran.

"He's got a lot of heart. He's one of those guys who's a natural leader," guard Kraig Urbik said. "When we need a little pick up or need a little extra, he's always the guy to provide it. He's one of those guys that we always rally behind."

Wawrow went on to suggest that Jackson's resilience is beginning to reflect the identity of a young team that has shown no signs of quit this season despite a series of injuries to key regulars -- including rookie quarterback EJ Manuel (sprained right knee).

Buffalo's three wins have been determined by a combined 6 points, and four losses determined by a combined 25. And the Bills have either led or been within a score of the lead in all seven games.

That's well ahead of the modest expectations that came with a team that underwent a near top-to-bottom overhaul this offseason and hasn't been to the playoffs in 13 seasons -- the NFL's longest active drought.

"I'm extremely proud," rookie head coach Doug Marrone said. "We're fighting, fighting, fighting. And that's what we're going to keep doing. ... Granted, we're not happy with the record or where we're at, but we're working on changing that every single day."

Marrone singled out Jackson for the leadership he's provided.

"I think Fred is an outstanding pro, and he leads by example," Marrone said. "There's a lot of youth in him which we're very happy with."

Youth is a relative term for Jackson.

At 32, he's not sure how many more seasons he's got left, or how much longer his wobbly left knee can hold up this season.

That leaves him focusing on short-term objectives, such as doing everything he can to turn the Bills into winners this season.

"We've got a great opportunity in front of us right now. And I want to be a part of it," Jackson said. "The confidence in this locker room is sky-high in here. We believe in ourselves. And there's nothing more powerful than a locker room that has confidence in itself."

Meanwhile, in what has become a trend this season, C.J. Spiller had another miserable afternoon in Miami, and the Sports Xchange notes the running back who enjoyed a breakout season in 2012 is a shell of that player right now.

Spiller suffered a quad injury in the Week 3 loss to the Jets, and then left the Week 4 victory against Baltimore with an ankle sprain. Since then, Spiller has been unable provide the explosiveness and elusiveness that is so important to his game.

Against the Ravens he played 31 of 84 offensive snaps, in Cleveland on a Thursday night when he had only a few days to rest he was on the field for just 13 of 75. In the loss to Cincinnati he'd said he was feeling better after a 10-day epoch between games, but he was able to go only 17 of 69 snaps. And then in the victory over Miami, Spiller played 14 of 66 snaps.

Marrone was asked how concerned he was about Spiller's situation the day after the Bengals game, and he said, "We'll rest him in the beginning of the week like we did last week and then come back. We just have to keep being smart. It's better today than it was last Monday."

Clearly, it wasn't better on game day.

Against the Dolphins Spiller had one of the worst games of his career. He carried six times for 11 yards, and caught three passes for minus four yards. That's seven yards on nine touches.

In seven games, Spiller has rushed for only 362 yards and he's averaging a puny 2.6 yards per pass reception after averaging more than 10 yards per catch last year. In the last three games, he has 24 carries for 132 yards, one of those being a 54-yard TD run against Cleveland. So take that one out, and he has 23 carries for 78 yards. In the passing game, where Spiller has always been dangerous, he has five catches for seven yards in the past three games.

At this point, it seems prudent that the Bills sit Spiller out for a week and give him a chance to heal. Playing week after week is doing nothing for his recovery, and he hasn't been able to contribute much to the offense.

However, with Jackson also far from 100 percent, the Bills could continue trying to combine the two players to get whatever they can out of the running game. Tashard Choice is the No. 3 back, and the Bills could do far worse than Choice as a No. 3. He has some shift to his style, and he can catch the ball out of the backfield.

But Monday, Marrone seemed committed to continuing to roll out Spiller at far less than full speed. "There's going to be a setback when you play the game, he's not going to come out of there 110 percent," Marrone said. "We're looking at the production, seeing if he's getting better and not putting him out there in jeopardy. Yes, him being out there, he can produce. You look at the run against Cleveland, the run even the other day that he bounces outside and takes it up the sideline. Not very many people can do that.

"That's the one thing we're trying to balance the whole time. ..."

For the record, neither Jackson nor Spiller were able to practice on Wednesday. According to ESPN.com's Mike Rodak, both running backs were seen working with trainers on the side. I'll be following up on both via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. ...

The Bills schedule doesn't get any easier as they'll travel to face the New Orleans Saints this weekend. They'll need to play better in the Superdome than they did in Miami.

For what it's worth, Marrone played for the Saints in 1989, and later served as their offensive coordinator from 2006-2008.

Those were the first three seasons of the Sean Payton and Drew Brees teaming up, and the combo produced the Saints' first Super Bowl win in 2009, when Marrone began his four-year stint at Syracuse. Marrone said Monday that he still keeps in touch with Payton.

"Obviously I had a great experience down there, I have a great appreciation," he said. "[We] worked there through a tough transition after [Hurricane] Katrina. Those memories are always going to be there and I have all the respect in the world. I wouldn't be where I am today if I didn't have or had spent the time that I did down there. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Thad Lewis didn't throw for a touchdown, but he completed 21 of his 32 passes for 202 yards in Miami. He had an interception and was sacked four times. He ran five times for 13 yards.

Rookie receiver Marquise Goodwin was a non-factor on offense as he wasn't even targeted but he had two kickoff returns for 49 yards. Stevie Johnson returned after a one-game hiatus and caught six passes for 61 yards. ...

Carpenter has made his last 15 field goals, the fourth-longest streak in Bills history. ...

According to Football Outsiders assistant editor Scott Kacsmar, the Bills are just the sixth team in NFL history to score and allow at least 20 points in each of their first seven games. The others were the 1967 New York Giants, the 1985 Cincinnati Bengals, 2000 St. Louis Rams, 2000 San Francisco 49ers and 2002 New Orleans Saints.

The Bills and Denver Broncos are the only teams this season to score at least 20 points in every game.

Buffalo has allowed two TDs rushing this season, the team's fewest through seven games since allowing two in 1982, according to STATS LLC. 
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QB: Thad Lewis, Jeff Tuel, Matt Flynn, EJ Manuel 
RB: Fred Jackson, C.J. Spiller, Tashard Choice 
FB: Frank Summers 
WR: Stevie Johnson, Robert Woods, T.J. Graham, Marquise Goodwin, Chris Hogan, Marcus Easley 
TE: Scott Chandler, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Associated Press sports writer Steve Reed noted this week, despite the addition of quarterback Cam Newton, the Panthers have not had a winning record since the end of the 2008 season when they finished 12-4 and lost to the Cardinals at home in the first round of the NFC playoffs.

Slow starts in the previous four seasons put the Panthers in big holes and they've not been able to climb out of them.

After starting 1-3 this year, the Panthers have a chance to eclipse the .500 mark and move to 4-3 on the season Thursday night when they visit winless division rival Tampa Bay.

'Head coach Ron Rivera said a win this week to get to 4-3 would be "huge" for his team.

"Because we're relevant then," Rivera said.

He said it's time for young team to take the next step.

"We've gotten to the point now where we are doing the things that we need to do and we're showing that we're capable," Rivera said. "It's a great opportunity for us and for this city to make a mark and we have to go out and do that."

The Panthers are riding high after back-to-back wins over Minnesota and St. Louis.

Newton is a combined 35 of 43 passing for 464 yards with four touchdowns and no interceptions in those two games. He's also run for a TD.

Despite Newton's hot hand, the Panthers aren't about to take the Bucs lightly even though they're starting a rookie quarterback in former N.C. State product Mike Glennon and will be without starting running back Doug Martin, who injured his shoulder in Sunday's loss to the Falcons.

Tampa Bay swept the season series with Carolina in 2012 and veteran Panthers have warned teammates this has all the makings of a "trap game" since it comes on a short week and the Panthers have to guard against looking ahead to the following week against the Falcons.

But it helps that Newton is at the top of his game.

Indeed, Newton is playing at the level the Panthers hoped he would when they made him the first pick of the 2011 draft. He's had games with way more touchdowns and passing yards than he had Sunday -- where he went 15-for-17 for 204 yards and one touchdown. He's had games with more rushing yards than his 10 carries for 26 yards, none longer than 13.

But when it comes to consistency and efficiency, ESPN.com's David Newton believes this might be the QB's best stretch ever. He kept the offense going on a day when the Rams finally learned how to slow the run. He did it particularly when it mattered.

"We talked about it last week with [Brandon] LaFell's touchdown; he was the third option," Rivera said. "When you start seeing him doing those types of things to give us a chance to win, you know he's matured."

"This is becoming Newton's team," the ESPN scribe noted. "Maybe not quite the way the Broncos are Peyton Manning's team or the New England Patriots are Tom Brady's team, but in a way that makes the Carolina offense productive even on a day when nobody looked spectacular."

"It all starts with him," tight end Greg Olsen said. "He's confident. He's making throws with confidence. He's hitting guys in stride, allowing guys to make clean catches and do something with it after.

"I don't know if our stats were flashy today. I know he was probably pretty efficient."

The good news for Carolina, Newton believes he can play better. That's also good news for fantasy owners heading into the stretch. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Jonathan Stewart said Tuesday he expects to play for the first time this season when the Panthers face the Falcons at home Nov. 3.

"Wow, he ruined the surprise," said Rivera, confirming the team's plans.

Stewart, who returned to practice Tuesday, underwent offseason surgery on both ankles, spent the first six games this season on the physically unable to perform list and will remain there through Thursday night's game at Tampa Bay. Stewart hasn't taken a snap in a live game since last November.

Although the Panthers have 21 days to decide whether to activate the team's second all-time leading rusher now that he's returned to practice, Rivera indicated that will come early next week.

When he returns, Stewart will split time with Tolbert behind starting running back DeAngelo Williams. Rivera made it clear that Williams, who leads the team in rushing with 434 yards, will remain the "premier guy. ..."

Tolbert scored on a 1-yard run in the first half to give him three touchdowns in the past two games. He has become the go-to guy in short-yardage situations, although he was stopped on two plays from the St. Louis 1 in the third quarter and then drew a personal foul. It will be interesting to see how his carries change when Stewart returns. ...

Steve Smith was livid over comments he said St. Louis cornerback Janoris Jenkins made about his family during Sunday's game. Smith let Jenkins know it on the field, pointing his finger at the second-year player out of North Alabama in the third quarter after scoring a touchdown on his 800th career catch.

He then unleashed a profanity-laced tirade against Jenkins in the locker room after the game.

"What I don't like is a young guy who comes in, who obviously his first time ever using the Internet and Google, and he Googles information about me, talks about my wife and stuff like that," Smith said. "That's just some of the [expletive deleted] I just don't play with. ...

"And if I see him on the street, I'm going to bust him in the [expletive deleted] mouth."

Smith, who had five receptions for 69 yards, now has 800 career receptions. He is the 29th player in NFL history to record 800 catches.

Olsen made his 100th straight start despite a foot strain. Olsen finished with four receptions for 47 yards. Olsen didn't practice Monday but is listed as probable for Thursday night. LaFell (knee) is also probable. ...

Graham Gano is 9-for-9 on field goals after going 3-for-3 on Sunday -- including a 50-yarder that made him 3-for-3 from that range.

The Panthers announced they've claimed wide receiver Tavarres King off waivers from Denver and terminated the contract of cornerback DJ Moore. King was initially a fifth-round pick of the Broncos, but didn't make it through final cuts and they stashed him on the practice squad.

He'll have more of a chance to play for the Panthers, who have gotten good work out of Ted Ginn but continue to look for receiving options. 
[image: image8]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image9]
QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Mike Tolbert, Kenjon Barner, Armond Smith, Jonathan Stewart 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Steve Smith, Brandon LaFell, Ted Ginn, Domenik Hixon, Marvin McNutt, Tavarres King 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ben Hartsock, Richie Brockel, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
=========================

=========================
CHICAGO BEARS
Jay Cutler suffered a torn muscle in his groin during Sunday's loss to the Washington Redskins, an MRI confirmed on Monday, and the team announced he'll be out of action for at least the next four weeks.

The injury elevates veteran Josh McCown into the starting role, and the club has signed Jordan Palmer to serve as the backup. Palmer was on the way to Chicago as of Monday afternoon, according to general manager Phil Emery, and will officially sign once he passes a physical.

Head coach Marc Trestman, meanwhile, expressed optimism about McCown's ability to step in as the starter as well as the relatively short recovery period for Cutler, who could return by the club's Nov. 24 matchup against the St. Louis Rams, if not sooner.

"I'm only confident by what [the doctors] told me," Trestman said. "This is a minimum of four weeks, and then he'll be evaluated week to week. But based on the history -- I talked to the doctors this morning -- four weeks is a reasonable start, and then it would be week to week.

"Jay's injury has been highly documented. I read a paper that the doctor gave me that says this is the kind of injury he has, and there's a lot of different ways to go about doing it, but the best is just rest and recovery."

Cutler won't undergo surgery, and Trestman said the quarterback is "disappointed he was injured," but "in a good frame of mind today" after receiving the diagnosis.

Cutler tore the groin muscle with 10:09 remaining in the first half of the team's 45-41 loss to the Redskins while being slammed to the ground on a sack by Chris Baker.

Cutler appeared to suffer the injury as Baker swung him to the ground, causing the quarterback's lower body to slam down on top of the defensive end's knee. Cutler eventually limped off the field under his own power, and the team's medical staff immediately walked him into the locker room.

McCown filled in and completed 14 of 20 passes for 204 yards, including a 7-yard touchdown pass to Martellus Bennett in the fourth quarter. McCown finished the game with a passer rating of 119.6, and admitted on Monday that "I don't know if you're ever ready to handle losing your starting quarterback."

Despite the potential setback to the offense, McCown thinks the structure put in place by Trestman will help him to succeed in Cutler's absence.

"The emphasis has been put on individuals to do their job and do their part. If we continue to get that, and we felt like we got that yesterday, it allows the quarterback to step in there, whether it's Jay or myself, to function and play, because guys are going to be coached to be where they are supposed to be and do what they're supposed to do," McCown said.

"It's going to look different between Jay and I. Our skill sets are different. Every guy in America wishes he could throw the ball like Jay Cutler. He has big-play capabilities because of his arm and the things that he does and just as a leader, too. So the bar was set high by Jay."

Before the injury, Cutler was 3-of-8 passing for 28 yards and had an interception returned 29 yards for a touchdown by Redskins linebacker Brian Orakpo.

Cutler hasn't missed time since Nov. 11 of last season, when he sustained a concussion against the Houston Texans that forced him out the next week against the San Francisco 49ers. In 2011, Cutler missed the club's final six games because of a broken thumb, and the Bears lost five of those games.

"You always want your guy out there. You know how competitive of a person he is," left tackle Jermon Bushrod said. "You just feel sorry that he has to deal with it. But at the end of the day, Josh has been in the league for a long time. He's played a lot of games. He has a lot of experience. So we're excited about the opportunity. ..."

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Michael C. Wright suggests if Cutler left the Bears in a tight spot on offense, then Lance Briggs gave the defense a near-insurmountable task: To somehow improve without him on the field.

Briggs (shoulder) is out 4-6 weeks.

Told that's pretty much the entire Bears team when you lose your field leaders on each side of the ball in one game, Trestman was even more defiant.

"You look at Green Bay," he said. "They've been playing without good players. We're confident that Josh can come in and run the team and why would anybody say, 'Why not?' after yesterday. The guys have confidence that he can take control of the huddle and move the football team. ..."

Trestman is giving the team off during the bye week after Tuesday, and it's not a decision arrived at because of Cutler's and Briggs' injuries. They had drawn the schedule up for the bye weeks prior to the Redskins game. In the past, the Bears had worked up until at least Thursday before taking a long weekend. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Wright, the Bears don't seem to be involving Matt Forte enough early on, and that's diminished Chicago's ability to find a rhythm.

In six first-half drives, the Bears handed off to Forte just four times, including only once in each of the first two possession. Forte didn't receive back-to-back attempts until the team's second drive of the second quarter. By then, Washington held a 17-10 lead. Forte carried four times for nine yards and a score in the first half, yet finished the game with 91 yards and three TDs on 16 attempts.

The offense should run through Forte from the onset.

Robbie Gould missed his first field goal of the season -- a 34-yard attempt that went wide right at 9:33 in the third quarter -- against the Redskins.

"I don't know. I hit a bad kick," Gould said. "I missed it. They called it a miss, and so it's a miss. I can't do that. You never put a field goal like that that close. I just have to go down the middle."

Theoretically, if the wild, high-scoring game continued in the same fashion, the Bears could have been within a field goal of winning and not a touchdown when they got the ball back in the final minute if Gould would have converted. Gould, one of the most accurate kickers in NFL history, seemed to have that in mind afterward.

He made a 49-yard field goal later in the fourth quarter and converted a 47-yarder in the first quarter. He is 12-for-13 this season.

When Devin Hester returned a punt 81 yards for a touchdown in the second quarter, it did more than boost the Bears after Cutler's groin injury -- it matched Deion Sanders' NFL record of 19 returns for touchdown. Hester has five career kickoff returns and one return of a missed field goal for scores.

Sanders -- whose 19 returns include nine interceptions -- sent a text message to Hester afterward.

"It's something that you really can't celebrate [in a loss]," Hester said. "We do celebrate it as a special-teams unit. It's something we strive for everyday, to get better and better each and every day at what we do.

"But overall as a team effort -- we gotta go in and watch film -- we still feel like we still left plays out there that we still could have took advantage of. ..."

In the aftermath of Sunday's game, receiver Brandon Marshall suggested that Washington Redskins safety Brandon Meriweather should "get suspended or taken out of the game completely" for his illegal hits. A day later, Bennett said he wants to "punch (Meriweather) in the face."

The NFL announced Monday that it suspended Meriweather for two games without pay for repeated violations of its safety rules which prohibit hits to the head.

Apparently the league's discipline didn't appease Bennett, who made scathing comments regarding Meriweather on Monday during his weekly radio show on WSR-670 in Chicago.

"I still want to punch him in the face," Bennett said during the interview.

Informed of the league's suspension of Meriweather, Bennett quipped: "We don't get any of his money."

Bennett also suggested that "most guys that do that can't cover. ..."

One last note here: Tight end Steve Maneri was cut to make room for Palmer. They were using guard Eben Britton as an extra blocker in an unbalanced line much of the time on running plays rather than use Maneri. 
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The Bears are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
As Associated Press sports writer Joe Kay put it, "Everything is going the Bengals' way approaching the midpoint of the season. ..."

No doubt about that.

A pair of last-second victories has left them 5-2 with a two-game lead in the AFC North, where no other team has so much as a winning record. Victories at Buffalo and at Detroit the last two weeks show they've learned how to win the tough ones on the road.

They're on a course for their first division title since 2009.

"These last couple have come down to the end and we're finding ways to win the game," quarterback Andy Dalton said. "For us, it's big. We're 5-2 now and it sets us up nice for where we want to go."

The only major concern this week is replacing top cornerback Leon Hall, who hurt his right Achilles tendon during the 27-24 win in Detroit on Sunday. He was getting tests on Monday to confirm that the initial diagnosis that it's a season-ending injury.

The Bengals have gotten by without him so far this season. They lost at Cleveland and beat New England with Hall sidelined by a hamstring injury. Adam "Pacman" Jones and second-year cornerback Dre Kirkpatrick will get more responsibilities the rest of the way.

Hall tore his other Achilles tendon during the 2011 season but returned last year and went back to performing as the Bengals' top cornerback. Hall knew he'd severely hurt the other one on Sunday when he fell while defending a pass in the end zone.

"I feel bad for him," Kirkpatrick said on Monday. "It's the second time it's happened to him and it's the opposite leg. I asked him if it's normal to happen to the other leg and he said it's somewhat normal. I just feel bad for him."

The Bengals host the New York Jets on Sunday, their only home game in a five-game stretch that they knew would be the pivotal part of the season. They're 2-0 in the stretch, with both wins coming on field goals by Mike Nugent.

The Bengals pinned the Bills in overtime, forced a punt and got Nugent's 43-yard kick for a 27-24 win. They followed the same script with the score tied in the fourth quarter in Detroit, pinning the Lions with a punt, forcing a punt and then getting Nugent's 54-yard field goal as time ran out for another 27-24 win.

As Kay suggested, in the past, those are the kinds of games the Bengals would lose by making a big mistake. They've learned to keep their cool and let their opponent make the game-turning gaffe, a sign of growth for a young team.

"It's very contagious seeing the coaches under control and thinking, 'Let's figure it out, let's win this game,"' Nugent said on Monday. "Not only do we see it in the coaches, but we see it in the captains, the leaders of the team. Those guys -- especially Andy -- they've done a great job stepping up and commanding a lot out of everyone. I think everyone kind of falls into that role."

Dalton has been the biggest factor in the surge to the top. In the wins at Buffalo and Detroit, Dalton completed 68 percent of his passes for 709 yards with six touchdowns, one interception and a superb 119.7 passer rating.

"He did a good job yesterday distributing the football in the one-on-one (matchups) and what we perceived to be the weakness in their coverage," head coach Marvin Lewis said on Monday. "He got the ball in the right spots and was accurate with it."

Four different players have caught touchdown passes in the last two games, an indication Dalton is finding the open receiver. Marvin Jones has caught two of the touchdown passes, and rookies Tyler Eifert and Giovani Bernard have caught one each, giving the Bengals options other than All-Pro receiver A.J. Green.

On the season, Jones has three touchdowns on the season after having one all of last year. Bernard has had five or more receptions in three of the past four games.

That emerging balance has played a big role in putting the Bengals in control of their division. ...

Other notes of interest. ... With six receptions for 155 yards and a touchdown, Green went over 200 career receptions and 3,000 yards. He joins Tom Fears as the only players in league history to reach 200 receptions, 3,000 yards and 22 touchdowns in 38 games.

Green beat Lions cornerback Chris Houston for an 83-yard touchdown. It is the longest reception of Green's career along with Dalton's second-longest pass.

According to the Sports Xchange, the touchdown pass was the best example of how far the Bengals have progressed in two-plus seasons. In the 2011 preseason opener, which was Dalton and Green's first game, Dalton's first pass was a 41-yard bomb to Green up the right side of the field that was picked off by Houston. On Sunday, Green made a double move on Houston, hauled it in at the Detroit 44 and was gone.

"I got behind him, Andy gave me a great ball, gave me a chance and we made the play. We've both come a long way and there are a lot of good years to come," Green said. "I loved that. The first couple weeks I didn't see any single coverage but it was good to see it early today. ..."

One problem?

Detroit came in with the league's fifth-worst run defense but were determined not to let the Bengals have much success on the ground. Of the 18 attempts the Bengals had, only four can be considered quality rushes, which is a season low by a wide margin. BenJarvus Green-Ellis had 19 yards on two carries but on his remaining eight managed just five.

Bernard averaged 3.9 yards per carry but found more success as again as a receiver with his third straight game of five catches or more.

There was some success running it up the middle but there was nothing to the outside. After averaging 163.5 yards on the ground the past two weeks, having just 57 on Sunday and struggling to run it on first down was somewhat disappointing.

Running the ball won't get any easier going up against the Jets this weekend. ...

According to Bengals.com's Geoff Hobson, Jones did not practice Wednesday due to a sore shoulder. I'll follow up via Late-Breaking Update as needed. ...

Wide receiver Andrew Hawkins has returned to practice, starting the clock on his return to the active roster after spending the first half of the season on injured reserve. Hawkins has been hobbled by an ankle injury that made him a candidate for the IR-return spot early in training camp and the Bengals placed him on the list as soon as they were able to in September.

Hawkins can practice for the next three weeks before the Bengals are required to make a decision about putting him on the active roster.

Hawkins caught 51 passes for 533 yards and four touchdowns out of the slot for Cincinnati last season. His return would give the Bengals even more options in an already potent offense. ...

And finally. ... As ESPN.com's Coley Harvey reported, with 7:55 remaining in the second quarter, tight end Jermaine Gresham got a little upset with Lions defenders at the end of a 7-yard Bernard run. Caught in the high emotions of the moment, Gresham appeared to be barking at Detroit defensive end Willie Young before officials tried to intervene. When they did, he pushed away from one of them, making contact.

Immediately, he was flagged 15 yards for unsportsmanlike conduct.

It is against NFL policy for a player to make contact with referees. If improper bumping or shoving occurs by a player, a $26,250 fine could be levied by the league, according to its fine schedule. A $21,000 fine could be handed down to players who commit some kind of verbal or other type of non-physical offense against an official. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, Josh Johnson 
RB: BenJarvus Green-Ellis, Giovani Bernard, 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
Head coach Rob Chudzinski announced Wednesday morning that Jason Campbell will start at quarterback Sunday against the 7-0 Kansas City Chiefs.

Campbell replaces Brandon Weeden.

"Obviously Brandon was disappointed, but he's a pro," said Chudzinski. "I'm committed to doing whatever gives us the best chance to win. From a game plan standpoint, I like the things that Jason Campbell brings to the table."

Chudzinski said he made the decision on Monday night and talked to both quarterbacks about it.

"It's a tough decision," he said. "I believe this is in the best interest of the team ultimately and gives us the best chance to win. I'm excited to see what Jason will do with this opportunity."

He said Campbell's experience and leadership were the deciding factors. He's 31-40 in his 71 starts during his nine-year career.

"I think that looking at Jason and the things that he brings to the table, leadership, his experience, he's been productive and he's been successful in the league," said Chudzinski. "I think when you look at his arm strength and you look at his mobility and some of those things and tie it into as far as a game plan standpoint, it's what we feel like we need for this game and gives us the best chance."

Chudzinski said he'll evaluate the quarterback situation on a week-to-week basis.

"The goal is to put the guy out there who gives us the best opportunity to win," said Chudzinski. "Going back and forth isn't ideal, but ultimately finding the production and consistency that we need is the goal."

As Cleveland Plain Dealer staffer Mary Kay Cabot reported, Campbell, who was passed over earlier in the season for Brian Hoyer when Weeden was out with his sprained thumb, is eager for the start.

"It's an opportunity to go out here and just get back to the game and just have fun," said Campbell, who went 11-7 in his last two seasons as a starter in Oakland in 2010 and 2011. "Obviously we want to win games and do the best that we can, but at the same time we understand that we are a growing football team and our goal and mission every week is to go out and win games and do the best at it. The one thing we can't forget is just to get back to having fun."

Campbell stressed that the offensive woes were not all about Weeden.

"It's not about one person, I know everyone wanted to say it is about Brandon but it was not about one person," he said. "We as a collective group have to do a better job play in and play out of doing our own job and I think the only thing that I should do is be a leader and at the same time try to do my job to the best of my ability and not try and do anything to the extreme and try to stay within the game."

Campbell will face a relentless defense Sunday that's No. 1 in the NFL with 35 sacks, 10 more than the No. 2 team, Baltimore. The Chiefs also own the third-ranked pass defense.

The Chiefs' strong play had to be a factor with Weeden is coming off his second straight poor outing during Sunday's 31-13 loss to the Packers.

In that game, he completed 17-of-42 attempts for 149 yards with one touchdown and one interception for a 48.6 rating.

Overall, he has tumbled to 0-4 as a starter with a 66.5 rating, which is 30th in the NFL.

Still, as Profootballtalk.com's Darin Gantt suggested, if there was ever any doubt that the Browns were ready to hit reset at the position this offseason, this should clear it up.

NFL.com's Gregg Rosenthal agrees, writing: "This is as strong an indictment of Weeden as a franchise quarterback as the team can possibly make. Campbell is a 32-year-old journeyman quarterback that did not look good in Chicago last year and did not particularly impress Chudzinski throughout the offseason. Why else would he not be taken seriously as a starting candidate throughout the offseason compared to Weeden and Brian Hoyer?

"Campbell was an option of last resort. He is a 'break open only in case of emergency' selection."

And Weeden's play was the emergency -- although you could argue he wasn't the only problem.

Indeed, as ESPN.com's Pat McManamon pointed out on Monday, many numbers could point out Weeden's issues, but the biggest one is that the Browns have been outscored 55-13 the past six quarters.

His receivers have dropped passes. They haven't fought for passes. They've looked lax and even angry. They've been curt after games (all with the exception of Jordan Cameron). His first two starts he didn't have Josh Gordon. He had him in Green Bay, where the Packers were without three of their four starting linebackers. Yet he threw 42 times for just 149 yards.

The bottom line is the offense isn't doing much of anything with Weeden playing, and the Browns are 0-4 in his starts this season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As McManamon pointed out on Tuesday, there seems to be two types of receiver in the NFL. There's the "Jerry Rice Group," the guys who work like mad and never settle for good or better or even great. They want to be the best. Guys like Calvin Johnson, A.J. Green, Andre Johnson, Reggie Wayne. They're elite.

Then there is the group we shall call the "Terrell Owens Group." They're immensely talented, but they sometimes can't get out of their own Diva way. Braylon Edwards in his Cleveland heyday fit this description.

Then there's Gordon, an immensely talented 22-year-old still learning the position, but a guy with a one-year suspension looming the rest of his career for any misstep in the league's drug program.

If the team believes Gordon will eventually fit in the "Jerry Rice Group," it doesn't pay much to heed trade offers. If it feels, though, that the combined risk of him becoming a Diva with the one-year threat makes him too risky, it makes sense to listen to offers.

Gordon has been the subject of trade rumors over the last couple of weeks and a recent report from Adam Schefter of ESPN all but guarantees that the possibility of a deal will remain in the forefront until next week's deadline if he isn't traded before that point.

McManamon believes the Browns owe it to themselves to listen, but they continue to say they don't want to trade him. Expect these rumors to continue right up to the Oct. 29 trade deadline -- or until someone offers the Browns a first-round pick (if any team is daft enough to do so). ...

In a related note. ... Against the Packers, Gordon couldn't beat cornerback Davon House for a fourth-down pass in the fourth quarter with the Browns trailing 17-6. That failure led some to question his effort and whether Gordon's mind might be on the trade talk rather than the task at hand.

Gordon said that wasn't the case and Chudzinski didn't feel that Gordon, who also had a drop on Sunday, was disengaged during the game even if he thinks the wideout should have come down with the pass.

"I don't think it was an effort thing," Chudzinski told the Cleveland Plain Dealer. "Josh wants to be an elite receiver in this league and those are the types of plays that you have to find a way to make. He went up for it and he tried to body catch it more than high-pointing it, so there's some technique things that we can work with him on. I've seen him make some great catches before and he's going to make more from here on out. ..."

As the Akron Beacon Journal noted this week, although three of the Packers' four starting linebackers were out with injuries, the Browns didn't do much damage on the ground. They finished with 23 carries for 83 yards (3.6 average), but only 21 carries for 63 yards (3.0 average) when Weeden's two scrambles for 20 yards are discounted.

Willis McGahee said the Browns' 14-0 deficit at the end of the first quarter contributed to the lack of productivity.

"Of course, I think there was a real opportunity in the run game," said McGahee, who had 11 carries for 39 yards (3.5 average). "But when you don't come out and do what you're supposed to do and you get down, something has to suffer, and it's the run game."

The Browns had 14 carries for 51 yards in the first half and nine carries for 32 yards in the second half. The Packers entered the game ranked third in the NFL against the run (78.2 yards allowed per game).

Running back Fozzy Whittaker, claimed on waivers from the San Diego Chargers Sept. 30, notched his first NFL carry in the first quarter, picking up 7 yards. Whittaker, a first-year player from the University of Texas, finished with five rushes for 11 yards and caught two passes for 13 yards.

"This is my first real year of actually playing," Whittaker said. "I'm gaining experience, gaining knowledge from the older guys like Chris Ogbonnaya and Willis McGahee, they're constantly feeding me knowledge. The more reps I get in games and in practice, the better back I can become. I really appreciate [them] working with me."

Whittaker also took over kickoff return duties from Greg Little late in the first quarter. Whittaker ripped off a 31-yard return on his first chance. He added a 56-yarder late in the fourth quarter. He totaled 103 yards on three returns for a 34.3 average.

"I'm always ready," Whittaker said of the kickoff returns. "We practice that all the time. It's nothing new. I just want to help the team win any way I can, if it be returner, kickoff, special teams, a special role on offense, I want to just help the team get a ‘W.'"

Cameron had seven receptions for 55 yards, including a 2-yard touchdown. He leads the team this season with a career-high 45 catches, 515 receiving yards and six touchdowns. Cameron and Hall of Famer Ozzie Newsome are the only Browns tight ends with six or more touchdowns in a season. Newsome had six in 1981 and 1983 and nine in 1979. Cameron's 45 receptions are tied for the most by a Browns player in the first seven games of a season. Newsome had 45 in 1984. ...

Kicker Billy Cundiff made field-goal attempts of 46 and 44 yards. He is 11-of-13 this season. ...

Davone Bess has caught two passes in each of the last four games. The Browns certainly expected more when they traded a fourth- and fifth-round pick to Miami for the veteran. They also received a seventh-rounder in the deal. They signed the 28-year-old Bess to a four-year contract.

Bess averaged 64 catches over five seasons. Nearly 60 percent of his catches became first downs. With the Browns, 16 of 25 catches have been first downs. As ESPNCleveland.com's Tony Grossi suggests, Bess doesn't seem to be a guy who was supposed to be Weeden's best friend when a first down was needed.

He caught nine passes in two games from Brian Hoyer, 16 in five games from Weeden. His production is falling.

Of most interest. ... Bess has dropped five passes -- compared to eight last year.

Travis Benjamin returned a kick 86 yards to set up the Browns only touchdown. It was his first kick return of the season and the longest of his career. He returned three kicks last season. ...

The Browns signed receiver Brian Tyms off the Dolphins' practice squad Tuesday. Receiver Tori Gurley was waived in a corresponding roster move. 
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QB: Jason Campbell, Brandon Weeden 
RB: Willis McGahee, Chris Ogbonnaya, Fozzy Whitaker 
FB: Chris Ogbonnaya, Brad Smelley 
WR: Josh Gordon, Greg Little, Davone Bess, Travis Benjamin, Brian Tyms 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Gary Barnidge, MarQueis Gray, Keavon Milton 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
Tony Romo, in his 100th career start, visited the place where he's been embarrassed in the past and instead made the Philadelphia Eagles fans boo its own team.

Romo earned his 59th career victory on Sunday afternoon in helping the Cowboys take over first-place in the NFC East with a 17-3 victory at Lincoln Financial Field.

As ESPN.com's Calvin Watkins suggested, Romo didn't have a spectacular day for a man who threw 47 passes for 317 yards with one touchdown and two interceptions. When the Cowboys needed him to make plays at the right moments, he produced.

On a game-clinching fourth-quarter drive, Romo completed seven-of-eight passes for 69 yards. The only incompletion was a dropped pass by rookie running back Joseph Randle. The drive ended with Romo hitting rookie receiver Terrance Williams on a slant for a nine-yard touchdown pass.

The 10-play, 72-yard drive, lasting 5:32 pushed the Cowboys to a commanding 17-3 lead and reminded everybody why owner Jerry Jones has confidence in him. It was such a game turning series for Romo, who threw an interception on the previous possession with three minutes left in the third quarter.

According to Watkins, "Nobody dropped their heads on the sideline or felt like this is the same-old Romo, the man whose imploded in key fourth quarter moments in the past. It was Jones saying earlier in the week on his weekly radio show Romo is a solid fourth quarter quarterback. ..."

Watkins added, the first possession of the fourth quarter supported that statement.

When you look back at Romo's 100 starts it gives you pause when you notice he's thrown more passes than Joe Namath (27,747 to 27,663), has 189 career touchdowns and completed more passes through 100 games than Dan Marino, Drew Brees, Peyton Manning and Kurt Warner.

Meanwhile, Dez Bryant caught six passes in the second half, and surely not by coincidence, things started clicking. The Cowboys got a touchdown run from Phillip Tanner and the touchdown catch by Williams, putting behind a first half in which they punted six times.

Nobody came into the locker room ranting and raving, Bryant said. Certainly not him, despite what he might have shown on the sideline.

"It's a mental thing," he said. "You just have to stay focused, because it's coming. I know when you all see me being hyped up -- I feel like I have to do that; just because I think that's just something that we need. And that's just me.

"There's no pretending, there's no acting, there's no hard feelings toward anybody. Just want to keep guys motivated."

Bryant had eight catches for 110 yards, although he went without a touchdown for only the third time this year.

Miles Austin played but had no catches on three targets. In his place, Williams had six catches for 71 yards and a touchdown, a 9-yard score in the fourth quarter that effectively put the game away.

Cole Beasley added six receptions for 53 yards on seven targets. Dwayne Harris did not catch any balls or see much time at receiver, but tight end Jason Witten added four catches and Randle had three catches.

So with 28 completions, Romo exceeded his average per game this year, 25.5, although he posted only a 69.2 rating. Romo also has 27,485 passing yards, the most in NFL history by a player in his first 100 career starts.

"We have a lot of weapons we can use," Beasley said. "The coaches do a real good job of game planning and getting it to where we can use everybody. And when we do, we're going to be hard to stop."

Head coach Jason Garrett said Romo's comfort level with Williams and Beasley is real.

"He is not afraid to go to them at all," he said. "In fact, when there is a matchup that is favorable for us involving those guys, he throws the ball there with confidence. They have made a lot of plays for him, and when you add that to the mix of some of the other play-making guys we have on offense, it can be challenging for the opposing defense."

Jerry Jones said Williams, the rookie third-round pick, is exceeding expectations.

"Tony's particularly talking about how that he thought Terrance would be where he is right now maybe next year, even the third year," Jones said. "He was telling me as early as yesterday he's never seen anybody progress as quickly as Williams.

"I'm really pleased with our third, fourth and fifth receivers. Tony is really playing outstanding, and he's going to use all these guys. ..."

Fantasy owners should add them all to their list too. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Jones said he hopes injured running back DeMarco Murray returns to practice this week. Murray missed the Philadelphia game on Sunday with a sprained left knee.

The early consensus among those who cover the team closely seems to lean towards Murray returning this week.

Murray did some running on Monday, along with some other injured Cowboys players including defensive end DeMarcus Ware (thigh), Austin (hamstring) and running back Lance Dunbar (hamstring).

Murray and Dunbar were both on the practice field again Wednesday. Austin and Bryant (hamstring, wrist) were limited.

At this point there's no reason to believe Bryant won't be ready this weekend.

Austin did not practice Thursday or Friday last week because the Cowboys attempted to keep him fresh for Sunday's game. Austin played in 37 of 77 snaps against the Eagles.

"We had a lot of injuries prior to the ballgame that allowed us to dress Miles regardless," Garrett said. "He warmed up well so we gave him a chance to play in the ballgame. I thought he did fine. He's not quite himself. He really had a good start to the season, had some good explosiveness and quickness to him, and was productive for us. Then he tweaked his hamstring a couple of weeks ago and hasn't been the same. We've got to make sure we get him healthy, and hopefully we can do that and have some other guys play for him until he's ready to really roll."

According to the Sports Xchange, since Austin's last reception against the Rams in Week 3, Williams has 19 catches for 320 yards and three touchdowns and Beasley has 17 catches for 160 yards and a score. ...

Dunbar is expected back this week after missing the past two games with his injury.

"They all had good Mondays," Jones said Tuesday morning on his weekly radio show on KRLD-FM. "Mondays is when they come out, generally if they've been out a week or weeks, they will really stretch out and be really aggressive with their running. All these guys ran good Monday. We'll see how it goes. We will be guarded as to how we bring all of these guys along."

Understanding that Murray is injury prone, Randle said he's ready for more work.

"I'm able to carry the full load for the full season, if they ask me to do that," Randle said.

Jones and Romo expressed confidence in Randle.

"Randle understands his responsibilities more and more every week," Jones said. "He played really well today."

Said Romo, "(Randle) is going to help us. I don't think it was too big for him. He ran hard and he was pretty good on the blocking assignments. It was good to see."

Needless to say, I'll be following up on Murray, Bryant and Austin in advance of Sunday's game against the Lions; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. 
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QB: Tony Romo, Kyle Orton, Nick Stephens 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Lance Dunbar, Joseph Randle, Phillip Tanner, 
WR: Dez Bryant, Terrance Williams, Miles Austin, Cole Beasley, Dwayne Harris 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna, Andre Smith 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
As Associated Press sports writer Eddie Pells framed it Monday, "The Super Bowl shoo-ins woke up Monday as a second-place team.

"And all those little flaws and imperfections that Peyton Manning glossed over with a steady stream of points -- well, those couldn't be glossed over this week. ..."

Manning and the Denver Broncos returned home with their first regular-season loss in 378 days, which left them looking up at Kansas City in the AFC West standings and glowering over a game film that exposed problems in virtually every phase of their game.

To name a few: An offensive line that can't absorb any more injuries; a defense that needed more than Von Miller's return to repair its problems; turnovers; penalties; play calling.

"You're concerned with all of it," head coach John Fox said.

His biggest concerns were the penalties and turnovers.

The Broncos got flagged for 103 yards; defensive lineman Kevin Vickerson uncharacteristically lost his cool and hit the trifecta -- one flag each for unsportsmanlike conduct, unnecessary roughness and roughing the passer. The Broncos were a minus-2 in turnovers, and that didn't include the blindside sack on Manning by Robert Mathis that resulted in a fumble and a safety.

"We need guys to grow up and play the way they need to," receiver Wes Welker said Sunday night after the game. "I have no doubt we are going to do that."

The offensive line got pushed around all night. Mathis added two sacks to his total to give him a league-leading 11 1/2. Denver's newest starter is Chris Kuper, who took Louis Vasquez's spot at right guard, while Vasquez moved over to tackle to replace injured Orlando Franklin. Left tackle Chris Clark, the permanent replacement for injured Ryan Clady, was overmatched by Mathis.

Manning got sacked four times and hit 10, which left him looking as skittish as he has in the pocket since he arrived in Denver. Fox wrote off the line's lackluster play to the circumstances of the game.

"I think when you get into a chuck-and-duck kind of game when you're one dimensional, especially on the road with the crowd noise and against maybe the best pass rusher in football, it doesn't go real well when you're down 19 points or 16 points," Fox said.

Though the Broncos allowed 39 points, Fox actually said he saw "makings of a championship defense" during the second half. Indeed, Denver allowed Andrew Luck only 228 yards passing and the Indy offense played on a short field most of the night.

Still, the Broncos walked out of the game in the same place they were when they came in -- ranked last in the league in pass defense.

Denver has now allowed 39-plus points twice in the last three weeks. The 28.1 points per game the Broncos allow are more than all but five teams, two of which have faced Denver's high-scoring offense.

Miller's return was uneventful. He finished with two tackles, one for a loss, and two quarterback pressures.

On the turnover front, one of Denver's lost fumbles came from one of the team's most slippery handed players -- Trindon Holliday -- while the other came from Ronnie Hillman, who is built more like a third-down back, but found himself with the ball in a critical goal-line situation.

Asked if there's anything else he can say to Holliday, who has fumbled six times in 18 games with Denver, while also scoring on six kick returns, Fox replied: "Maybe say it differently. He understands that. ... We've got to find a way to come up with the ball and hand it to the official."

Fox has been taking heat around Denver for the decision to hand the ball to Hillman on first-and-goal from the 2 with 3:15 left and the Broncos trying to cut into a 39-30 deficit. Hillman lost a fumble and the game was essentially over at that point. Hillman has fumbled three times and lost two over his year-plus career.

"If you follow the game and look around the league, most of your top backs have two or three fumbles," Fox said. "It's not anything we like, not anything we're happy about. ..."

And now, from one return to the other. ... Redskins coach Mike Shanahan, who was the Broncos coach for 14 seasons and two Super Bowl wins, will bring his team to Denver next Sunday.

It will be the first time Shanahan will have faced his former team since the Broncos fired him after the 2008 season. The Broncos have a much-needed bye week waiting for them after the Redskins game. ...

On the injury front. ... Mike Klis of the Denver Post reports that Manning is being held out of practice to get treatment on his ankle.

Klis adds that the team expects Manning to practice on Thursday. Unless that doesn't happen, there wouldn't seem to be much reason to worry that Manning will miss this week's game against the Redskins.

Manning was one of many Broncos regulars to miss practice on Wednesday. Klis reports wide receiver Eric Decker, Kuper, Welker, tackle Orlando Franklin, linebacker Shaun Phillips, cornerback Champ Bailey and tight end Joel Dreessen were also on the sideline. Bailey is expected to miss Week 8 while Franklin missed last weekend's game with an ankle injury.

Other notes of interest. ... As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith noted Monday, Manning appeared to lose some zip on his fastball on Sunday night after Mathis drilled him. But Manning said after the game that he didn't think the ugly ducks he was throwing were a problem.

Asked if Mathis's hit caused him to throw some bad passes later in the game, Manning said that he doesn't always throw a perfect spiral, and he has played just fine without throwing perfect spirals.

"I throw a lot of wobbly passes. I throw a lot of wobbly touchdowns too," Manning said. "It was a good hit so I can't say it did it but it was certainly a good hit, a healthy one as I would call it."

Manning did, however, acknowledge that the Mathis hit was a turning point in the game.

"That was a big play," Manning said. "Certainly any time you give them the safety and give them the ball again, it's potentially a nine-point swing. Robert Mathis is a great player. It was a great play by him and that was one, among others, a couple of plays where we gave them some points or some field position and ultimately it was too tough to overcome."

It says a lot about the season Manning is having that he completed 29 of 49 passes for 386 yards, with three touchdowns and one interception, and that adds up to by far his worst game of the year.

As Smith summed up, "The toughest thing for the Broncos to overcome may be that they haven't shown they can win unless Manning is flawless. ..."

Welker was held without a touchdown for the first time since joining the Broncos, but finished with 96 yards on seven catches.

Tavarres King's yo-yo week ended when the Panthers claimed him off waivers Monday. The Broncos had moved the rookie to the 53-man roster five days earlier after the Packers tried to claim him from Denver's practice squad. The Broncos waived King three days later to make room for Von Miller on the 53-man roster.

King was the Broncos' fifth-round pick and is now the only member of the Broncos' 2013 draft class no longer with the team in some capacity. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Zac Dysert 
RB: Knowshon Moreno, Ronnie Hillman, Montee Ball, C.J. Anderson 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Wes Welker, Eric Decker, Andre Caldwell, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Julius Thomas, Joel Dreessen, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green 
PK: Matt Prater 
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DETROIT LIONS
As Associated Press sports writer Scott Held noted, Calvin Johnson was his usual, talented self, and it wasn't enough to stop the Lions from dropping their first home game of the season.

The Lions' secondary was burned for a deep touchdown, a field goal was blocked and a punting gaffe in the final minute helped Cincinnati quickly get in position for a field goal and a 27-24 victory.

The Lions now find themselves 4-3 with a visit this Sunday from Dallas before their bye week.

Head coach Jim Schwartz said the reasons for Sunday's loss were simple.

"Lack of takeaways, lack of a consistent running game," he said Monday. "We're at our best when we're doing those things."

The Bengals held the Lions to just 77 yards on the ground in a game dominated by passers Andy Dalton and Matthew Stafford. Neither team turned the ball over.

Detroit has just one takeaway in its three losses this season but has 12 in its four wins.

Cornerback Chris Houston was in coverage on two of Cincinnati's touchdowns, including an 82-yard catch after A.J. Green got behind him, and he was benched in favor of rookie Darius Slay at the start of the second half. He returned to the game after corner Rashean Mathis left the game with an injury, but took the loss hard.

"If I kept playing like that, I would have took myself out and put somebody else in there," Houston said after the game. "I felt that I let my team down -- offense, defense, special teams, my coaches."

Schwartz agreed it was hardly a highlight for the veteran corner, but didn't seem concerned that the performance will linger.

"He didn't play his best game, for sure," he said. "Confidence means a lot for corners. He'll get it back."

Johnson, who missed an Oct. 6 loss at Green Bay with a knee injury, had nine catches Sunday for 155 yards and a pair of touchdowns, including a 50-yarder caught amid three defenders that tied the game at 24 in the fourth quarter.

"He wasn't Calvin Johnson, he was Megatron," Schwartz said. "He did everything he could to help us win the game."

Johnson set new a Lions record for 100-yard receiving games with his 35th, one more than Herman Moore, and extended his record to 11 games with at least two touchdown catches. He extended his franchise record for games of 150 or more yards to 10. The two scoring plays gave him 61 career touchdown catches, one shy of matching Moore's team record. ...

For what it's worth, Johnson was not practicing Wednesday; I'll follow up on his status via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses but it shouldn't be a concern. ...

Schwartz did not elaborate on the status of three players knocked out of Sunday's game. Tackles Riley Reiff (hamstring) and Corey Hilliard (knee) left the game, though Reiff returned. Those injuries explain the decision to release tight end Tony Scheffler, who last played Oct. 6 against Green Bay, when he suffered a concussion.

In his place, the Lions signed offensive tackle Barry Richardson, who started every game for St. Louis last season. He went to Tennessee before this season but was released in August.

Scheffler's concussion was his third in four years. Prior to his release, he had seven catches for 82 yards this season.

His release leaves Detroit with two healthy tight ends: Brandon Pettigrew and rookie Joseph Fauria.

Meanwhile, starting right tackle Jason Fox has played in just two games, out first with a groin injury and now with a knee injury. Schwartz said he was improving, though he didn't say whether he'd be able to return to practice this week.

The Lions return from their bye week with a Nov. 10 trip to Chicago, whom they defeated 40-32 earlier this season.

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange noted, Stafford's numbers were good, but he knows he left a lot of points on the field. He was overthrowing open receivers throughout the first half, including a couple that could have been touchdowns. Still, he finished 28-for-51, 357 yards and three touchdowns.

Reggie Bush ran hard, but he didn't have much room, evidenced by the 50 yards in 20 carries. The ineffectiveness of the run game coupled with having to play catch-up the entire second half conspired to negate what plans they might have had for a ground attack.

Kris Durham had his fourth straight game with at least three receptions. He has been big for the Lions since Nate Burleson's forearm injury.

Burleson has missed the past four games since he broke his left arm in a car accident Sept 24. When he was pressed Tuesday about how reasonable it would be for him to return after the bye week to face Chicago on Nov. 10, Burleson tried not to avoid being too specific.

“All these questions, man, putting the pressure on me. Hey, Schwartz is going to jump down my throat if I try to give you any dates.

“It’s a reasonable target. I’m trying to get back as soon as possible. Time will help us. Time is on our side. After this game, time is on my side. Instead of coming back now, essentially Chicago is an extra three weeks of healing.”

But as Detroit Free Press reporter Carlos Monarrez notes, Burleson is getting better fast, which is good news for a banged-up receiving corps. He still ranks third among wide receivers with 19 catches and 239 yards.

“I wish I could tell you I was playing this week,” Burleson said. “I can tell you this: I was lifting today and getting fitted for my brace today, my game-day brace, which is good.

“So, you know, I’m close. Not going to play this weekend, but I’ve got faith my guys that we’ll get this victory. ...”

Tight end Dorin Dickerson was released last Saturday. Receiver Jeremy Ross was signed off the practice squad Saturday and was active Sunday. 
[image: image20]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image21]
QB: Matthew Stafford, Shaun Hill, Kellen Moore 
RB: Reggie Bush, Joique Bell, Theo Riddick, Mikel Leshoure, Montell Owens 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Kris Durham, Kevin Ogletree, Ryan Broyles, Micheal Spurlock, Jeremy Ross, Nate Burleson 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Joseph Fauria 
PK: David Akers 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
Tight end Jermichael Finley has tweeted that he left the intensive care unit and had full feeling in his arms and legs after injuring his neck in a game.

Finley posted Monday night on Twitter that he was able to walk to and from the shower. He thanked family, friends, teammates and fans for an outpouring of support.

Head coach Mike McCarthy has said Finley's injury is significant, and that more tests are needed to determine the severity.

"Jermichael Finley suffered a significant injury," McCarthy said at Lambeau Field. "As far as the injury, the specifics of it. ... There (are) a lot of, more studies that are going on, opinions to be heard."

Finley was taken to a hospital after being carted off the field in the fourth quarter following the hit on a 10-yard catch during the 31-13 victory by Cleveland safety Tashaun Gipson, who was whistled for unnecessary roughness.

"Jermichael is very, very upbeat, very positive," McCarthy said. "Always has a smile on his face, so I mean he's focused on what's most important, that's his health and his family."

McCarthy said he had reviewed the film and that he "didn't think it was a dirty play."

Said right tackle Don Barclay in the locker room: "It was a football play. It was just bad to see it happen."

As hard as it may be after such a scary sight, the Packers will look forward. They're back atop the NFC North after winning three straight and head to Minnesota next week for a Sunday night game. They follow that up on Nov. 4 at home against the Chicago Bears on "Monday Night Football."

"You know, everyone is sad for" Finley, Barclay said. "But we've got to move on. ... Everyone is praying for him. It's great to hear that he's coming along, everyone is just anxious to get him back."

As Associated Press sports writer Genaro C. Armas suggested, Green Bay is getting used to losing players. Among other key Packers out for the Browns game were linebackers Clay Matthews (thumb), Nick Perry (foot) and Brad Jones (hamstring); and receivers Randall Cobb (leg) and James Jones(knee).

There's at least some good news on James Jones, who got hurt two weeks ago in the 19-17 win over the Ravens.

Initially thought to be sidelined about two or three weeks, McCarthy left open the possibility that the receiver could practice this week.

"James is not your normal guy. He's genetically gifted, so we'll see what happens Wednesday," McCarthy said. "

Jones did not practice Wednesday, but the early outlook remains optimistic. ...

As of now, it's just Jordy Nelson left standing from the standout quartet of options for quarterback Aaron Rodgers.

On Sunday, little-used reserve Jarrett Boykin stepped up with career-highs of eight catches and 103 yards in getting the start with Jones and Cobb out.

At tight end, Green Bay also has veteran Andrew Quarless; second-year pro Brandon Bostick; and rookie Jake Stoneburner, who was just signed off the practice squad last week.

Another tight end, Ryan Taylor, had a minor knee procedure last week, but McCarthy hopes Taylor will be ready for the Vikings.

No one will be asked to do the same things Finley does on the field, McCarthy said.

As ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky notes, in terms of size, the 6-4, 252-pound fourth-year pro most resembles Finley.

He almost certainly will take over as the starter. Quarless is a better blocker than Finley but not as polished or skilled as a receiver. He has four catches for 28 yards this season.

However, he has the most experience even though he missed the entire 2012 season while recovering from his 2011 knee injury. Quarless might be better suited to play on the line of scrimmage rather than in the slot or split out wide -- where Finley combined to play nearly half of his snaps.

Bostick won't be asked to do a lot of in-line blocking, but coaches might try to take advantage of his background as a receiver and perhaps use him on the seam routes that Finley often ran. He comes closest to rivaling Finley in the athleticism department, but he also might be the most raw of the tight ends.

Beyond the immediate concern of Finley's health, McCarthy has little choice but to accept the challenge of re-adjusting after losing another key player.

"It's a challenge that everyone in this league goes through," McCarthy said, "and hopefully this challenge will come to an end and we can just get healthy and we can continue to grow as a football team."

For what it's worth, ESPN's Ed Werder reports Finley's bruised spinal cord is not believed to be a career-ending injury, but that Finley could be placed on injured reserve "sometime this week. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Rodgers targeted Boykin more often (10 times) than Nelson (six) and White (two) combined. In the second half, Boykin delivered a pair of big plays. His 39-yard catch and run set up Nelson's 1-yard touchdown catch in the fourth quarter, and then, Boykin scored one of his own, when he stretched out for the goal line at the end of a 20-yard reception.

"I felt like we were on a better rhythm today," Boykin said of his connection with Rodgers. "Just a little bit of like dialing in and him giving me what he wants me to do and me focusing on what I need to do to get in an area to where he can make a terrific pass."

But, after a day like Sunday, when the Packers moved into first place in the NFC North, there's little reason to think the Packers -- more specifically, Rodgers -- can't handle it.

"There's a lot on his shoulders, and he handles it well," said Packers backup quarterback Seneca Wallace, who signed with the team last month. "I've been around some good quarterbacks, and there's a lot of pressure on him, and he handles himself well, tremendously well.

"A lot of the stuff he does, people don't understand because you've got the Peyton Mannings and the Tom Bradys who get all the attention but handles himself very well no matter what."

Receiver Chris Harper was activated and played some on special teams in the 31-13 victory over Cleveland, just a day after joining the team. The Packers claimed the 6-1, 228-pound Harper, a fourth-round draft pick by Seattle this year, off waivers from San Francisco on Friday.

Green Bay didn't have a 100-yard rusher for only the second time in the last five games, a run that included Eddie Lacy's 99-yard output in the Week 5 win over Detroit. Lacy was productive, nonetheless, against a formidable Browns defense. He ground out 82 yards in 22 carries, averaging 3.7 yards per touch. The rookie banged into the end zone off left tackle from a yard out to stake the Packers to a 14-0 lead in their second series, capping an impressive sequence of four straight runs that amounted to 27 yards.

Lacy's 1-yard touchdown run in the first quarter gave him his first opportunity to do the Lambeau Leap. He was a little embarrassed about it afterward.

"I just know the next time I've got to jump a lot higher," Lacy said.

And finally. ... James Starks (knee) returned to the practice field Wednesday. He has missed the last three games because of his injury. It's not clear if he'll be available this week. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Seneca Wallace 
RB: Eddie Lacy, Johnathan Franklin, Michael Hill, James Starks 
FB: John Kuhn 
WR: Jordy Nelson, James Jones, Jarrett Boykin, Chris Harper, Randall Cobb 
TE: Andrew Quarless, Brandon Bostick, Jake Stoneburner, Ryan Taylor, Jermichael Finley, 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
One day after Case Keenum's impressive debut in the 17-16 loss at Kansas City, head coach Gary Kubiak declined to name him as the starting quarterback for the next game against Indianapolis.

But as Houston Chronicle staffer John McClain noted, Kubiak did, however, leave the door open just enough to make you think Keenum may, indeed, return to the lineup against the Colts after completing 15-of-25 for 271 yards and a touchdown.

Matt Schaub (ankle, foot) missed the Chiefs game and his Week 9 status is uncertain.

"I've got to sit down and look at our situation and what's going on right now," Kubiak said. "Obviously, Matt's our starting quarterback. Case played this week because Matt wasn't healthy. Case went in and played extremely well.

"I'm going to sit down -- we're on a bye week – (and) I'm going to evaluate where we're at as a team and move forward from there. So I'm going to do that everywhere, not just at the quarterback position. I'll do that at every place."

In other words, after the evaluation, Keenum could start a second consecutive game, only this time at friendly Reliant Stadium in a nationally televised game.

McClain, among the best-connected beat writers in the business, when on to advise readers he's "be stunned" if Kubiak benches Keenum after his debut in such a hostile environment against the only remaining undefeated team in the NFL. Keenum had a rating of 110.6 despite the offense being shut down in the fourth quarter without a healthy running back.

"I was impressed with what he did," Kubiak said. "To go into Kansas City, in that environment, (with) that noise and to handle the team the way he handled it, I thought was impressive.

"We had no huddle issues. We had no problems getting our game plan run. I think we had one false start the whole game.

"He did a lot of really good things. He did a lot of things that he's got to go improve upon for us to be successful. So we've got to go fix those things. I think, for a first time out and the position he was in, I thought he handled the team very well."

T.J. Yates was the second quarterback. Schaub was inactive because of his injuries and spent a lot of time on the sideline working with Keenum.

"Matt and T.J. really helped getting Case prepared for the game," Kubiak said. ...

Worth noting: The man who signs the checks was clearly pleased with the choice to start Keenum.

"I thought he did a hell of a job," owner Bob McNair said, via Dale Robertson of the Chronicle. "He was outstanding. If we'd have given him better protection at the end, I think he'd have gotten us down the field again.

"He showed a lot of poise. I was proud of the way he played."

Of course, the Texans have now lost five straight, which is something McNair's far less proud of.

"I'm discouraged we lost," McNair said. "We played extremely hard against a good club. Give them credit. If we keep playing the way we'd played today, we'll win a lot of games. . . .

"We don't have them all on the field. That's got something to do with it. And some haven't been playing up to the level they're playing now. The talent is certainly there, but the ball hasn't bounced our way yet. It's hard because we're better than our record, but you are what your record is. We've got to get it going."

The interesting part will be which quarterback gets them going. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Houston Texans' bye week couldn't be coming at a better time.

Houston has lost five straight games. Brian Cushing was lost for the season to a broken leg and torn knee ligament and Arian Foster left Sunday's game against the Kansas City Chiefs with a hamstring injury.

Backup running back Ben Tate is dealing with a pretty serious injury of his own.

According to Kristie Rieken of the Associated Press, Tate said he has four broken ribs after going down in the third quarter. Tate played through the remainder of the game and carried 15 times for 50 yards for the Texans.

Tate says he plans on playing after the bye when the Texans host the Indianapolis Colts in what could be a last-ditch effort to salvage their season. If Foster's hamstring isn't ready to go in time, Tate will need to step into the starting role for the Texans.

Foster said he expects to be ready to play against the Colts in two weeks following Houston's bye week.

Foster re-aggravated a hamstring injury in Kansas City. He had missed some practice time the previous week with the same injury. Foster nodded when asked if he knew right away that he wouldn't be able to finish the game after suffering the injury in the first quarter.

"It's coming along good," Foster said.

Asked if the injury consisted of any tears, Foster said he didn't know.

Foster has rushed for 542 yards on 121 carries this season with one rushing touchdown. Foster has also caught 22 passes for 183 yards this season. ...

If Foster and Tate aren't available for Week 9, then the starting running back for Houston in that game likely isn't on the roster after the team released Cierre Wood on Monday. Rookie Ray Graham could be elevated from the practice squad to fill the duties. ...

In addition to Wood, the Texans released fellow rookies Sam Montgomery and Willie Jefferson on Monday, two days after violating team rules while at the Texans' team hotel in Kansas City. Three sources who wished to remain anonymous told ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli that the violation occurred due to marijuana use.

Andre Johnson tied his season high with a 42-yard catch from Keenum at Kansas City. He finished with four receptions for 89 yards, a 22.3-yard average.

Randy Bullock hasn't missed a field goal in the last two games, connecting on three at Kansas City, including from 48 and 47 yards. He's made six in a row. 
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The Texans are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Wells reported it, "The pauses and quivers in coach Chuck Pagano's voice said it all as he tried to collect his thoughts at the podium on Monday afternoon. ..."

Season-ending injuries have unfortunately become a norm for the Indianapolis Colts this season.

Donald Thomas. Dwayne Allen. Ahmad Bradshaw. Vick Ballard.

But the latest player to go on the list of having a season-ending injury -- veteran Reggie Wayne -- hit home inside the Colts' organization.

Wells added we all saw it as a handful of Wayne's teammates, including Robert Mathis and Andrew Luck, stood around him while he was on the ground in pain with less than eight minutes left in Sunday's victory over the Broncos. You saw it again when Wayne slapped his hand on the bench in obvious frustration as the team's medical staff tended to him on the sidelines at Lucas Oil Stadium.

And you really saw it when Pagano, the always positive motivator, struggled to talk about making up for the loss of Wayne.

"I'll put the gloves on now that he wore a year ago, I'll wear them now, and so will the rest of the team," Pagano said. "We'll get through this. We'll be there every step of the way."

To the outside world, Wayne is a receiver who has played in 189 consecutive games, caught 1,006 passes for 13,566 yards and 80 touchdowns in his 13-year career. But Wayne means more than just those numbers to the Colts. He's the one who would speak up when necessary to make sure things didn't get off track or do little things like asking questions during the annual referee meeting despite having the same meeting every season.

You can't just anoint any player to step up in Wayne's absence because there is no replacing him. The Colts know that, too, that's why you could hear the pain of losing him when they talked.

Wayne tore the ACL in his right knee when he tried to come back for a throw that was underthrown from Luck in the fourth quarter. Luck said he made a "piss-poor" throw to Wayne.

"I think I feel sick to my stomach about it a little bit," Luck said. "But I also realize it's football. I don't think Reggie wants me holding it over my head that it happened. After the game, though, a big part of me almost felt like it was a loss in a sense because of what happened to Reggie and my involvement in it."

Indy made everything official Tuesday by putting Wayne on season-ending injured reserve for the first time in his 13-year career.

Losing the perennial Pro Bowler is a huge blow for a team that has a two-game lead over Tennessee in the AFC South and has already beaten three of the league's top teams -- San Francisco, Seattle and Denver. And Wayne has played a huge role in Indy's remarkably quick turnaround.

The 39-33 win over Denver moved Wayne into a three-way tie with John Unitas and Jeff Saturday for playing in the second-most career wins in franchise history (132). Peyton Manning holds the record at 141.

But in Indy, everyone knows Wayne's contributions go far deeper than stats.

"The thing we're really going to miss is their communication on the field was getting really special," receivers coach Charlie Williams said, referring to the bond between Darrius Heyward-Bey, T.Y. Hilton and Wayne.

What will the Colts do now?

According to Associated Press sports writer Michael Marot, there has been rampant speculation that general manager Ryan Grigson will again go shopping, and Grigson's reputation as a dealer has played right into the rumors. Since joining the Colts in January 2012, he has made 16 trades including last month's blockbuster to acquire running back Trent Richardson from Cleveland for a first-round pick in 2014.

Some believe he will make another move during Indy's bye week and before next week's trade deadline.

The most popular names being floated are Kenny Britt, Josh Gordon and Hakeem Nicks, though, this time could be very different.

It's unlikely the Titans would send the talented but struggling Britt to a team they're chasing for the division title and that they will face Nov. 14 and Dec. 1.

And while Grigson and Browns CEO Joe Banner have a relationship that dates to their time together in Philadelphia, and Nicks seems to fit Grigson's model, a young, talented player who hasn't fulfilled all expectations, Grigson may be running out of trade bait. We'll see how that plays out for now.

As for Wayne's future?

"He'll be back," Pagano said. "I know how he's wired. I know what his DNA is. I know how he is as a man. Everybody is going to say no way, but after the conversation I just had with him, just wait and see. ..."

Meanwhile, Heyward-Bey will likely be the No. 1 receiver on the Colts' depth chart. But that won't mean anything if he can't catch the ball. He made up for a rough game against the San Diego Chargers in Week 6 by having four catches for 44 yards and a touchdown against the Broncos on Sunday.

Heyward-Bey, however, has only 190 yards receiving this season. Those numbers won't cut it.

Hilton has been the Colts' most explosive receiver of the season. He's averaging a team-high 15.3 yards per catch, including a career-long 73 yards against Seattle in Week 5. He's been the second-best receiver behind Wayne.

Lavon Brazill is the wild card of the group. He's been back two weeks since returning from his suspension, and he's had more of an impact on special teams than with catching passes. Brazill has yet to catch a pass.

The same can be said about David Reed, who was inactive against the Broncos. He's returned 11 kickoffs for 276 yards but he's been non-existent playing behind Wayne, Heyward-Bey, Hilton and Brazill at receiver.

Griff Whalen and Da'Rick Rogers are both on the practice squad.

Worth noting. ... Luck was named the AFC Offensive Player of the Week for his efforts against the Broncos.

This after completing 21-of-38 passes for 228 yards and three touchdowns, running for another score and not turning the ball over. Luck threw those touchdowns to three different receivers and hooked up with seven different targets over the course of the contest, a spread he'll have to keep up in the coming weeks with Wayne out.

Other notes of interest. ... Heading into the Denver game, the Colts were 2-7 against teams that were 6-0 or better. The franchise had wins over the Los Angeles Rams in 1968 and the Miami Dolphins in 1992

Luck has yet to lose back-to-back games as a Colt. They had a complete team effort, especially the defense, which sacked Manning four times and also intercepted him. Manning had been sacked only five times all season. "This team has been able to bounce back," Pagano said. "They find a way to -- win or lose -- put the last one behind. It doesn't matter who is really coming into town." The Colts are 7-0 following a loss under Luck and Pagano.

The Colts didn't have anybody stand out individually in the rushing department. Richardson led them with 37 yards. But Indianapolis rushed for 121 yards on 31 carries. The Colts are now 10-0 since 2012 when they have at least 30 rushing attempts.

Five players (including a 30-yard run by Heyward-Bey on a reverse) had at least one attempt. Luck's 10-yard touchdown run in the fourth quarter is the eighth since 2012, which is second only behind Cam Newton's 10 for Carolina. The Colts are eighth in the league in rushing at 129.3 yards a game.

The Colts released tight end Dominique Jones from the active roster Tuesday, opening up a roster spot. Filling the spot with a receiver is obviously an option. The Colts also released fullback Robert Hughes. ...

Indianapolis Colts backup quarterback Matt Hasselbeck told Alex Marvez of FOXSports that he plans to retire following the 2014 season. Hasselbeck, 38, hopes to return next year in Indianapolis as the backup to Luck.

"I'd like to do one more year than call it a career," Hasselbeck said in a telephone interview. "I'm hoping for a good year this year and next."

"That's why I'm excited to be here rather than some other place. I feel good about our chances and the team we have. And I believe in Andrew."

Hasselbeck joined the Colts this offseason after spending the previous two years with Tennessee. He signed a two-year, $7.25 million contract that included a $3 million signing bonus. Hasselbeck is slated to earn $1.75 million in 2014 along with a $500,000 roster bonus. 
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The Colts are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
This just in: The Jacksonville Jaguars are winless and searching for signs of life.

Coming off last week's encouraging performance against the Broncos, head coach Gus Bradley wasn't thrilled with his team flatlining in Sunday's 24-6 loss to the San Diego Chargers.

"I felt it right from the start. Right from the very first play, I didn't think we played with the same spirit that we demonstrated before," Bradley said.

"We've got to get it fixed. I've said it before, that one really hurts because that's not who we are. We've got to go back and get it corrected," Bradley said. "We challenged our team to take the next step. This week, we felt like we were ready to do that but we weren't, and it didn't show up."

Asked if he detected a lack of effort, Bradley said: "Yes, I did."

As NFL.com suggested, the Jaguars are in a dark corner at 0-7. It's been a grisly campaign from the start, but we stick with something we said before the season began: There's good leadership here. There's a distinct lack of talent, but patience for Bradley, his coaching staff and the front office is required.

But make no mistake: It was a complete disaster for the Jacksonville Jaguars on Sunday.

Here's how bad it has gotten, writes Ryan O'Halloran of the Florida Times-Union:

The Jaguars are the first team since the 1984 Houston Oilers to begin a season by losing seven consecutive games by double digits.

Their minus-146 point differential is tied for the fifth worst in NFL history through the first seven games.

The offense hasn't scored a touchdown in 35 possessions at home.

"I did feel good about the progress we were making up until this game," Bradley said.

Now the Jaguars are heading to London to play the San Francisco 49ers before a bye week. ...

Blaine Gabbert has been cleared to resume practicing after a hamstring injury, but he'll be nothing but a sightseer in London if the Jaguars have their way.

Bradley, who joined the team in London on Wednesday after spending time with his family following the death of his father, announced that Chad Henne will remain the team's starting quarterback. John Oehser of the Jaguars website reports that Gabbert will serve as the backup against the 49ers and that Bradley said he wants to see "see where it takes us" in regard to sticking with Henne.

Henne has topped the 300-yard mark in each of the last two weeks, although last Sunday's numbers were somewhat skewed by the lopsided lead that the Chargers had for most of the day. He's completing more passes than Gabbert ever did, though, and that alone is almost enough to make it an easy call as the Jaguars try to find their first victory of the season.

Meanwhile, Times-Union staffer Vito Stellino reported that receiver Cecil Shorts admitted he played in pain Sunday, but insisted that had no effect on two drops that cost the Jaguars a pair of scores.

"I put the blame on myself," Shorts said. "Those were two slants that are routine for me. I've made them a hundred times in practice and a hundred times in games. They were easy catches and I messed up. I'm not holding my head down, but I was very upset with myself. I was in here crying. It's part of the game. I'll bounce back and play well this week."

Shorts' first drop was on a 3rd-and-3 from the San Diego 12 in the second quarter. Had he caught it, the Jaguars would have trailed 14-7 instead of 14-3 after they took the field goal. Shorts said a touchdown there could have given the Jaguars needed momentum.

The second was another third-down play at the San Diego 7 on the Jaguars' last drive. The game was out of reach, but Shorts was still upset. On the next play, Henne was sacked on fourth down. The Chargers then ran out the clock, and the Jaguars were still looking for their first home touchdown of the season.

Shorts caught eight of 13 passes thrown his way for 80 yards and he and Justin Blackmon were lauded by Bradley for playing hurt. Blackmon caught six passes for 58 yards.

"I was impressed," Bradley said. "We looked at them today and they're both hurting a little bit. I give them a lot of credit. They fought through it. We had four receivers up and they knew the challenges and knew they had to tough it out. You could see Justin out there limping. Cecil's shoulder and things like that. They sold out, it was just one of those days."

Shorts, who sprained a shoulder joint last week, said he didn't consider not playing.

"I knew I was playing since early in the week. My mind was made up. They [doctors and team] didn't have a choice. I was ready to go."

He said the doctors told him he could play if he could deal with the pain.

Asked if he was playing at 80 or 90 percent, Shorts responded, "I don't know per cent, but I know pain and I was in a lot of it."

Shorts said he will play this week in London against the 49ers, and then use the bye week to rest.

Blackmon, who didn't practice Wednesday, said he played with the same groin and hamstring pain he felt last week. He said he suffered the injury in pregame warmups the previous week in Denver.

"I was fine. I don't think it was really a factor as far as the pain stopping me from doing anything," Blackmon said. "I went through last week with the same injury. I've got to go out and compete.

"It is what it is. I've got to push through one more game next week and then we've got the bye week."

Blackmon had 14 catches last week. He called his five receptions on Sunday "pretty average for a receiver in the league."

Other notes of interest. ... Following two months of starts and mostly stops, tight end Marcedes Lewis finally kicked off his 2013 season Sunday.

Out the final three preseason games and all but two snaps in the first six regular-season games because of a left calf strain, Lewis started against the Chargers.

On the game's first drive, Lewis was open over the middle and caught a 31-yard pass from Henne. It was his only catch, but the fact he was able to begin and finish the game was considered a personal victory.

"It felt good to come back, but I don't feel good [about the loss]," Lewis said. "The calf felt pretty good. There were a couple times here and there I felt it getting more fatigued, but it wasn't grabbing. Through the whole process, it was, ‘If it grabs, it's not a good thing.' It felt good to get out there and not have a setback."

Lewis didn't play the whole game -- he said he had the freedom to take himself out of the game if he felt tired. After his catch, he was the intended target on two incomplete passes into the end zone.

Three players remained out with concussions last week: Defensive lineman Jeremy Mincey and receivers Ace Sanders and Stephen Burton. Sanders returned to practice Wednesday.

Receiver Mike Brown was the most productive aspect of the passing game, catching five passes for 120 yards.

Brown entered the game with five catches for 63 yards in his career.

Brown caught a 43-yard pass in the third quarter for the longest play of the game. He also caught a 32-yard pass and made a 19-yard reception. He accounted for three of the Jaguars' five biggest gains of the day.

Brown was playing in his second game since returning from a back injury suffered in the season opener.

"I feel good, and confidence comes along with that," Brown said. "I've got to continue to keep building. Fix the mistakes that I did have today and move forward. ..."

As ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco noted, offensive coordinator Jedd Fisch earlier last week said he wanted to get Maurice Jones-Drew 20 or more touches every game. He had just 11 against the Chargers: Nine rushes for 37 yards and two catches for 19. Jones-Drew averaged 4.1 yards per carry, tying his season high (he had 70 yards on 17 carries against St. Louis), and the running game overall averaged 4.6 yards per carry, which was by far the best mark of the season.

There really wasn't a reason to abandon the run, either. The Jaguars were down by 11 points late in the second quarter and never trailed by more than 14 in the third quarter, but Jones-Drew had just three touches in the second half (three carries, one reception).

The Jaguars ran the ball a season-low 17 times, including two designed runs for Henne. 
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QB: Chad Henne, Ricky Stanzi, Blaine Gabbert 
RB: Maurice Jones-Drew, Jordan Todman, Justin Forsett, Denard Robinson 
FB: Will Ta'ufo'ou, Lonnie Pryor 
WR: Justin Blackmon, Cecil Shorts, Mike Brown, Ace Sanders, Denard Robinson, Stephen Williams, Stephen Burton 
TE: Clay Harbor, Brett Brackett, Marcedes Lewis 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
About 24 hours after his team's 17-16 victory over Houston left them as the NFL's only remaining unbeaten team, the most important thing Andy Reid said in his weekly meeting with the media was:

"Really for injuries we don't have any injuries to announce."

Two weeks of training camp, four weeks of the pre-season and now seven weeks of regular season games 13 weeks of work and the Chiefs have bumps, bruises and the like. But they had all 53 players available for the victory over Houston and right now it appears they will have all 53 available for this coming Sunday's meeting with Cleveland.

That's one of the most important story lines coming out of the Chiefs seventh straight victory. They came through what was a tough and physical game against the Texans without new injuries. Plus, they got back tight end Anthony Fasano who missed four weeks because of ankle and knee injuries. They also saw the return of cornerback Brandon Flowers who missed the previous game because of sore knees.

Standing 7-0 and standing healthy gave Reid other things to talk about than injuries.

"I was impressed with our guys," Reid said of the victory over Houston. "Through the highs and lows of the game we were able to maintain the positive attitude that they did throughout the game. Nobody ever hung their head during the game or didn't rise up to the challenge.

"All in all I thought the guys did a good job. There are plenty of things to work on in all three phases; we have to continue to get better and we have plenty of room to get better."

One aspect of the Chiefs that showed improvement against the Texans was quarterback Alex Smith and the offense. They did not put up big numbers in either the running attack or passing game, but after struggling for two weeks throwing the ball, the Chiefs quarterback had one of his best games. He completed 67.7 percent of his passes for an average per attempt of 7.06 yards. It was his best completion percentage of the season and that helped the offense total 357 yards in total offense. That was K.C.'s second most productive performance of the season.

But again, it was the Chiefs defense that led the team to its seventh victory, just as they did in the previous six games.

"In this league you win with great defenses," Reid said after his defenders allowed the Texans just one touchdown. "You can't be successful like we are without having a great defense. The defense is doing a nice job. We have to do better on the offensive side.

Meanwhile, Kansas City Star staffer Sam Mellinger notes that Dwayne Bowe will describe this as, quite literally, a dream come true. He saw this moment in his sleep, he'll tell you, his Chiefs winning again and staying undefeated and can it really be 7-0 already?

"I love what this team is doing," Bowe says. "Love my coaches, my players, the staff, everybody in the organization. We're just feeding off that energy and we're gonna ride it until the train falls off."

Bowe is tracking for his fewest catches and fewest yards in any full season since he entered the league in 2007, but who has time to complain about that with all this winning?

Besides, things are looking up for him individually, too.

Privately, Mellinger reports, the Chiefs know that their offense must improve and that drawing more production out of the man they made one of the three highest paid receivers in football this offseason is the most obvious way.

It is not a total coincidence that Smith's first four passes all went toward Bowe. His nine targets, five catches and 66 yards are all season-highs. This is the first time all season he's caught more passes than any of his teammates, and we haven't even covered his favorite play of the game.

That would be the 3 rd -and-forever screen pass to Dexter McCluster that turned into 43 yards and a first down in large part because of Bowe's block. Afterward, he would remember putting three guys on the ground. It was actually "only" two, but who's counting?

Anyway, the point here is that Bowe is happy and engaged and "all-in" -- that's the phrase you hear from folks throughout the organization, independently -- despite numbers that project like Steve Breaston's. But against the Texans, Smith and the game plan appeared to meet in the middle.

Smith threw to Bowe even when he didn't have a lot of separation from the defender -- Bowe's strength has always been in his ability to make plays when covered -- and the game plan seemed to have some very Bowe-centric wrinkles.

Besides going his way on the first four passes, the Chiefs appeared to have put Bowe in the slot more than any time this season. That makes it harder for defenses to double Bowe, and creates more angles and ways to get him the ball.

"He's a guy you can move around and put in different spots," Smith says. "I think he has that ability. He's big enough to move inside, and can get physical with guys. So that was good to see."

The overall results were mixed, of course. Bowe converted third downs on each of the Chiefs' touchdown drives -- those possessions are as good as the offense has looked all year, by the way -- but in the end didn't do enough to stop another week of talk about putting too much on the defense.

This is a good step. A recognition of Bowe's importance in what the Chiefs hope will be the offense's growth.

The Chiefs defense continues a historic pace, so the standard for the offense is to be good, not necessarily great. Bowe is the most logical path, and the game plan against the Texans was progress.

This is a good place the Chiefs are in, by the way: Addressing weaknesses while continuing to win. ...

As if being 7-0 (and the only unbeaten team in the NFL) isn't strange territory for the Kansas City Chiefs, they're also holding down first place in the AFC West and the immediate future looks promising.

As ESPN.com's Adam Teicher notes, it's now clear how potent of a shot the Browns are capable of delivering when they come to Arrowhead this weekend. The Chiefs then get the Bills in Buffalo and have their bye before heading to Denver on Nov. 17 for the first of their two meetings with the Broncos.

Believing the Chiefs will be 9-0 by the time they get to Denver isn't a reach.

At that point, buckle up. Over the final seven games the Chiefs will face these quarterbacks: Peyton Manning twice, Philip Rivers twice, Robert Griffin III, Andrew Luck and Terrelle Pryor. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Reid has been coaching with an edge all season and he continued his aggressive game decisions against Houston.

Up by a point early in the fourth quarter, Reid had the Chiefs try for a touchdown rather than kick a field goal while on the Texans' 1-yard line. The Chiefs failed to score when Smith's pass intended for tight end Sean McGrath missed the mark.

"I made a deal with the players on that when I first got here," Reid said. "We're going to stay aggressive and at the same time try to do what we think is right there. We thought we could get that son of a gun in there."

For the first time in four games, running back Jamaal Charles did not lead the Chiefs in receiving. As noted above, the Chiefs made a concerted effort through formations to get the ball to Bowe. Slot receiver McCluster and Fasano each had four catches.

The development of other offensive threats is crucial to the Chiefs, who are close to getting the maximum from Charles.

Charles was again an offensive leader against Houston with 86 yards rushing and 37 receiving. Charles also scored one of their two touchdowns, giving him eight of their 14 offensive TDs. He has at least one touchdown in each of the seven games.

Charles also played a key role in another score by running the wrong way on a read-option that left Smith extending the ball without anyone to fake a handoff.

But Smith smartly tucked the ball in his gut and dashed 5 yards for the touchdown just before halftime that gave the Chiefs the lead for good.

"Yeah, we made that play up," Charles said laughing. "I went the wrong way. I was moving around and all the formations were moving all day, and I just forgot which way to go.

"My mind went blank, and I'm just glad that Alex was able to execute the play and score. ..."

Charles continued to put his name into the record books.

There was another case after his game against Houston, when Charles had 123 yards from scrimmage and a rushing touchdown. It was the seventh straight game where he had at least 100 offensive yards and a touchdown. The only other offensive player that matched that feat was O.J. Simpson who did it in 1975.

Right now, Charles has 898 scrimmage yards and eight touchdowns.

Smith became one of only two quarterbacks since 1970 to win seven games in a row to start the season with a new team. He joins Dieter Brock, who was the starting quarterback for the Los Angeles Rams 7-0 start in 1985 after playing in Canada.

Bowe became the fastest receiver in Chiefs history to reach 6,000 yards in career receiving. Bowe now has 6,023 yards and he did it in 95 games. Prior to Bowe, the fastest Chiefs receiver to 6,000 career yards was Otis Taylor, who did it in 98 games.

McCluster's six touches on offense against Houston represents his most activity on offense of the season. Going into the game, he had just 14 touches for 117 yards. McCluster also added a 26-yard punt return and is averaging 11.3 yards on 31 punt returns.

Fasano came through the game without further problems because of his ankle and knee injuries. He played the entire game on Sunday. In fact, Fasano's was in on 91 percent of the Chiefs' offensive snaps Sunday.

McGrath went from playing an average of 87 percent of the Chiefs' offensive snaps in the four games Fasano missed to playing only 27 percent of the snaps Sunday, which, to McGrath's credit, didn't seem to bother him much.

The Chiefs unveiled the wildcat offense for the first time this season, with running back Cyrus Gray doing the honors.

In the third quarter, Gray took a direct snap from center at the Houston 10 and ran up the middle for 3 yards. The Chiefs ended up kicking a field goal for a 17-14 lead.

"It was fun," Gray said. "We just put it in right before the game. I played quarterback in high school, so I ran the zone read a lot. Coach put me in a position to try and make a play, and I was happy for the opportunity."

The Chiefs have brokered an injury settlement with veteran tight end Tony Moeaki and are waiving him from injured reserve, Aaron Wilson of the National Football Post reports citing league sources.

Moeaki is subject to waivers.

Moeaki fractured his scapula during the preseason against the Steelers and is expected to be ready by the 11th week of the regular season. The injury was regarded as a clean fracture and there was no displacement of the shoulder, which should allow him to return to play soon.

Just not for the Chiefs. ...

And finally. ... Via Twitter, Charles indicated he felt badly about the block on Texans linebacker Brian Cushing that injured Cushing's knee. "Wishing @briancushing56 a speedy recovery. Hate to see anyone get injured on the football field," Charles tweeted.

In response, Cushing indicated he didn't blame Charles for the injury. "I know you were just doing your job," Cushing wrote. ... 
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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, Sean McGrath, Kevin Brock 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
According to the Sports Xchange, the Dolphins are steadfast in their belief it's smart to pass against an eight-man front. That philosophy seemed to get them in trouble in Sunday's 23-21 loss to Buffalo, but they swear it's the smart thing.

The Dolphins were trying to protect a 21-20 fourth-quarter lead. They had 16 fourth-quarter plays from scrimmage, and 13 of them were passes. That was despite the fact running backs Lamar Miller and Daniel Thomas combined for 21 carries for 103 yards.

The Dolphins' philosophy is if they're facing an eight-man front, they'll use the built-in advantage and pass. Offensive coordinator Mike Sherman thinks that's the way to operate.

This came back to haunt the Dolphins in the fourth quarter when Bills defensive end Mario Williams sacked quarterback Ryan Tannehill, forcing a fumble that Buffalo recovered and turned into the game-winning field goal with 33 seconds left.

Critics think the Dolphins should have run the ball because they were doing it effectively, and it would allow them to chew some time off the clock.

"With a one-point lead, my philosophy and Joe [Philbin's] as well has been to be aggressive," Sherman said.

"If we got the first down, the game would have been won and we wouldn't be having this discussion at this point. Certainly it's a valid question, without a doubt. At the same time the what-if factor is, 'If you get it, do you have this conversation?' No you don't, and it would have been a great call. Those things happen."

Tannehill left the locker room Sunday walking very gingerly and holding a bag of ice. But coaches say they're not worried about the toll, physically or mentally, of the 26 sacks Tannehill has taken this season.

"Let me just say this about Ryan Tannehill," Sherman said, "he's normally very resilient and physical. If you ever notice how he takes a hit, he's giving to it.

"Do I think he's banged up a little bit? Yes, probably. He wouldn't be human if he wasn't. At the same time knowing him, he's very resilient physically and mentally. I think that is what is going to make him a very good quarterback in this league."

"It's tough," said Tannehill, who completed 19 of 37 passes for 194 yards and a career-high three touchdowns. "We had our chances."

Tannehill wasn't necessarily referring to the pick-six interception he threw on his very first pass, or the red zone interception he threw on the Dolphins' fourth possession of the game, which cost Miami a scoring opportunity.

He also wasn't talking about the 14-0 first quarter hole the Dolphins found itself in because Tannehill's play helped the Dolphins erase all of that, and gain a fourth-quarter lead.

What Tannehill was referring to was the half-second he wanted, the half-second he needed to seal the Dolphins' second-half come-back win.

Tannehill's referring to the half second he sought late the fourth-quarter to deliver on a second-and-8 pass to Brian Hartline from the 50-yard line. What Tannehill got instead was starting right tackle Tyson Clabo whiffing on a block of Williams, who forced Tannehill to fumble on the sack.

It's worth noting, Tannehill is responsible for all 11 of the team's turnovers this season. He's thrown seven interceptions and lost four fumbles. According to Tannehill, the most recent of his fumbles couldn't be prevented because he was in the process of throwing the pass to Hartline.

All he's left to do is own up to his second bad performance of this young season.

"You've got to keep playing. Keep your head up. He is our quarterback," Wallace said. "If there's one guy who can't go in the tank it is him. He's got to continue to play and be confident in everything he does.

"He does a good job of brushing things off and he's got to continue to do that."

According to ESPN.com's James Walker, the Dolphins returned to work Monday with the mentality of maintaining their confidence heading into Sunday's game against the first-place New England Patriots. The Dolphins will be a sizable underdog and earned that label with sloppy and ineffective play the past few weeks.

"We're realistic with where we're at and the drop off that we've had," Hartline said Monday. "But we're still alive. We're not a dead team. The division is very much for the taking of any team at this point."

Miami will play two first-place teams – New England (5-2) and the Cincinnati Bengals (5-2) – in a span of five days. The Dolphins could be 3-5 quickly if they do not turn things around.

Philbin believes he has the answer.

"Faith in the process, faith in the coaches, faith in the players and good old-fashion hard work," Philbin explained. "[We'll] put our nose to the grindstone and stick together. We'll come in here to work every single day to get better and improve."

Miami, in an effort to improve, made a trade for veteran offensive tackle Bryant McKinnie. Once McKinnie learns the system, he will replace the struggling Clabo, and Jonathan Martin presumably will be moved to the right side. ...

Other notes of interest. ... It wasn't all bad for Miami. As noted above, the Dolphins' running game showed plenty of signs of life against the Bills as coaches adjusted the rushing attack by plowing forward instead of running sideline to sideline. This is something the Dolphins can build on.

Miller (nine carries, 43 yards) had a decent day against Buffalo. He had a 30-yard gain among his carries. But he didn't do much aside from that big run, totaling 13 yards on eight carries. Daniel Thomas (12 carries, 60 yards) started Sunday and seems to be gaining favor with the coaches.

Thomas is a big-bodied back who can break tackles and is decent in pass protection, two qualities Miller doesn't possess. ...

Brandon Gibson was targeted eight times Sunday, catching five passes for 40 yards. In catching two touchdowns, he became the first Dolphins wide receiver to do so in seven seasons. Marty Booker caught two against Detroit in November 2006.

"He made a heck of a play getting into the end zone," Tannehill said. "I actually looked up and saw it on the Jumbotron as I was on the ground. It was pretty fun to watch."

In his first year in Miami, Gibson has thrived as a frequently-sought third option. He's on pace to set a new single-season high in catches and receiving yards.

Gibson's 29 catches is second-best on the Dolphins, and is more than the Dolphin's other big free-agent receiver signing, Wallace -- but Gibson will make less over the course of his three-year contract than Wallace will make this year alone.

Philbin has been impressed with Gibson and his steady play this season -- which bodes well for the Washington State product as the year continues.

"Good production," Philbin said of Gibson. "He's been a dependable receiver throughout the season."

Caleb Sturgis missed a 51-yard field-goal attempt (wide right) in the second quarter. That means Sturgis, who started 10-for-10, has now missed his last two field-goal attempts. The previous attempt was a late-game 57-yarder that could have tied the 26-23 loss to Baltimore. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore, Patrick Devlin 
RB: Lamar Miller, Daniel Thomas, Marcus Thigpen, Mike Gillislee 
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
As Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell understated, Josh Freeman's debut with the Minnesota Vikings was as ragged as could be, a 20-for-53 passing performance that produced no points on offense and raised further questions about how quickly he became the starting quarterback.

Head coach Leslie Frazier expressed no day-after regret. Freeman was the right pick to play, Frazier said, and the job is still his this week -- if he's ready to go.

On Wednesday we learned that Freeman suffered a concussion during the game.

Frazier confirmed that Freeman's status is in doubt, and that if Freeman can't go, Christian Ponder would return to the starting lineup when the Packers come to town on Sunday night.

Although the Vikings won't have any official word on Freeman's status until he goes through the league-mandated concussion protocol, Frazier said the Vikings are currently preparing as if Ponder is going to be the starter.

It's not clear on which play Freeman suffered the concussion, but Frazier said he didn't see anything on Monday night to make him think Freeman was showing any symptoms of a head injury.

Assuming Freeman isn't cleared to return, Ponder will get his first start since Week 3, and Matt Cassel will be Ponder's backup.

As for tossing Freeman into the fray against the Giants, Frazier said he had no regrets.

"If I had to do it over again, I don't think I'd do it any differently under the circumstances. I knew exactly why we made the decision. I felt very confident going into the ballgame with the decision," Frazier said Tuesday. "It didn't work out for us this time."

The Vikings signed Freeman less than two weeks prior to his not-ready-for-prime-time showing Monday against the New York Giants, a 23-7 defeat by a previously winless team in a nationally televised debacle that had analysts, fans and even ex-players mocking and criticizing the quality of play by both teams all night.

"This is the worst sporting event ever broadcasted," former Vikings left guard Steve Hutchinson said on Twitter during the game. The retired seven-time Pro Bowler was rarely that demonstrative during his career.

Frazier, whose hold on his job has grown increasingly tenuous this month with consecutive drubbings by a combined score of 58-17 against the Giants and Carolina Panthers, was doing his best Tuesday to point out some positives, encourage his players and defend his decisions.

He said he never considered benching Freeman, who threw one interception and finished with 190 yards, and said he was under "no obligation" from the front office or ownership to play him. The coach also said the move had full support from the players.

"We believed that he would give us the best chance to be successful in that ballgame," Frazier said.

Though Freeman looked lost and overwhelmed, Frazier said he believed the 25-year-old's troubles stemmed from physical mistakes and not a lack of understanding of the playbook. Of the 33 incompletions, many of those balls sailed several yards away from the target.

"His footwork wasn't ideal. His shoulders weren't square all the time. So it was more technical stuff. But the mental part, he was sharp," Frazier said. "He did a great job of running our offense throughout the night."

Freeman's failures were especially glaring given this update distributed Tuesday by the NFL: the league-wide yards-per-pass-attempt average of 7.29 is on pace to be the highest of any season since 1966. Freeman's number was a paltry 3.32.

The cumulative NFL completion percentage of 61.6, also on track to set the modern-era record, also cast Freeman's performance in a bad light. His rate Monday was 37.7.

"There were definitely plays there to be made that from a lot of different standpoints were just a fraction off," Freeman said after the game. "That's something that, moving forward as a quarterback, as receivers, as an offense together, guys are going to get more comfortable with me and vice versa."

I'll obviously have more in coming days; those interested (and there shouldn't be many of you) will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Meanwhile, in addition to the in-season quarterback tryout, the Vikings have been trying to develop a depleted, inexperienced secondary in a pass-driven league. Veteran Antoine Winfield, despite his age and own coverage limitations, has been clearly missed by this group. Safety Harrison Smith's turf toe injury was a big blow, too.

The Vikings dropped two routine-looking, would-be interceptions that gave the Giants two big breaks, one in the first quarter during a long drive for a field goal and another in the third quarter right before a fumbled punt return set up the Giants for a short touchdown run.

Up next? Aaron Rodgers and the potent Packer offense.

"I do have confidence that we can improve and get better, and we can get better when we line up on Sunday night at home," Frazier said. "They don't have to be mutually exclusive. You can stay focused on what you have to get done and develop guys and win at the same time."

Owner Zygi Wilf told reporters after the game at MetLife Stadium he wasn't pondering changes at this point.

"I'm sticking with my team," Wilf said. "That's our team. We're going to stick with it. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Adrian Peterson had set a goal of rushing for 2,500 yards this year. To do that, he'll now need to average about 200 yards per game the rest of the season.

Obviously, that's not going to happen. For now, the Vikings running back is just looking for something positive.

Peterson gained just 28 yards on 13 carries in Monday's 23-7 loss. He's run for 511 yards this season in six games, well behind the pace he set last year when he gained 2,097 yards, the second-highest total in NFL history.

"Just keep pressing, man," Peterson said about what he can do to get his game back to where he knows it should me. "That's all I can do is just keep practicing hard. Just try to clean up.

Peterson missed practice last Wednesday to attend the funeral of his 2-year-old son, who died Oct. 11. He then missed practice Friday due to a right hamstring issue.

Peterson told St. Paul Pioneer-Press staffer Chris Tomasson the situation with his son was not a factor Monday and he "came in focused." He did admit, though, that his hamstring was "tight at times" against the Giants.

"It was definitely tough sledding," Peterson said of Monday's loss. "We were just kind of out of whack. Those guys were bringing some stunts, doing a lot of movement up front. Nothing we haven't seen before, but it kind of put us in an uncomfortable position and we struggled with that all night."

With Peterson having his great season in 2012, the Vikings made the playoffs with a 10-6 mark. They've lost nearly that many games already this season, having fallen to 1-5.

"The one thing I'm going to stress is just being more physical as an offensive unit," Peterson said. "We were more physical last year. And that's one thing that stands out this year."

To clarify, Peterson said he was talking about "the group as a whole offensively." Still, Peterson knows he needs to do more.

Meanwhile, two Vikings running backs are ailing. Frazier announced after Monday's loss that Matt Asiata and Rhett Ellison would both have MRIs on Tuesday.

Asiata was knocked out of Monday's game due to a shoulder injury and Ellison suffered an ankle injury. Neither carried the ball Monday. ...

And finally. ... As ESPN.com's Ben Goessling notes, heading into next Sunday night's game with Green Bay, there will be plenty of talk about the verbal spat between wide receiver Greg Jennings and Packers quarterback Aaron Rodgers after Jennings left Green Bay and signed with the Vikings in March.

But Jennings wasn't adding any fuel to that fire Monday night.

"Honestly, it's another football game," he said. "We've got to win it. We haven't won in a long time, and it's another football game that gives us the opportunity to win it."

The Vikings have not won a Monday night game since Oct. 5, 2009, when they defeated the Green Bay Packers 30-23. 
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QB: Christian Ponder, Josh Freeman, Matt Cassel 
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
According to Boston Herald staff writer Karen Guregian, for Rob Gronkowski, all it took was one play, one block into the line, one smack from an opposing player, and he felt right. He felt back to normal.

And, watching him at different points Sunday, it was hard to argue with the tight end's assessment.

"You'd watch him, and you'd think he's back," Guregian wrote. "Gronk was Gronk. He made the type of plays that made him arguably the best tight end in the game, such as busting down the seam, and pulling in an over-the-shoulder throw from Tom Brady for a 30-yard gain to set up a score in the first quarter.

"He caught passes. He drew penalties. He improved red zone efficiency. He got behind coverage almost at will. ..."

But Guregian went on to suggest he was still slightly off, unsure of himself and his twice-broken left forearm, which sported a bulky protective sleeve. He also appeared to get fatigued as the game wore on, stumbling out of breaks.

He couldn't catch a few balls that he probably would have caught before a year which saw him undergo four forearm surgeries and a back surgery before his return in yesterday's 30-27 overtime loss to the Jets.

Still, it's hard to find too much fault with Gronkowski's performance, as he caught eight passes for 114 yards and generally made life miserable for the Jets secondary.

If there was some nitpicking to do, Guregian suggests it was with Brady, who became a bit too enamored with his favorite old toy.

The Patriots quarterback targeted him 17 times. Nine of those passes went incomplete.

Brady went to the Gronk well a bit too often, at the expense of doing what he does best -- spreading the wealth, and finding the open receiver.

Brady got one of his familiar weapons back, and it was hard for him not to use it over and over again. But he forced it a few times, and Gronkowski just wasn't ready to make all of the plays.

The Pats used the hurry-up offense the whole way, and Gronk, who was in 51 of 78 offensive plays (including penalties) and seemed to tire, took himself off the field during a few key junctures.

It's understandable. He hasn't played in nine months. And practice just isn't like a game.

"He's one of the best players in the NFL. You saw what he does today and it was his first game back," said Brady. "All of us have to do a better job. No one is obviously going to be perfect. There is a lot of room for improvement."

Gronk didn't want to use fatigue, rust, or anything else for an excuse. He's glad to be back. But he knows there's more work to do to get himself where he wants to be, and where the team needs him to be.

"I don't want to put it like that, because that's what practice is for, to knock off the rust," Gronkowski said. "You've just got to make plays at all times. You've got to work hard in practice. You've got to keep grinding."

While the Pats were 2-for-2 in the red zone in large part because the Jets were preoccupied with Gronk, they were only 1-for-12 on third down. The only conversion, of course, came with Brady hitting Gronk.

"We moved the ball sometimes good. But we got to move the ball at all times better," Gronkowski said. "Personally, myself, I've got to come down with some of those plays. I could have had some of them. I got to make them in the future."

At least he's on the field. We couldn't say that until now. The catches will come. Fantasy owners can bank on that. ...

Meanwhile, as Providence Journal staffer Paul Kenyon pointed out, the Patriots threw 46 passes and ran only 20 times for 90 yards.

They are now 1-2 when they do not rush for more than 100 yards. The only victory came in the first game against the Jets.

The good news?

The Patriots return home to entertain the struggling Dolphins in a second straight AFC East clash. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Brady entered the day ranked fifth-worst in the NFL at completing throws more than 10 yards downfield. The numbers didn't get any better on Sunday. Brady was 4-for-20 on throws more than 10 yards downfield in this game. He is 14-for-50 (28 percent) on those throws over the last three games.

In 2011 and 2012, Brady had a completion rate of 48 percent on those throws, which rated 13th-best in that span.

Brady had his third game this season with a sub-50 percent completion rate, his most such games in any season.

As the Sports Xchange notes, when the Patriots chose to run the ball against the NFL's No.2-ranked rush defense, there was decent production. But there just wasn't the volume or the consistency to get the job done overall.

New England had 20 rushes as a team for 90 yards with a pair of touchdowns.

Stevan Ridley led the way with 11 attempts for 50 yards (4.5), a big chunk of which came on his 17-yard touchdown run in the second quarter. Brandon Bolden chipped in with eight carries for 36 yards and his own 1-yard run in the first quarter. New England was stuffed for no gain on a couple third-and-one attempts on the day.

The ground effort brought some balance to the offense, but wasn't enough to give the lackluster passing game a boost. ...

As ESPN.com's Mike Reiss pointed out, returning all five starters along the offensive line, it seems fair to say that the unit should be the strength of the offense. But when the game swung in the third quarter, a big part of it was because of protection breakdowns up front. Better play is needed on a more consistent basis from the big guys up front: left tackle Nate Solder, left guard Logan Mankins, center Ryan Wendell, right guard Dan Connolly and right tackle Sebastian Vollmer. ...

The Patriots have used Stephen Gostkowski more than they've liked this season, but the kicker is rewarding them with the best start of his career. Gostkowski's 44-yard overtime-inducing field goal was the 13th consecutive made attempt, which set a career high.

Gostkowski has made 18-of-19 field goals this season, and his success rate of 94.7 percent is the highest of his career. He's only hit 90 percent of his field goals once in eight seasons. He is on pace to kick 43 field goals, which would also set a career high.

Danny Amendola (concussion/groin) did not travel to the Jets game and missed his fourth game this season due to a big hit he took on the end of a rushing attempt last week against the Saints. Amendola previously missed three games with a groin injury.

According to CSNNE.com's Tom Curran, Amendola is "doing well," but remains without a timetable for a return. He was, however, on the practice field Wednesday. ...

Leon Washington was inactive for the second straight week with an ankle injury. He did not practice last week and did not make the trip to New York.

Josh Boyce, a fourth-round rookie, was a healthy scratch for the second straight week.

Cornerback Aqib Talib missed his first game of the season with a hip injury suffered a week earlier against the Saints. The injury is similar to one that cost the cornerback time late last season. He did not make the trip to New York despite practicing on a limited basis last Friday, his only day on the field last week. Defensive tackle Tommy Kelly (knee) did not make the trip to New York, missing his second straight game to the injury suffered in the loss at Cincinnati in Week 5.

The veteran walked through the Gillette Stadium locker room on Monday and declared himself "day to day." 
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QB: Tom Brady, Ryan Mallett 
RB: Stevan Ridley, LeGarrette Blount, Brandon Bolden, Leon Washington, Shane Vereen 
FB: James Develin 
WR: Danny Amendola, Kenbrell Thompkins, Julian Edelman, Aaron Dobson, Josh Boyce, Austin Collie, Matt Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Michael Hoomanawanui, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Triplett, the Saints' run game has shown signs of life over the past two weeks after an excruciatingly slow start. Veteran Pierre Thomas has been solid as a runner the past two games, and undrafted rookie Khiry Robinson continues to impress with increased opportunities.

Robinson gained 53 yards and a touchdown on just seven carries in the second half last Sunday at New England.

But it's the passing game where the Saints' running backs have been most productive. Darren Sproles leads all NFL running backs with 366 receiving yards this year. And he and Thomas both rank among the top five running backs in receptions (32 and 29, respectively).

Seldom-used backup Travaris Cadet even caught a touchdown pass last Sunday at New England.

The one running back who hasn't had any success yet this year is Mark Ingram, who ran for just 31 yards on 17 carries in two games before being sidelined by a toe injury (though the entire run game was sputtering in those early weeks).

Last but not least, fullback Jed Collins has been on the same steady rise as the rest of the Saints' run game. He had his two best games the past two weeks -- both as a blocker and as a sneaky-effective runner and receiver.

Triplett went on to suggest it will be fascinating to see how the Saints choose to work Ingram back into the mix. He should be healthy enough to return in Week 8. And I definitely expect the Saints to give him another chance to become a key part of the offense. They were high on him this summer, and they don't blame him solely for his struggles in the first two games, since the entire run game was struggling throughout September. I expect improved production from all of the Saints' running backs going forward.

However, there aren't that many carries to go around in the Saints' run game, and Robinson and Thomas have been on a mini-roll lately. So Ingram will have to earn his place back in the rotation and prove he deserves to take carries away from those guys. Ingram did not practice Wednesday. ...

Along those same lines, the Saints haven't been getting as much consistent production from their receivers as years past.

Marques Colston leads all receivers with 24 catches for 324 yards and one touchdown. Kenny Stills has 10 catches for 198 yards and a touchdown. No other receiver has more than four catches.

There are several reasons.

As Triplett notes, veteran Lance Moore's hand injury that has kept him out since Week 3 (Moore worked on a limited basis Wednesday). Another is the fact the Saints relied so heavily -- and successfully -- on tight end Jimmy Graham over the first five weeks. And another is the particular defenses they've played against the past two weeks.

The Chicago Bears' zone coverage forced a lot of check-downs to running backs, while the New England Patriots' physical man coverage kept all the receivers in check. Not all defenses are as good as those two.

Still, it was a little disconcerting the Saints couldn't get the ball to their receivers more often against New England while the Patriots were so intent on shutting Graham down. The receivers were practically non-existent until Stills made the breakout play of his rookie season with a leaping 34-yard touchdown grab late in the fourth quarter.

There is growing concern Colston may be starting to lose a step in his eighth NFL season. Triplett, however, believes the Bears and Patriots just caused unique matchup problems in two straight weeks. Triplett doesn't expect consistent 100-yard games from Colston, who has become more of a No. 2 target when Graham is healthy.

But he's still capable of having big games.

I'm not sure what to expect from Moore, since we don't know his projected timetable for recovery. I assume he'll be back sooner than later, but a hand injury is obviously a serious impediment for a receiver, so who knows when he'll be back to 100 percent? I think Stills can help pick up the slack in the meantime. He and Nick Toon should only continue to mature as the year goes on. And Robert Meachem is obviously a capable big-play threat. I think all three of those guys are solid complementary receivers -- as long as the top guys can stay relatively healthy.

Graham was sensational over the first five weeks, doing things no tight end had ever done in NFL history (including winning the NFC Offensive Player of the Month honor). Graham caught 37 passes for 593 yards and six touchdowns. And even after being held without a catch in Week 6 at New England, he's still leading the NFL in receiving yards.

That New England game was rough, though. Not only did the Patriots find a way to shut Graham down defensively with physical cornerbacks and double teams, but Graham also left early with a foot injury. According to ESPN's Adam Schefter, Graham's status is uncertain for Sunday's Week 8 game against the Bills.

The Saints will test Graham's foot injury this week and determine whether he is healthy enough to play. He did not practice Wednesday.

Had the Saints played on Sunday, Schefter's source said Graham might have been sidelined.

Over the first five weeks of play, Graham caught 37 passes for 593 yards and six touchdowns.

Graham injured his foot during the Week 6 game against the New England Patriots.

Veteran backup Ben Watson has been used more as a blocker than a receiver so far -- though the Saints did go to him a few times at New England while the defense was so focused on Graham. The Saints could probably survive in the short term if Graham needs a few weeks to get back to 100 percent.

Their offense is deep enough to go to other options -- especially if they get Moore back soon from a hand injury. And Watson is no slouch. However, a long-term injury would put a serious dent in their offense.

The Saints simply aren't as special without Graham in the kind of "beast mode" he was in for the first five weeks (and throughout 2011). Last year, Graham wasn't quite as dominant while dealing with a wrist injury all season. They're hoping this new injury won't bring him back down to earth in a similar fashion.

Stay tuned. I'll have more on Graham in coming days. Those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Whatever the case, don't look for Drew Brees to slow down any.

Brees ranks second in the NFL with 1,958 passing yards and is tied for second with 14 touchdowns passes (both well behind Peyton Manning). He has five interceptions. His passer rating of 102.6 ranks fourth in the NFL.

One last note. ... The Saints promoted QB Ryan Griffin from the practice squad on Tuesday. The move most likely came with injuries on other team prompting interest in Griffin. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown, Ryan Griffin 
RB: Darren Sproles, Pierre Thomas, Kihry Robinson, Travaris Cadet, Mark Ingram 
FB: Jed Collins 
WR: Marques Colston, Lance Moore, Kenny Stills, Nick Toon, Robert Meachem, Andy Tanner 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Garrett Hartley 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
The Giants have struggled to run the ball effectively all season. On Monday, with newly signed Peyton Hillis in the backfield, they took some steps forward.

And the coach noticed.

"He was pretty much a regular last night," Tom Coughlin said Tuesday. "He was a very welcome addition. He went onto the field and fit right in. It was very encouraging. He got into the end zone with a nice burst of power in addition to getting a quick start."

Hillis, who has also played for Denver, Kansas City and Cleveland, carried the ball 18 times for just 36 yards, but had five receptions for 45 yards. More importantly, he scored in the second half of New York's first victory, a 23-7 decision over Minnesota.

"In his short amount of time, he was able to keep his poise and knew the terminology," Coughlin said. "He was at the right place at the right time and was huge for us, because we went into the game questioning who was going to be there.

"He did an admirable job."

Rookie Michael Cox rushed for 23 yards on 11 carries and caught two short passes.

As Associated Press sports writer Jim Hague noted, a day after a win that improved New York to just 1-6, Coughlin mentioned that the contributions of Hillis and another recent signee -- fullback John Conner -- will help to push the other players on the roster as the Giants try to build some momentum.

"It's a huge positive to have someone come in and contribute like that," Coughlin said. "It gives us something we didn't have. Those two young men have inspired the others and I hope that will continue."

Hillis admitted he wasn't very productive on the ground Monday, but he called the night "very satisfying," especially when he found the end zone.

"It was a great feeling," he said of scoring. "It's something I've needed for a long time."

The last few years have humbled Hillis, and he knows his future is uncertain, dependent on the health of the rest of the running backs. But with David Wilson (neck) not expected back for several weeks and Brandon Jacobs (hamstring) suffering a setback Saturday, Hillis may continue to contribute.

Coughlin has "no idea" if Jacobs will be ready for Week 8, but Jacobs hopes to be able to play Sunday in Philadelphia.

"I'm hoping and praying," he said. "I think they made the right call (Monday). The medical staff said I could have gotten out there and pulled it, and it could have ended up being worse."

Jacobs did not practice Wednesday. ...

The Giants ended center David Baas‘ season on Wednesday, two days after he suffered a knee injury against the Vikings. Baas joins guard Chris Snee on injured reserve and the knee injury ends a frustrating season that also included a neck injury that forced Baas to the sideline for three weeks.

"The doctors showed me that a linebacker whipped into my leg or something like that," Baas said, via the team's website. "I didn't even know that it was almost a touchdown catch. I had no idea, because I got hit and obviously went down to the ground and then got back up and limped off. You kind of know right away when you get that feeling. I was hoping it wasn't anything worse, but it's definitely bad enough to where it's come to this."

The Giants didn't announce any addition to the roster to fill Baas' spot. Jim Cordle started at center when Baas was out earlier in the season and would be the likely choice to do so now that Baas is out for good.

Meanwhile, the defense was key for New York against Minnesota. After giving up a league-high 209 points, it pitched a shutout. Minnesota was limited to 206 total yards, running back Adrian Peterson posted just 28 yards rushing on 13 carries, and new quarterback Josh Freeman was under constant pressure, finishing 20 of 53 for 190 yards. The Vikings were held to a special teams touchdown.

"We're excited and happy about winning, but now we need to focus on a divisional game this week," Coughlin said. "This win was an outstanding momentum builder for our team. A lot of things happened on the plus side. But we have plenty of work to do, especially the lack of consistency on offense."

The Giants face the Eagles Sunday in Philadelphia. New York is already 0-1 vs. the Eagles. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Hakeem Nicks was once again the Giants' most-targeted receiver, as Eli Manning threw his way 10 times.

But Nicks caught only two passes for 28 yards.

He can't seem to get separation from defenders, at all, anymore, which means he has to outfight them. And while he's capable of that, it's no way to go through a game and help your quarterback. Increasingly, Nicks looks like a guy who's not worth the No. 1 wide receiver money he seeks. And if he's still seeking it in March, he's not likely to be a Giant next year.

Nicks went for an X-ray on his finger after the game. ...

Manning needs just 15 more passing yards to pass Phil Simms and move into first place on the Giants' career list. Manning currently has 33,448 passing yards.

Conner's three receptions for 17 yards were the most by a Giants fullback since Hynoski caught four ball for 31 yards in the 2011 regular season finale against the Cowboys on Jan. 1, 2012.

One last note here. ... Jacobs received a death threat via Twitter, according to a report in the New York Daily News.

The threat, which was turned over to the NFL Security for investigation, reportedly came from a user under the account of "DMMeBoo," which has since been deleted. The user threatened both the running back and his family if he didn't rush for 50 yards and two touchdowns in Monday's game against the Vikings.

"Obviously I feel in just hearing about this, we're all concerned about that type of thing," said Coughlin. "It has no business or no place in professional athletics, amateur athletics or whatever.

"You're always concerned about the player and his family," he added. "It's wrong and it has no business in our game." 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib, Curtis Painter 
RB: Brandon Jacobs, Peyton Hillis, Michael Cox, David Wilson, 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
According to Newark Star-Ledger staff writer Michael Fensom, "As much as any line in the box score, Chris Ivory's helmet told the story of this October afternoon.

"Smears of black streaked across its crown. Specks of red and blue kissed the green Jets logo along the helmet's side. ..."

Fensom went on to explain the Jets employed Ivory in Sunday's rematch with the New England Patriots as a battering ram, and the running back bludgeoned the defense. He carried the football 34 times -- matching his season total through five games played this season -- and gained 104 yards. On Ivory's shoulders, the Jets possessed the ball for 46 minutes in their 30-27 overtime victory.

"He was carving them up today," Jets defensive lineman Sheldon Richardson said. "Grounding, pounding, kept us off the field a lot."

Ivory describes himself as a one-cutter, meaning he takes a handoff, slices toward the line of scrimmage, then bowls into the defensive linemen and linebackers in his way. Today, the sight of Ivory's dreadlocks popping in the air with each collision was familiar.

On the Jets' final possession, Ivory churned nine carries into 23 yards. Offensive coordinator Marty Mornhinweg called a pass just once on the 14-play drive that moved the Jets from their 20 to the Patriots' 24-yard line.

"I didn't expect it at all, especially coming from as far as we did," Ivory said of the offensive coordinator's conservative approach. "But we did, we were successful and it sealed the game."

With the absence of Vince Wilfork and Jerod Mayo, the injured nose tackle and linebacker who plug the center of the Patriots' defense, Mornhinweg relied on the ground game. They turned to Ivory, who had just four carries in each of his last two games and has struggled this season with hamstring injuries, to lead the charge.

Bilal Powell, the Jets' starter and leading rusher, stood on the sideline with his helmet on and watched through his facemask as Ivory mashed the Patriots' defense. Even fullback Tommy Bohanon had six carries.

"I look down, Powell only carried it three times," head coach Rex Ryan said, "but Ivory had the hot hand and we just kind of rode it. Those guys are great complements as running backs back there, but we rode Ivory a little more than normal, obviously."

Much attention has been given to the players missing from the Jets' offense -- wide receiver Santonio Holmes and his injured hamstring; suspended tight end Kellen Winslow; and running back Mike Goodson's season-ending knee surgery. Ivory and others, seen largely as members of the Jets' supporting cast, performed as stars today.

Jeremy Kerley caught eight of the 10 passes Geno Smith tossed at him. He gained 97 yards, scored a touchdown and reached the sticks seven times. Fellow wide receiver David Nelson had four catches for 80 yards.

On eight third-down occasions, Smith threw to Kerley, whom the Patriots covered with a defensive back, occasionally helped by a linebacker.

"I pretty much know on third down, I see myself as the guy to try to go to," Kerley said. "So I make it a big emphasis on my game to make sure that on third down, I turn it up a notch."

Asked if he locks on to receivers too much instead of going through his progressions, Smith replied, "I don't think I have that problem."

Smith ranks third in the NFL with 11 interceptions. He threw a 79-yard pick-six to Patriots cornerback Logan Ryan Sunday.

On the play, Ryan jammed Nelson at the line. Nelson couldn't get a clean release on his route, but Smith never took his eyes off Nelson and tried to force the ball in anyway. Ryan snagged it and took it to paydirt.

Smith wound up recovering and finishing 17 of 33 for 233 yards and a touchdown to go along with the pick-six. He also ran six times for 32 yards and a score.

The 23-year-old out of West Virginia appreciated the support he got from New York's former starting quarterback, Mark Sanchez.

"I talked to Mark after the game," Smith said. "He just congratulated me and we exchanged hugs. It's pretty much what we do every single game. We talk before the game and go over things. He always wishes me well and it's nice to have a guy like Mark on my side."

Smith also praised his offensive line.

"Those guys are my best friends," he said. "I can't do anything without those guys protecting me. ..."

Worth noting, Smith has rushed for 146 yards, already surpassing Sanchez's career season high by 40 yards.

Smith was at his best against the Patriots, with six runs for 32 yards. As ESPN.com's Rich Cimini suggested, Smith's 8-yard touchdown run was a thing of beauty, as he cut and slashed his way through three defenders. He made former Jets cornerback Marquice Cole look silly with an open-field move.

If the Jets continue to see a lot of man-to-man coverage, meaning the defenders' backs are turned to the quarterback, it makes sense for Smith to take off if no one is open.

There's still a long way to go for Smith, and if his track record is any indication, next week against the Bengals could be a dud.

But as the Sports Xchange suggests, any rookie who displays that kind of tough efficiency certainly has the potential to grow into a franchise quarterback.

Smith's performance was doubly impressive given the depleted state of the Jets' receiving corps. Kerley enjoyed his best day of the year. Nelson (four catches for 80 yards) provided the reliability Clyde Gates could not while Jeff Cumberland (three catches for 41 yards) continues to provide solid value at tight end.

Stephen Hill had one catch for 17 yards but had a touchdown waved off due to offensive pass interference. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The New York Jets made an anticipated move Monday at the bottom of their quarterback depth chart, activating David Garrard and releasing Brady Quinn.

Garrard had been on a two-week roster exemption after contacting the team two weeks ago and asking for the chance to return. Citing chronic knee pain, the former longtime Jacksonville Jaguars starter retired in May, two months after signing a one-year, free-agent contract with the Jets.

The Jets envision Garrard, 35, as a mentor for Smith. Because of back and knee injuries, Garrard hasn't taken a regular-season snap since 2010.

First-year quarterback Matt Simms, who has no NFL experience, has been the primary backup. Quinn was inactive for the last six games. He was signed as an emergency quarterback in the aftermath of Mark Sanchez's shoulder injury, which turned out to be season-ending.

Garrard said he received no promises from the Jets upon his return. But he has practiced with the team and received a personalized locker, making their intentions rather obvious.

"I was able to take the whole summer off and let my body heal," he said upon his return. "I started training a couple of months ago and my knee feels great. I'm sitting at home, watching games thinking, 'Why am I at home? Why am I doing this to myself?' I didn't want to have any regrets one day. ..."

Josh Cribbs had an impressive first game for the Jets on Sunday, when he collected 75 all-purpose yards in the Jets' 30-27 overtime win over the Patriots.

Cribbs, who was signed last Tuesday, returned three punts for 44 yards including a long return of 21 yards took back one kickoff for 17 yards and rushed three times out of the Wildcat for 14 yards. The three rushing attempts were the most in a single game for Cribbs since he had three carries for 21 yards for the Browns against the Rams on Nov. 13, 2011.

Holmes (foot, hamstring) missed his third straight game Sunday. He was hurt against the Titans on Sept. 29 and has yet to resume practicing.

Cumberland (hamstring) did not practice Wednesday, but Ryan expects the tight end to be ready by game time. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Matt Simms, David Garrard 
RB: Bilal Powell, Chris Ivory, Alex Green 
FB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Stephen Hill, Jeremy Kerley, David Nelson, Josh Cribbs, Santonio Holmes, Greg Salas 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Konrad Reuland, Kellen Winslow 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow, the Raiders returned from their bye week facing many of the same questions on the offensive line that they had when they left town last week.

The Raiders began practice Monday with the same makeshift line that struggled mightily in their last game eight days ago in Kansas City with many of their starters still dealing with injuries.

Backups Lamar Mady and Matt McCants are once again working with the first team for the Raiders (2-4) and right guard Mike Brisiel was back at center after playing there for the first time ever in an NFL game in the 24-7 loss to the Chiefs.

Head coach Dennis Allen said it's too soon to know whether center Stefen Wisniewski, right tackle Tony Pashos or guard/center Andre Gurode will be healthy enough to play Sunday against Pittsburgh.

"I'm hopeful we'll have more guys back, but I won't know until Wednesday," Allen said.

Wisniewski has missed the past two games with an injured knee and his absence has been notable because of his role making the line calls and organizing the line. He was working on the side Monday with a trainer instead of with the team during the open portion of practice.

Gurode, a former Pro Bowl center, filled in admirably when he had to move from left guard to center but then he left in the first half against the Chiefs with an injured quadriceps. That forced Brisiel to move over to center for the first time since he played in NFL Europe in 2007 and put former practice squander Mady at right guard.

Pashos was knocked out of the Chiefs game with a hip flexor and has also been hampered by a groin injury, giving McCants his first playing time as a pro.

Rookie tackle Menelik Watson has had only about 10 practices with the team since the start of training camp because of injuries to his calf and knee and remains sidelined.

Left tackle Khalif Barnes is the only player to remain in his spot for all six games this season although he had to move from the right side to the left right before the season because of injuries to starter Jared Veldheer and Watson.

That led to a re-worked line that allowed nine sacks in the loss to the Chiefs and has given up 20 the past three weeks after allowing just seven in the first three games.

"We've kind of been doing it all year long with guys rotating and playing different spots but it's real tough when you do it at the center position," Barnes said. "Especially when you have both centers go down. It's tough because you don't really work with that center on different types of timings, silent counts."

The Raiders hope that the experience the backups gained during that game in a loud environment against one of the best pass-rushing teams in the league will pay dividends if they are forced into action again this season.

"There's no replacement for experience," Allen said. "Unfortunately at times guys have to get their experience in a tough situation in a game environment. That's the way you get better as a football team."

Meanwhile, the Sports Xchange notes the Terrelle Pryor express had an unscheduled stop in Kansas City. But the quarterback promises to get things back on track when his team resumes play on Oct. 27.

Pryor's ascent on the Raiders' depth chart, improved passing skills and generally efficient play to go along with his superlative athletic skills has been the big surprise of Oakland's season.

But when protected by the above-mentioned patchwork offensive line and the noise factor of a raucous Arrowhead Stadium, Pryor looked more like the player many NFL talent evaluators thought would never be an NFL quarterback.

In a 24-7 loss to the Chiefs, Pryor and the Raiders imploded offensively in the second half. After going 7-for-11 for 100 yards in a 7-7 game in the first half, Pryor threw three interceptions in the second half, one that was returned 44 yards for a touchdown by Husain Abdullah.

Pryor was also sacked 10 times, including one play where he rolled to his right on a screen pass, had a clear shot at throwing the ball out of bounds and instead took an 8-yard sack from Tamba Hali.

"We'll be back. You'll fall, get back up," Pryor said. "I'm standing right now. I'm ready to go next week."

Pryor offered that while the Raiders are 2-4, he would "refuse" to let his team backslide into another losing season and said, "We'll get in the playoffs."

The three interceptions were poor throws borne of pressure totally thrown up for grabs to a waiting secondary.

"We lost the game because of turnovers," Pryor said. "They were totally on me."

Some of the sacks were brutal, but Pryor absorbed them defiantly and without complaint.

"I'm a big man, I'm a grown man," Pryor said. "They just tackled me. They got me. They made great plays. Not a beating, though. ..."

And now that he's had the off week to recover, look for Pryor to be ready for whatever comes against Pittsburgh this weekend. ...

In a related note. ... Pryor did not head to Los Angeles to work with quarterback guru Tom House over the Raiders' bye this past weekend.

Instead, House came up to Oakland to work with the Raiders quarterback on Sunday.

"We went to a local field and got in some good work," Pryor said after a light practice Monday as the team began preparations for Pryor's favorite team growing up, his hometown Steelers.

Pryor was not able to work out with Raiders coaches during the bye -- players are guaranteed four days off due to the CBA -- but Pryor said he did come into the facility to study film on his own after Oakland's final team practice on Wednesday.

"You know me," he said, "steady trying to get better."

House, a former big league pitcher who is now a pitching coach at USC, has worked with quarterbacks from Drew Brees to Tom Brady to Carson Palmer to Tim Tebow on throwing mechanics.

Offensive coordinator Greg Olson said last week he was the one who recommended House to Pryor this past offseason. ...

Other notes of interest. ... While the Raiders players were off for an NFL-mandated four days during the team's bye, ESPN.com's Paul Gutierrez reports that coaching staff is working until the weekend.

Fans of Pro Bowl fullback Marcel Reece, and maybe even Reece himself, are hoping the offensive coaches are using the extra time figuring out ways to get the ball into Reece's hands more in the season's final 10 games.

As a hybrid, the former college wide receiver has also played tailback for the Raiders, and good things seem to happen when Reece has the ball. Thing is, he only had one touch in the Raiders' 24-7 loss at Kansas City on Sunday, a 9-yard catch and run.

And yes, everyone on the organizational totem pole from general manager Reggie McKenzie to coach Allen to Olson recognizes this.

So what gives?

"Again, unless you're handing [Reece] the football, which we have to monitor what we're doing because we have to make sure that Darren McFadden is getting enough touches, and with Marcel it's changed a little bit this year because of the quarterback position," Olson said. "We've become more of a read-option kind of an offense. A lot of times in the passing game, he may be involved, or may be in the progression [of reads], but if he's not catching it in the passing game, the best chance of getting him the football is to hand the ball off.

"Every game or every week when we finish a game, we go back through a stat sheet and look at how many times the guys were targeted and how many times they actually touched the ball. We're aware of that with Marcel. We're constantly aware of it throughout the game."

Keep in mind, Reece is still dealing with the effects of a sprained knee suffered in the Raiders' loss to Washington on Sept. 29. So Oakland is wary of riding him too hard, too soon.

But thus far, he has carried the ball nine times for 47 yards, including an 11-yard touchdown run against Jacksonville. Reece also has caught 10 passes for 86 yards with a 16-yard TD from McFadden against Denver. He has been targeted 16 times as a receiver.

"I'll do whatever is needed," Reece said earlier this season, "whenever my number is called."

Sebastian Janikowski, the Raiders' first-round draft pick in 2000, entered the 2013 season with a career field-goal conversion rate of 80.6 percent, with 75 attempts from 50 yards or longer. Thus far this season, he is 7-for-11 (a career-worst 63.6 percent) overall, 1-3 from 50 or more.

The 35-year-old Janikowski, who was signed to a four-year contract extension in training camp that will pay him upwards of $19 million through 2017, has already missed more field-goal attempts in six games this season -- four -- than he did all of last year – three.

There has been a common factor as all four misses have come when the left-footed Janikowski has kicked from the left hashmark, and the first three shanks were all wide left.

According to Gutierrez, many point to Janikowski potentially having a mental block as the team breaks in a new holder in Marquette King after 13 years with Shane Lechler. Others wonder if Janikowski is still feeling the effects of calf and hamstring issues from late in camp. Hey, at least the dirt baseball infield should be gone this week, right?

Special teams coach Bobby April, though, told reporters Janikowski was healthy. It all made for some interesting food for thought as the Raiders return to work Monday from their bye week to prepare for the Steelers. 
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QB: 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, Andre Holmes 
TE: Jeron Mastrud, Mychal Rivera, Nick Kasa 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
Michael Vick, who has missed the last two games with a hamstring injury, is hopeful he'll be able to play Sunday against the New York Giants.

Vick was injured in Philadelphia's first matchup with the Giants this season, a 36-21 win on Oct. 6. The Eagles have gone 1-1 without him.

"I'm optimistic about it," Vick said after practicing Tuesday. "I've got a good chance."

Nick Foles replaced Vick just before halftime against New York, and threw two touchdowns. He then threw three more touchdowns and ran for another when the Eagles beat the Buccaneers 31-20 Oct. 13. But Foles threw for just 80 yards in three quarters before suffering a concussion in a 17-3 loss to the Dallas Cowboys on Sunday.

Philadelphia would turn to rookie Matt Barkley if neither Vick nor Foles can play Sunday. Barkley who threw three interceptions in the fourth quarter against Dallas in relief of Foles.

Barkley said that Vick took all the practice reps with the starting offense on Tuesday. It was the first time since the injury that Vick was in on 11-on-11 drills.

"It's progressed very quickly," Vick said. "It's gotten better each and every day. But I just don't want to lose sight of what's gotten me to this point.

"It's a very delicate situation. You want to get back out there and you want to play and you want to help your teammates. That's what's eating me up on the inside right now. I wish I could speed up the recovery process, but I can't."

Vick, the all-time leading rusher among NFL quarterbacks with 5,858 yards, said he has yet to test out his hamstring since the injury against the Giants.

"That's something we've got to do -- and see what it feels like," he said. "I have to give it a go. I just don't want to do it this early in the week."

It should be noted that Jeff McLane of the Philadelphia Inquirer already has reported that Vick will start Sunday's game. And Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio has a team source telling him the same.

But there's a caveat.

Florio's source points out that Vick could suffer a setback, especially as he tries to put the pedal to the metal. Head coach Chip Kelly told reporters on Wednesday that Vick has yet to sprint. When Vick does, the hamstring could be strained, again.

Indeed, as Associated Press sports writer Rob Maaddi stressed, a huge part of Vick's game is his running ability. Even at 33 years old -- and in his 11th NFL season -- he ranked 15th in the NFL in rushing five weeks into the season.

Vick said if he does play, he won't stay in the pocket to protect himself. He'll play the way he always does.

"I've pretty much set my mind to play the way I want to play," he said. "I'm giving it everything I got. No holding back. I don't want to play that way."

Foles, now in the NFL concussion recovery protocol process, and did not practice Tuesday.

Offensive coordinator Pat Shurmur said the game plan the Eagles are installing for the Giants can operate with any of the team's quarterbacks.

"It's not like we're all the way over here if say Nick's playing or all the way over here if Mike's playing," he said. "We put together a plan that fits all of our quarterbacks."

Vick, a four-time Pro Bowl pick, has missed 13 games with injuries since becoming the Eagles' full-time starting quarterback early in 2010.

"I wouldn't change the place that I'm at or the opportunities that I have with anybody in the world," he said. "I'm just very excited about playing with these guys this week."

Foles strong play in relief of Vick had sparked a quarterback controversy in Philadelphia. Kelly's reluctance to commit to giving Vick his starting job when he returned only fueled the talk.

"I think he was off a little bit," Kelly said of Foles poor showing against Dallas. "His feet weren't set on a couple of those throws, and in all instances, we have to do a little better job. There were times when guys were open that we didn't get the ball on him. There were other times when we didn't get off of coverage, and there was a couple of times that we gave up too much leakage pressure, so he's not being able to set his feet."

It was the most important start in Foles' young career. First place in the NFC East was at stake when the Eagles played the Cowboys. Perhaps the pressure was too much for the second-year pro?

"No, I don't think it had anything (to do with it)," Kelly said. "That's my feeling, but I haven't spoken to him about it, but Nick never struck me as the guy that the moment kind of catches him. He came off the bench against the Giants without taking a snap, and led us on a drive right at the end in two-minute (offense) to get a field goal in a critical situation. I saw him play in college, and I don't think any time in college did I ever see Nick get overwhelmed by the moment or whatnot."

As for Barkley, he entered in a tough spot. The Eagles were trailing by two touchdowns in the fourth quarter so the defense knew Barkley would be passing every down.

"Difficult situation for him to come in," Kelly said. "I'm sure he'd want those throws back. ..."

Stay tuned. I'll be following up on Vick's progress in coming days; those interested will want watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan, "Somebody made LeSean McCoy, the NFL's leading rusher, look average. It can be debated whether it was the Dallas Cowboys defense, the Eagles' offensive line or Chip Kelly's game plan. ..."

"McCoy carried 18 times for 55 yards, just a 3.1-yard average. Bryce Brown carried twice for 4 yards.

The week before, McCoy rushed for 116 yards with Foles at quarterback, apparently debunking the idea that the run game relied on the threat of Michael Vick. After Sunday's anemic performance, that question was inevitable.

"We ran a lot of power, a lot of sweeps," Kelly said. "Go through the amount of plays we ran, we really didn't run a ton of zone read at all. So I think running power plays and sweep plays, it's just executing your blocks and finish(ing) things, and we didn't do that."

It would not reflect well on Kelly if his running game relied on his quarterback, especially with a talented back like McCoy at his disposal.

McCoy has averaged just 3.4 yards per carry in the last three games after averaging 6.0 yards per carry in the first four games. He has just 11 rushing first downs in the last three games after having 25 in the first four. ...

After catching 13 passes for 197 yards and three touchdowns in the previous two games, wide receiver DeSean Jackson wasn't very effective against the Cowboys. He was targeted eight times, but had just three catches for 21 yards and had two drops.

"We never got things going," Jackson said. "It was frustrating. We have to figure out what it is and just fix it. We still have a lot of season left. We will figure it out and move forward. ..."

One last note here. ... Vick is the most disliked player in the NFL, according to a survey of the public taken by E-Poll Market Research and released Monday by Forbes.com.

More than half of those asked in the survey of 1,100 people (53 percent) said they disliked Vick, even though the signal-caller hasn't taken any steps back after being released from prison in May 2009 following a 19-month sentence for his part in a dogfighting ring. 
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QB: Michael Vick, Matt Barkley, Nick Foles 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Bryce Brown, Chris Polk 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Riley Cooper, Jason Avant, Jeff Maehl, Damaris Johnson 
TE: Brent Celek, Zach Ertz, James Casey 
PK: Alex Henery 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
As Pittsburgh Tribune-Review staff writer Mark Kaboly, if there is anything you can say about Le'Veon Bell after his first three games in the NFL, it's that he can grade himself pretty hard.

A week after giving his performance against the New York Jets a "D", the Steelers rookie running back was a more forgiving following a 19-16 win over Baltimore at Heinz Field.

But not that much.

"I'll go to a C-," Bell said with a laugh.

Bell must grade on a curve because his performance against the Ravens' top 10 run defense was top of the class.

Bell rushed for a career-high 93 yards on 19 carries, and the Steelers went over 100 yards rushing as a team for the first time since November -- a span of 11 games.

Much of that had to do with Bell.

"Any questions about Le'Veon Bell today? No?" head coach Mike Tomlin asked during his postgame news conference.

Bell, who sat out the first three games with a foot injury, came under criticism last week after gaining 34 yards against the Jets. That prompted Tomlin to come to Bell's defense during his weekly news conference.

Tomlin was asked about his rookie again Sunday.

"It was what I thought (he) was capable of being," Tomlin said.

Coming into the game, no Steelers running back had more than 92 yards rushing for the season. The Steelers rushed for a season-high 141 against the Ravens. The last time the Steelers rushed for 100 yards in a game was Nov. 18 against in Baltimore when they gained 134.

"Le'Veon is a good back," receiver Emmanuel Sanders said. "It is crazy seeing how he runs. He kind of dances, then he hits the hole. We came into the game saying we wanted to run the ball well, and that's what we did."

More succinctly, the Steelers wanted to run the ball at the heart of the Baltimore defense. Namely, at the less-than-100-percent Haloti Ngata and Marcus Spears and, more notably, away from Elvis Dumervil and Terrell Suggs on the outside.

"That's what we were trying to do," guard David DeCastro said. "We just kept at it. We were just moving them and giving the backs space. We were getting decent yards so (offensive coordinator Todd) Haley kept with it."

Haley used Bell in various formations, including the wildcat, but a couple of things remained constant -- the Steelers running between DeCastro, center Fernando Velasco and left guard Ramon Foster and running successfully on first down.

Of Bell's 93 yards, 62 came on first down (5.6 yards per carry), putting the Steelers in second- and third-and-manageable situations.

The Steelers converted seven of their 14 first downs on the ground and converted 58 percent of their third downs.

"He did a great job," quarterback Ben Roethlisberger said. "He was patient when he needed to be, he was physical when he needed to be, and he used his speed. He did a great job, but the credit goes to the o-line."

The line was playing without its opening day left tackle, right tackle and center. Maurkice Pouncey was lost for the year eight plays into the season, Mike Adams was benched and Marcus Gilbert left early Sunday with a leg injury.

"It is really nice and especially to run the ball in the fourth quarter like we did," DeCastro said. "We moved the ball and wanted to control the clock, and that's what we did."

In a related note, ESPN.com's Scott Brown suggests the only surprise with the Steelers' release of Isaac Redman is that it didn't happen sooner.

The fourth-year running back had clearly fallen out of favor with the Steelers, and not because Redman went public with a claim that he had fooled team doctors after suffering a concussion in a Sept. 18 game at Cincinnati so he could keep playing.

Redman had simply exhausted the chances Steelers gave him to carve out a role in their backfield, which now clearly belongs to Bell.

Redman didn't seize the starting job last season when a knee injury sidelined former first-round pick Rashard Mendenhall for the first part of 2012. And he faltered badly when an injury that sidelined Bell gave Redman another chance to start at running back.

The Steelers made a mistake when they cut Jonathan Dwyer in late August and installed Redman as the starter with Bell still recovering from a mid-foot sprain. They corrected that error when Bell's emergence made it clear the Steelers only needed to carry three running backs on their 53-man roster -- and they kept Dwyer over Redman.

And now, the Steelers travel across the country to play at Oakland, where the Raiders are in perpetual rebuilding mode but have given the Steelers problems in recent years.

The Raiders have beaten their historic rivals two times in a row in Oakland, including last year, when defensive breakdowns doomed the Steelers to a 34-31 loss. The Steelers have lost three of their last four games to Oakland dating back to 2006. The Raiders are 2-4 and off this week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As mentioned above, the Steelers used a wildcat formation on four snaps against Baltimore.

"We'll do anything to win football games," Tomlin said of the formation. "That's just the state we're in."

As Brown suggested, it is a little disconcerting to see Roethlisberger line up as a wide receiver and then try to block, as he did on one of Bell's runs after taking a direct snap from center.

Imagine the outcry if Roethlisberger got hurt while trying to help spring Bell for a big gain. Then again considering that Roethlisberger has been sacked 21 times already, the pocket hasn't exactly been a safe haven for the Steelers' franchise quarterback.

And one reason for the Steelers to embrace the Wildcat is Bell seems so comfortable running it. Despite the team practicing the package last week for the first time all year, Bell looked like a veteran in triggering it against the Ravens.

That is not surprising since he ran the Wildcat as a quarterback in high school and at Michigan State.

The formation plays to one of Bell's biggest strengths as a runner: his patience. And Bell said he is capable of throwing the ball out of the Wildcat if the Steelers want to add more to the package.

"Maybe we put some more in it and see what happens," Bell said. "We can definitely get better at it and work on it more."

If nothing else the prospect of doing just that is enough to make the Raiders at least think as they prepare for their game against the visiting Steelers next Sunday. ...

Roethlisberger had an efficient, workmanlike day against a Ravens defense that has often tortured him. He completed 17 of 23 for 160 yards with one three-yard touchdown shovel pass to Heath Miller in the first quarter. He had a 107.2 passer rating. He was sacked three times.

Antonio Brown has 47 receptions, the most through the first six games in Steelers history.

Miller's touchdown catch Sunday was his 40th, fifth-most in team history. He is the first Steelers tight end to reach that mark.

Tomlin said receiver Jerricho Cotchery (abdominal strain), could be limited early in the week ... Rookie receiver Markus Wheaton (finger) is out.

Kicker Shaun Suisham has become nearly automatic for the Steelers. His fourth field goal Sunday, a 42-yarder as time ran out, lifted the Steelers to victory over the Ravens. It marked the eighth game-winning field of Suisham's career and sixth with the Steelers.

Suisham also booted field goals of 34, 28 and 38 yards Sunday. He was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week for the performance.

Suisham has made all 14 field goals he has attempted this season, and has connected on his past 46 of 47 tries from inside 50 yards. ...

Felix Jones had a 42-yard kickoff return to set the Steelers up at their own 40-yard line on the final play of the first quarter, which helped set up a field goal. The 42-yard return marked his 14th kickoff return of 30-plus yards and third this season. It was the fourth longest return of his career and his longest as a member of the Steelers.

That winning drive began after Sanders returned a kickoff 44 yards to his 37. Brown returned his only punt 18 yards. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, Felix Jones, Jonathan Dwyer 
FB: Will Johnson 
WR: Antonio Brown, Emmanuel Sanders, Jerricho Cotchery, Derek Moye, Markus Wheaton 
TE: Heath Miller, David Paulson, Michael Palmer, Matt Spaeth 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
Sam Bradford is done for the season, and the chances on this being the year the St. Louis Rams post their first winning season in a decade changed dramatically.

They insist the season is far from over.

Head coach Jeff Fisher told players to keep their chins up on Monday, referencing a book by an inspirational speaker as a rallying point for the final nine games.

"We're going to see a lot of people step up," defensive end Chris Long said. "And we're going to see a lot of people step up that you might not expect."

As Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom suggested, one of them needs to be Kellen Clemens, who'll be making his 13th career start in eight seasons next Monday night against the Seahawks.

Clemens has been the backup the past two years and was with offensive coordinator Brian Schottenheimer with the Jets, too, so he knows the scheme.

Plus, he's the only other quarterback on the roster.

"Somebody's got to play," Clemens said. "So I'll go out there and do the best job I can and try to help this team win some games," Clemens said.

Bradford will have season-ending surgery for a torn ligament in his left knee after getting hurt in the fourth quarter of Sunday's 30-15 loss at Carolina that dropped the Rams to 3-4.

The Rams feared the worst on the return flight and on Monday announced results of an MRI.

Surgery will be done in the next 2-3 weeks once the swelling goes down and Fisher was confident Bradford would make a complete recovery in time for next season.

"Very disappointing," middle linebacker James Laurinaitis said. "I thought he was putting up a strong season. It's a long grind now for him."

Jim Thomas of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reports that the team has signed Austin Davis and agreed to terms with Brady Quinn to fill out a depth chart currently fronted by Clemens.

Davis spent 2012 as the third quarterback in St. Louis and spent this summer with the Rams as well before being cut after Clemens won the battle for the backup spot. Quinn was cut by the Jets on Monday when they activated David Garrard, which turned out to be pretty good timing for the journeyman given Bradford's injury.

Clemens hasn't started a game since 2011 and has never been particularly impressive in his limited previous experiences in the top job with the Jets and Rams. It's not clear how Davis and Quinn will stack up behind him, but whoever is No. 2 may get a shot should Clemens' past history repeat itself.

Jim Thomas of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reports that the team has signed Austin Davis and agreed to terms with Brady Quinn to fill out a depth chart behind Clemens.

Davis spent 2012 as the third quarterback in St. Louis and spent this summer with the Rams as well before being cut after Clemens won the battle for the backup spot. Quinn was cut by the Jets on Monday when they activated David Garrard, which turned out to be pretty good timing for the journeyman given Bradford's injury.

Clemens hasn't started a game since 2011 and has never been particularly impressive in his limited previous experiences in the top job with the Jets and Rams. It's not clear how Davis and Quinn will stack up behind him, but Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggests that whoever is No. 2 may get a shot should Clemens' past history repeat itself.

Clemens pointed out the coincidence that his first game with the Rams was a Monday night loss at Seattle in December 2011, days after signing a free agent deal. He did not play against the Seahawks but then started the final three games of a 2-14 season, all losses.

"It's a different team, it's a different set of opponents, different everything," Clemens said. "I am excited for the opportunity."

Bradford tore his anterior cruciate ligament when he landed on his knee after being shoved out of bounds by safety Mike Mitchell. Teammates feared the worst once they saw him carted off the field and on crutches in the locker room.

Bradford has 14 touchdown passes and just four interceptions this season. Still, he has his detractors, critics who insist he has not measured up to the billing of a No. 1 overall pick.

"He was playing very, very well, not only yesterday but was just improving weekly," Fisher said. "The challenge is obvious in this world when you have an impact player go down.

"He was off to a great start, so it's unfortunate but he'll be back. He's our quarterback."

In his fourth season out of Oklahoma, Bradford has been nudging his way up the ladder, among the top half of the league's best quarterbacks. He's been taking charge and minimizing mistakes -- exactly what the youngest team in the NFL needed.

Bradford threw for 255 yards and a score Sunday, with one interception and two sacks. He has thrown a touchdown pass in 11 consecutive games. St. Louis had won its previous two games, with Bradford throwing three TD passes in each.

Bradford is no stranger to injuries. He missed six games with a high left ankle sprain in 2011. He had season-ending shoulder surgery in 2009 when he was at Oklahoma.

Other notes of interest. ... Before being injured, Bradford completed 21 of 30 passes for 255 yards and one touchdown with a passer rating of 93.1.

There were several big plays, including a 73-yard completion to Brian Quick. However, Quick also had two drops, including one that might have been a touchdown. On the first play of the game, Bradford's arm was hit as he threw and an interception was returned 45 yards for a touchdown.

Tavon Austin fumbled and had a 63-yard touchdown called back because of a tripping penalty on left tackle Jake Long.

But after only a cameo appearance last week in Houston, ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner notes that Austin was much more involved against the Panthers. He played 32 snaps on offense with 11 more on special teams. He caught all five passes he was targeted on for 39 yards. ...

Austin's role also expanded to include kick-return duties in the absence of Benny Cunningham. He had two returns for 47 yards with a long of 32.

For the third straight week, Zac Stacy was the Rams' primary running back, playing 45 snaps and finding his way into the end zone for the first time in his young career on a 4-yard catch. Pass catching was a previously unknown skill for Stacy but he caught all four balls thrown his way for 34 yards.

On the rushing side, it was tough sledding for Stacy against Carolina's top-five run defense. He finished with 53 yards on 17 carries. 
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QB: Kellen Clemens, Brady Quinn, Austin Davis 
RB: Zac Stacy, Daryl Richardson, Isaiah Pead, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds 
WR: Chris Givens, Austin Pettis, Brian Quick, Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Mike McNeill 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
According to San Diego Union-Tribune staff writer Kevin Acee, Philip Rivers was handed a game ball for the major passing milestone he achieved on Sunday. As usual, he immediately deflected the attention, dishing out compliments the way he distributes passes.

"A lot of you guys have been a part of that. ..." he began as he looked around the locker room.

Rivers became the 37th quarterback in the history of the NFL to throw for 30,000 yards in his career, and he didn't know it until told.

In fact, after a Chargers official got the ball from the back judge following Rivers' completion to Eddie Royal early in the fourth quarter, the back judge asked Rivers what record he had broken.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Rivers replied.

Afterward, Rivers briefly acknowledged it was "humbling" to have been afforded the opportunity to achieve the milestone, then wondered how many of those yards were on receptions by Antonio Gates (answer: 6,375) and how many came after snaps from Nick Hardwick (answer: more than 24,500) and how many different receivers had caught those passes (answer: 43).

"You don't throw 30,000 yards to yourself," said Rivers, the fifth-fastest QB to reach 30,000. "There are lot of guys that have been on the receiving end of that, a lot of guys have protected ... I feel like any time a quarterback passes a milestone, that's a reflection of the team."

But make no mistake about it: This is Rivers team.

As Acee reminded readers, Mike McCoy said from shortly after the time he was hired that the Chargers would flow as Rivers did. He continues to proffer that opinion.

After a day in which Rivers again bordered on perfect passing the ball, McCoy said in response to a question about Rivers' bonehead decision to try to run into the end zone on the final play of the first half: "We're going to live and die with Philip Rivers."

Rivers was more harsh on himself than anyone about his tuck-and-run that fell short and cost the Chargers a chance at a short field goal. But besides the fact it ended up being a nonfactor against the horrible Jaguars, it was also easy to look past the gaffe because Rivers was once again magnificent not only as a passer but as a manager of the game.

He set a franchise record with 14 completions to start the game and finished 22-for-26 for 285 yards and a touchdown. It was his second straight game without an interception. The 84.6 percent completion rate was second-highest of his career, but Sunday was the third time in the past five games Rivers has completed more than 80 percent of his passes.

He is thriving in the Chargers' new offense, back among the elite in terms of statistics.

For that, but also for the intensity that makes him believe he could score on that final play of the half and for the selflessness demonstrated in that postgame moment, Rivers is the Chargers' leader.

The Chargers will take the week off before traveling to take on Washington on Nov. 3.

McCoy said his team will use the bye week to get healthy for the backstretch of the season. With some youth on his 53-man roster, McCoy is emphasizing to the young players to be sure they get their treatment for nagging injuries during the off week and take care of their bodies.

Other notes of interest. ... Ryan Mathews broke tackles and ran hard, eclipsing 100 rushing yards for a second straight game.

But San Diego's workhorse running back saved his best moves for after the game, quickly putting on a grey suit and packing his belongings as he tried to beat the rush of reporters.

Mathews enjoys talking about himself about as much as a dental phobic looks forward to a root canal, but he put up with a couple questions before exiting the locker room.

Through five games, Mathews had rushed for 234 yards, averaging 3.5 yards per carry. In the last two games, Mathews has rushed for 212 yards, averaging a robust 4.9 yards a carry.

According to ESPN.com's Eric D. Williams, the next assignment for Mathews will be to do a better job closing out things at the end of games. The Chargers went three-and-out three straight times in the fourth quarter, failing to convert first downs in order to grind out clock and salt away the game.

"He's got a lot of confidence in what we're doing, and the way the offensive line is blocking up front," McCoy said. "There were a couple plays I said to (offensive line coach Joe D'Alessandris), one in particular toward the end with three or four drives left -- unfortunately we went three-and-out on it -- but I said to him, ‘That's the way you run the football.'

"That's the way you've got to be able to do it, pounding guys and double-team blocks, and the running back putting his foot in the ground and going north and south. And a lot of good finishes, and you saw a bunch of defenders on the ground. So we've just got to continue to be physical up front. ..."

Keenan Allen was coming off consecutive 100-yard games, but he only caught three passes on Sunday. They were good for 67 yards and included a long of 36.

Seven receivers got into the act, with Royal getting the scoring catch and Gates leading with six receptions.

Allen suffered what appeared to be a shoulder injury during the game. Allen went to the locker room for further evaluation, but later returned to the game. He'll have ample time to get healthy during the off week. 
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The Chargers are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
As Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley noted, the San Francisco 49ers sure do travel well, and it's hardly by accident.

Just like everything else in Jim Harbaugh's structured system, the team has trained for the challenges of leaving town for long hauls to the East Coast and across the pond.

The third-year coach took his team for weeklong stays in Youngstown, Ohio, between East Coast games in each of the past two seasons -- so, this Nashville to London trek San Francisco is enduring now shouldn't be so bad.

"It's no big deal. You hop on the plane," defensive lineman Justin Smith said matter-of-factly. "You either fly east or west. We'll make it. You deal with what is in front of you I guess. It shouldn't be a problem."

The NFC champion Niners beat the Tennessee Titans on Sunday for their fourth straight victory, then flew straight to London for the week before facing the winless Jaguars on Sunday at Wembley Stadium in Jacksonville's home game as part of the NFL's International Series. Then, it's time for some recovery with the bye week.

San Francisco also played in Great Britain on Oct. 31, 2010, beating the Denver Broncos 24-16 before a sellout crowd of 83,941 at Wembley -- 5,352 miles from team headquarters. The 49ers faced Arizona in Mexico City in 2005.

Since Harbaugh arrived from nearby Stanford in 2011, his players have been open to his ideas for operating a franchise, and it's hard to argue when the team was so close to a Super Bowl championship last season before losing 34-31 to the Baltimore Ravens.

The 49ers stayed in eastern Ohio and practiced at Youngstown State in late September last year between a loss at Minnesota and a 34-0 road rout of the New York Jets the next week. In 2011, San Francisco rallied from a 20-0 deficit to stun the Eagles 24-23 in Philadelphia a week after a win in Cincinnati and practice in Youngstown.

"Right now, it's a matter of, same way we treated those Youngstown trips, back-to-back East Coast games that we played in 2011 and 2012, and that's concentrating on taking care of our business today and handling that," Harbaugh said.

This year, the Niners will have traveled an NFL-high 32,948 miles by the end of the regular season. Only San Diego (26,932) and Oakland (26,240) will join San Francisco in surpassing 25,000 miles in the air.

Ever the pragmatist, quarterback Colin Kaepernick won't let several time zones throw him off his game.

"Whether we're in Youngstown, London or here, it really doesn't change my relationship with my teammates. So, that's not really a factor," Kaepernick said. "It's just the fact that you're always together. We're always together here as well, but you're sleeping in the same hotel instead."

Meanwhile, after remaining primarily in the pocket for most of the season, Kaepernick returned to his dual-threat ways against the Titans.

In the first half, Kaepernick had a 20-yard touchdown run on a read-option play and 50 of his 68 rushing yards as the Niners took a 17-0 lead, after which they were not seriously challenged.

Why did the 49ers dust off the read-option?

Harbaugh and several offensive players said video study suggested that the Titans could be exploited by it.

As San Francisco Chronicle staffer Eric Branch notes, after tormenting defenses with his legs last season, Kaepernick entered Sunday with fewer than 23 rushing yards in five of six games this season and hadn't scored a touchdown since the fourth quarter of Super Bowl XLVII. In fact, his 50 first-half rushing yards Sunday topped his combined total (43) in his previous three games.

Four days before kickoff, Tennessee head coach Mike Munchak had applauded what he viewed as San Francisco's cautious approach with its quarterback, saying the "less he runs probably the better" to avoid injury.

Instead, Kaepernick ran more and it made matters worse for the Titans.

Kaepernick, who completed 13 of 21 passes for 199 yards, headlined what was arguably San Francisco's most complete win of the season.

There are plenty of reasons for the 49ers to be excited after steamrolling their past four opponents 132-51 and scoring 30 points in four straight games for the first time since 1998. San Francisco has also posted four consecutive double-digit wins for the first time since 1997.

Looking ahead, Gore noted more reasons for optimism. Mario Manningham and Michael Crabtree could both be back by mid-November to help remedy the 49ers' lack of a reliable No. 2 wide receiver. On Sunday, Boldin (five catches, 74 yards), who had three highlight-reel grabs, was the only wideout with a reception.

In addition, Harbaugh said after the game that All-Pro outside linebacker Aldon Smith could rejoin the team in the "next couple weeks." Smith is in a treatment facility for a reported substance-abuse problem and has missed the past four games.

"We're coming," Gore said. "We've got a lot of keys guys out, but this team is special. ... When we have Mario, Crab, (other guys) come back who haven't been playing, it's going to be crazy. ..."

Manningham could actually make his season debut Sunday in London against the Jaguars. It is unclear what corresponding roster move the team would make to clear room for Manningham.

"He's practicing now," Harbaugh said last week. "We don't have a crystal ball on exactly when he plays in a game, but he looks really good, really good."

One last note here. ... Gore (ankle) was limited in practice Wednesday; he doesn't appear to be in any danger of missing the game, however. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Colt McCoy, John Skelton 
RB: Frank Gore, Kendall Hunter, Anthony Dixon, LaMichael James 
FB: Bruce Miller, Will Tukuafu 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Jon Baldwin, Kyle Williams, Marlon Moore, Kassim Osgood, Mario Manningham, Michael Crabtree 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Garrett Celek 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As expected, wide receiver Percy Harvin returned to practice this week for the Seattle Seahawks, the team announced Monday.

The Seahawks had a rare Tuesday practice (usually an off day for the players) this week because of the Monday night game at St. Louis.

"Percy got started today. Limited involvement in practice today, but he got to run around, looked good," head coach Pete Carroll told reporters. "He looks quick and ready to take the next step, which is the next time we come back on Thursday. We're going to do it one day at a time."

Carroll said Harvin's workload will increase as the week continues. The coach was asked what Harvin will have to do to prove he's ready for game action.

"He's gotta to get through normal days of practice and we see how he handles it," Carroll said. "The thought we've been going off all along is to take the conservative approach and make sure guys are healthy so we're going to continue to do that."

Harvin followed Carroll on the podium and said he's "feeling great" and hasn't had any setbacks.

"It's been a long ride," Harvin told reporters. "I haven't played football since Week 7 of last season, and just dealing with the trades, dealing with the injury that ended the season, and then coming here and having another injury. So it's been tough man, I have a lot of things built up in me that I'm just ready to unleash on the field.

"I'm going to take my time with it, but when it's time to explode I will."

It's unclear how much time it will take.

"For me, it's just conditioning and just getting back out here getting the reps with the guys," Harvin said. "I'm familiar with the offense, my condition is pretty good, and weight lifting and everything is good. So just getting the repetition and being back out there with the guys and just getting back in the flow."

For what it's worth, a league source told Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio that Harvin could play against the Rams.

Florio stressed, however, the key would is "could."

No decision has been made whether he will. It depends on how Harvin performs and how his surgically repaired hip responds.

Per NFL rules, the Seahawks have three weeks to decide whether to take Harvin off the physically unable to perform list and add him to the 53-man roster.

Seattle should be able to dispatch the Kellen Clemens-led Rams without Harvin, so a true "conservative" approach probably would keep the wide receiver off the field another week. One thing we do know is that Seattle could use the playmaker -- the Seahawks currently rank 25th in passing offense.

A healthy Harvin can change that in a hurry.

Harvin, who was acquired in a trade with the Minnesota Vikings in the offseason, had major hip surgery Aug. 1 to repair a torn labrum. Normal recovery time for this type of surgery is three to four months, but Harvin has been tweeting for weeks that he would be back sooner than expected.

Harvin is widely viewed as one of the most dynamic receivers in the NFL and a player who can add an explosive element to Seattle's passing game. The 25-year-old speedster signed with the Seahawks on March 12 in a deal that sent the Vikings a first-round and seventh-round pick from Seattle in 2013, along with a third-round pick in 2014. The Seahawks gave Harvin a five-year, $67 million contract.

Harvin was a first-round draft choice by Minnesota in 2009. He has 280 career receptions for 3,302 yards and 20 touchdowns. He also has rushed 107 times for 683 yards with four touchdowns. He has returned 114 kickoffs for 3,183 yards, with a Vikings franchise-record five kickoff return touchdowns.

Worth noting, Harvin said his role will be similar to what it was in Minnesota during the first two years of his career, when Seahawks offensive coordinator Darrell Bevell served as offensive coordinator with the Vikings. ...

Stay tuned. ... I'll be watching this one closely in coming days; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Terry Blount notes, the Seahawks haven't had an advantageous schedule in the first half of the season, but it's about to get better. At the moment, things seem to be moving in Seattle's favor with a lighter second-half schedule and key players returning to the field.

If the Seahawks win at St. Louis Monday night, they will have gotten through the first eight games 7-1 on a stretch that included four road games over a 30-day span.

The game against the Rams will be Seattle's fourth road game in the last five outings. The Seahawks will have played five road games in seven weeks after the trip to Atlanta on Nov. 10.

But there's a bright side on the other end. The Seahawks play four of their last six games at CenturyLink Field, where Seattle has won 11 consecutive games.

That includes a bye week between the home games against Minnesota and New Orleans, perfect timing before the Monday night against the Saints that could decide home-field advantage in the NFC playoffs.

Seattle's last two games also are at home, Dec. 22 against Arizona and Dec. 29 against the Rams. As it stands now, the Seahawks have only two games in the last nine against teams with a winning record – back-to-back with the Saints on Dec. 2 and the 49ers at San Francisco on Dec. 8.

While the schedule starts working in Seattle's favor, the team also should get its starting offensive tackles back from injury.

Right tackle Breno Giacomini, who had arthroscopic knee surgery on Sept. 30, could return in a couple of weeks. Pro Bowl left tackle Russell Okung, who has a torn ligament in a big toe, could return for the Minnesota game on Nov. 17.

And Harvin -- even if it's not this week -- will be back soon enough. ... So it appears that things are playing into Seattle's hands and look promising for the second half of the season.

The Seattle Seahawks re-signed veteran fullback Michael Robinson, who revealed Tuesday that he was hospitalized and seriously ill when he was listed with a mysterious virus during the preseason before he was released. Robinson said he had a reaction to an anti-inflammatory drug he was taking at the time.

Robinson was hospitalized in Seattle after the Aug. 17 preseason game against Denver and lost more than 30 pounds.

"I got down to 212, but I'm back up to 245 now," he said. "After the Broncos game, I knew something was different. I went to the hospital two separate times. I shouldn't have left. I was readmitted two days later."

Robinson missed the last two preseason games and was released at the end of the preseason.

"I'm realistic," he said. "I knew I needed to play to keep my job. I knew what my salary was. This is a business."

Robinson passed a physical Monday before being added to the 53-man roster.

Robinson, a former Penn State quarterback, is viewed as an outstanding blocker, helping Marshawn Lynch rush for a career-best 1,590 yards last season. The 30-year-old Robinson also was one of the team leaders the last couple of years and a man many younger players leaned on for advice.

The team placed rookie fullback Spencer Ware (ankle) on injured reserve to clear a roster spot for Robinson. ...

Look for the Seahawks to stick with their strength Monday night at St. Louis and give the ball to Lynch as often as possible. Lynch is second in the NFL in rushing with 578 yards, averaging 82.6 yards per game. The Rams are 30th in the league in run defense, giving up 126.4 yards per game.

Lynch rushed for 100 yards or more in his last three games against St. Louis -- 100 yards in the regular-season finale last year at Seattle, 118 yards last September in St. Louis and 115 yards against the Rams at Century Link Field on Dec. 12, 2011.

Having 11 days between games should help Lynch recover from soreness after his bruising effort against the Cardinals when he gained 91 yards Thursday night, including 80 yards after initial contract. The layoff also will help him get over a nagging hip issue.

Russell Wilson probably will get his share of carries, also, off the read option, but this is one area when the Seahawks should cut back. Wilson has 41 carries in the last four games. Some of those were out of necessity to avoid the pass rush, but Blount believes averaging over 10 carries per game is too risky for the team's most important player.

Last week's game was a nice homecoming for tight end Zach Miller, a Phoenix native who went to college at Arizona State. After missing the past two games with a hamstring injury, Miller returned to the starting lineup and had five receptions for 40 yards and one touchdown.

Miller makes a big difference by occupying safeties and linebackers in the middle of the field and enabling the wideouts to get open more often. ...

Golden Tate has a sprained foot. He left the game against Arizona, but returned. His status bears watching this week. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson, B.J. Daniels 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Derrick Coleman, Michael Robinson 
WR: Sidney Rice, Golden Tate, Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Percy Harvin 
TE: Zach Miller, Luke Willson, Kellen Davis 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
The winless Tampa Bay Buccaneers don't have long to dissect their latest mistake-filled loss and make corrections.

Rookie quarterback Mike Glennon only has three days to prepare for Thursday night's start against NFC South rival Carolina, and he'll have to try beat the Panthers without injured running back Doug Martin.

Martin hurt his left shoulder during last weekend's 31-23 loss to Atlanta. Head coach Greg Schiano said Monday that it "probably will be a stretch" for the second-year pro to make the short turnaround and face Carolina.

The team made that official on Wednesday, when Martin was ruled out.

Martin was a Pro Bowl selection as a rookie year ago, rushing for 1,454 yards and ranking third in the NFL behind Adrian Peterson and Calvin Johnson in total yards from experience.

With Josh Freeman struggling at quarter the first three games of the season and Glennon throwing the ball a league-record 130 times over the first three starts of his career, Martin hasn't been nearly as effective in 2013. He's gained a team-leading 456 yards rushing, but is averaging just 3.6 yards per attempt and has only scored one touchdown.

Schiano had little to say about the severity of Martin's injury.

"Had tests done on it. It probably will be a stretch Thursday, although we'll just have to see. I wouldn't go any further than that right now. We've just got to wait and see," Schiano said.

Pressed about the nature of the injury and how long he might be sidelined, Schiano wouldn't budge.

"I'm not going to get into specifics of exactly what his issue is. If it was season-ending I'd let you know," the coach said. "But I don't feel that it is right now. ... We're just going to play it by ear and go from there."

Martin told reporters the pain in his shoulder has decreased in the last couple days and his range of motion has improved

The second-year man reiterated Schiano's stance that that the injury isn't necessarily season ending. According to Tampa Tribune staffer Roy Cummings, Martin went on to characterize his status as day to day, saying he's "working with the trainers."

There have been credible reports, however, suggesting that Martin has a torn labrum and that it will indeed be season-ending.

Whatever the case, rookie Mike James is all but certain to make his first pro start against the Panthers, who have the league's second-ranked rushing defense.

James enjoyed his best pro game, gaining 45 yards on 14 carries while displaying his physicality.

The sixth-round draft pick out of the University of Miami ran hard all day and was effective in pass protection.

"You hate to see anyone go down, but it felt good to get out there and help," said James, who had only three carries for 12 yards going into Sunday's matchup. "From the first time I played football, I always wanted to run with a lean."

"I've liked what I've seen of Mike the last few weeks, both in practice and the game," Schiano said. "He's gotten a few more touches each game and obviously this one by necessity.

"I think Mike has really improved as a running back from the beginning stages of training camp and made improvement steadily. When he's had his opportunities, he's done good things."

Schiano said the 5-10, 223-pound James has a "really good one-cut ability," with quick feet that can make defenders miss. The physical runner always seems to fall forward, gaining the extra yard, as he did on a fourth-and-1 conversion Sunday in Atlanta.

Brian Leonard could share the workload.

Carolina also is second in pass defense and total defense.

"They're definitely really talented. They're one of top defensive teams in the league statistically with how they're playing," Glennon said.

The QB threw for 256 yards, two TDs and no interceptions in the loss to the Falcons. But Glennon also had a sack fumble returned for a touchdown and attempted a not-so-ideal 44 passes after throwing 43 times in each of his first two starts. Atlanta's Matt Ryan threw for more yards in 18 fewer attempts on Sunday.

The short week poses challenges for both teams. Cam Newton and the Panthers have won three of four, including two straight, following an 0-2 start.

"I guess there are both pros and cons to it," Glennon said. "We both have to kind of get to our game plan right away. Luckily for us, we don't have to travel on Wednesday and they do. I think coach is going to have a good game plan for us. He's going to. ... Put us in the best advantage to win."

The Bucs have lost 11 of 12 games dating to last season, and one of the biggest reasons they remain winless this year is penalties. They had 11 for 103 yards against the Falcons.

But Schiano said losing hasn't weaken the team's resolve, adding "it could always be worse."

"I don't mean record-wise. I just mean in life, you've got to go with the next task at hand," he said.

"I want to be clear on this because I don't take lightly 0-6. I've never been 0-6," the coach added. "But we do our best. We're trying our hardest. Our guys are working ... and I have found when you have good people and they work hard and they work smart it'll turn. That's what I believe."

Worth noting. ... The Bucs made a move later Monday to bolster their running back depth, claiming Bobby Rainey off waivers from the Cleveland Browns. Running back return man Jeff Demps has been sidelined with a groin injury. Rainey could fill Demps' role as a change-of-pace back and also could be a factor in the return game.

To make room for Rainey, the Bucs waived wide receiver Skye Dawson.

Other notes of interest. ... Glennon targeted receiver Vincent Jackson a whopping 22 times in Sunday's loss to the Falcons.

Is this a case of a rookie locking too much on a veteran as a security blanket?

"No, but at the same time, I know in certain looks if it's one-on-one with him then it's a good matchup Glennon said.

Glennon said the Bucs didn't go into the game planning to target Jackson so many times, but the defense led them in that direction.

"Honestly, I just go through my progressions and there are a lot of times where Vince may be the first read and if it's there then I'm going to take it," Glennon said. "I don't really look out there -- obviously Vince is extremely talented and he does make it more comfortable for me to throw the ball to because I know he's going to go up and get it. I just go through my progressions and wherever my read takes me."

Jackson finished with 10 catches for 138 yards and two touchdowns.

As ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas suggested, Jackson is Tampa Bay's most dangerous offensive weapon and the Bucs should feed him the ball. ...

Mike Williams (hamstring) was limited in Tuesday's practice after getting in a full session on Monday. He played through the injury last week and should again this week. He is officially listed as questionable. ...

According to the Sports Xchange, Glennon has improved his passer rating each week, and he enters Thursday's game at 77.1.

Rian Lindell, who missed two of his first four field-goal tries, is now 8-for-10 on the season.

And finally. ... The Buccaneers worked out quarterback John Skelton, Aaron Wilson of the National Football Post reports.

The Buccaneers also worked out former New York Giants wide receiver Ramses Barden, quarterback Matt Blanchard, wide receiver Nathan Palmer, former Jacksonville Jaguars wide receiver Mike Thomas and former Baltimore Ravens wide receiver LaQuan Williams. 
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QB: Mike Glennon, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Mike James, Brian Leonard, Bobby Rainey, Jeff Demps, Doug Martin 
FB: Erik Lorig, Spencer Larsen 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Williams, Tiquan Underwood, Chris Owusu, Russell Shepard, Eric Page 
TE: Tom Crabtree, Tim Wright 
PK: Rian Lindell 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
As Nashville Tennessean staffer Jim Wyatt suggested, the Titans might have expected some offensive struggles on Sunday, with quarterback Jake Locker coming off two weeks of inactivity and still at less than 100 percent strength.

What hurt the offense just as badly, however, were a number of early penalties and dropped passes, all of which helped contribute to a feeble attack during most of Sunday's 31-17 loss to San Francisco. The Titans didn't advance past the 49ers' 45-yard line until the last play of the third quarter, and they didn't score a point until the fourth.

"They didn't stop us -- we stopped ourselves," tight end Delanie Walker said. "We did everything in our power to make sure we lost that game. ... We talked about that all week, that we couldn't have that, and we came in the game and we did it anyway. It's very disappointing."

The errors began almost immediately for the Titans, after Locker completed his first three passes. On his fourth attempt -- a third down-and-4 situation -- Darius Reynaud dropped a pass that would have allowed the Titans to continue their opening drive.

"I've got to catch that ball when it comes to me," Reynaud said. "I barely get opportunities on offense, so I've got to take advantage when I do get opportunities. I tried to catch it with my chest, and I should have used my hands."

Locker jump-started the Titans again on their second drive, hitting Walker for a 21-yard gain to the Tennessee 47. But the Titans couldn't overcome their own mistakes, as David Stewart was called for a hold and Nate Washington for a false start that preceded a Titans punt.

"I don't think it was us struggling to get going," Locker said. "I think it was just struggling to keep going. We moved the ball. But we just had some things end the drives for us -- penalties, missing throws, dropped passes, whatever it may be. We found ways to stall drives out."

The penalty parade continued on the Titans' next series, as Walker was called for a hold that left the offense in a second-and-13 situation that they couldn't convert.

And Locker proved he was mortal on the following drive, as he under-threw Nate Washington down the right sideline, resulting in his first interception of the season.

Overall, Locker was good -- but not great -- over the first three quarters, completing 15 of 25 passes for 167 yards.

He piled up 10 completions and 159 yards in the fourth quarter, with 66 of those yards coming on a short toss to Chris Johnson, who sprinted through the defense for a touchdown.

Locker clearly got better with more reps as the game progressed, but those reps were limited early because of all the mistakes.

"I thought he came out and threw the ball pretty good," head coach Mike Munchak said. "But you can't have what the story of the offense has been -- drops and penalties.

"Early in the game, it put us in bad situations that we did not overcome."

The Titans have a bye this week before they will attempt to end their skid against the St. Louis Rams on Nov. 3. They'll use the down time to figure out a plan going forward.

According to ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky, the biggest cause for hope is not as much in the Titans' locker room as it is on their schedule.

They just lost to teams with the fifth-, second- and eighth-ranked defenses. There is no debating how tough a stretch it was, and they faced the first two with their backup quarterback.

Their next three games come against teams currently ranked 21st, 27th and 17th. The Titans have to show us it's been about their opponents, and not their insufficiencies, by moving the ball far more effectively when they return to action. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Kenny Britt's forgettable season continued Sunday. Britt had one catch for an eight-yard gain. But it was a sequence later in the contest that his frustration showed through. Britt was able to draw a pass interference penalty from the 49ers' Tarell Brown, even though he got away with a shove after the play was over.

After Locker threw high to Britt in the end zone, Brown pushed Britt to the ground as he was coming down. The receiver took exception and retaliated, drawing a 15-yard penalty. As it turned out, the Titans scored on the next play, but it showed Britt's frustrations boiling over.

He declined comment after the game, but Walker spoke about the matter.

"You can't lose your mind out there because we were losing the game," Walker said. "We were trying to get back in the game and we're out there fighting with them. That's what they wanted us to do. They want to get us out of the game when we are getting the momentum. Just nonsense. That's unprofessional and we don't need to put that on film."

For the record, Britt played 19 snaps, 32 percent of the team's offensive plays.

The Titans cut Reynaud, whose questionable decision-making has cost the team this season.

The Titans had a chance at a comeback against the San Francisco 49ers on Sunday. But with Tennessee facing a 14-point deficit, Reynaud muffed a punt that Kassim Osgood recovered in the end zone for a touchdown that boosted San Francisco's lead to 31-10.

The Titans lost 31-17, their third consecutive defeat.

On Sept. 8 in Pittsburgh, Reynaud fielded the opening kickoff just across the goal line and pulled it back in to try to down the ball. The Steelers got a safety, and a seven-game stretch of inconsistent play from Reynaud was underway.

The Titans kept Reynaud when they cut their roster to 53 rather than choosing to wait on Marc Mariani, who had a shoulder injury. Tennessee could have merely deactivated Mariani for three or four weeks, after which he was expected to be OK, or put him on injured reserve with a designation to recall him after eight weeks.

Instead, the Titans placed Mariani on IR and went with Reynaud.

Receiver Damian Williams is the primary internal candidate to field kicks and punts.

And finally. ... Tennessee Titans owner K.S. "Bud" Adams died Monday morning of natural causes in his Houston home, the team announced. He was 90.

Adams co-founded the AFL and owned the Houston Oilers since their debut in the league in 1960, through their move to Memphis in 1997 and then Nashville, where they became the Tennessee Titans.

Adams and Buffalo Bills owner Ralph Wilson were the last surviving original AFL owners. Adams' Oilers won AFL titles in 1960 and '61.

The Oilers were the first football team to play indoors at the Houston Astrodome. They played there until their controversial move to Tennessee. The Titans reached the Super Bowl in the 1999 season.

He accumulated more wins than any other current NFL owner with 409. The 400th occurred against the Houston Texans in the 2011 regular-season finale.

On Monday, after Adams passed away, the Titans shuffled their schedule. Munchak told players the news and made a suggestion. If they'd not read much of the team history that's written on a giant timeline on the walls of team headquarters, it would be a good time to peruse it.

In 2011, when Adams was still in reasonably good health, he'd bring friends to Nashville for games. On Saturday afternoons, Munchak would walk with his boss and the guests through the halls, looking at pictures and telling the stories behind them.

"People think he wasn't here, so maybe he wasn't an active owner being here all the time" Munchak said. "But he was. For me, I walked these halls, he was always here. I had those stories with him, I had that history, I knew what was important to him. ... He was here all the time, you could see him, you could feel him, it's just his body, he wasn't here. I think he'll always be here." 
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The Titans are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
As Washington Post reporter Mark Maske noted on Monday, there was plenty for the Redskins to overcome Sunday at FedEx Field. Their special teams had another gaffe. Their defense had few answers for Chicago Bears tailback Matt Forte and failed to deal with backup quarterback Josh McCown.

But none of that mattered because the offense was clicking and put together one final impressive drive late in the fourth quarter, enabling the Redskins to escape with a 45-41 triumph.

"I like happy locker room. ... It's good to see smiles on guys' faces," quarterback Robert Griffin III said. "We had a breakthrough today, and we've got to make sure that carries on for the following weeks."

The Redskins kept their season from unraveling any further and improved to 2-4. It took their best scoring output in a game since a 52-point performance against the San Francisco 49ers in October 2005 to achieve that.

Backup tailback Roy Helu ran for three touchdowns, the last of them from three yards out with 45 seconds to play, and Griffin threw touchdown passes to rookie tight end Jordan Reed and wide receiver Aldrick Robinson. Linebacker Brian Orakpo contributed a touchdown on an interception return.

"Not to say we were down in the dumps, but we haven't been playing great," tailback Alfred Morris said. "We've been making a lot of mistakes, a lot of drops, a lot of missed assignments. It definitely hurts us. We had some mistakes today, but we were able to overcome it. What really matters is we got the win."

"We sure needed it after being 1-4," head coach Mike Shanahan said. "You don't want to dig yourself a bigger hole than we already have dug."

Griffin threw for 298 yards and ran for 84 more. Morris added 95 rushing yards for the Redskins, and Reed had nine catches for 134 yards.

"I just felt like we were in sync. ... Last year was a great year for us offensively as a team," Griffin said. "But just in general for this year, we felt in sync for the first time, I think, most of the game, probably the entire game. And that's why the scoreboard reflected it."

The teams traded early field goals before Griffin threw an interception to Bears cornerback Charles Tillman that led to a two-yard touchdown run by Forte. The Redskins regrouped to take the lead on a 14-yard touchdown dash by Helu and Orakpo's first NFL interception, which he returned 29 yards for a touchdown.

Cutler left the game after being sacked by Redskins defensive lineman Chris Baker. Even so, the Bears got even on the Redskins' now-weekly special teams gaffe. They had vowed to fix their special teams after surrendering a punt-return touchdown and a 90-yard kickoff return a week earlier in Dallas. ButDevin Hester sprinted all the way across the field from left to right, then raced to the end zone for an 81-yard touchdown. It was his 13th career touchdown on a punt return, extending his league record.

"He crossed the field 50 yards," Redskins special teamer Niles Paul said. "It was an exceptional return. But we should have made the play. He should be contained. He shouldn't be able to get out there."

The Redskins avoided another special teams calamity when Paul recovered Josh Morgan's fumble on the ensuing kickoff return. That became even more important when the Redskins used that drive to take the halftime lead on Griffin's three-yard touchdown lob to Reed.

Griffin has been playing all season, obviously, but ESPN.com's John Keim believes Sunday marked the first official return of Griffin pre-knee injury.

He hurt Chicago running (84 yards) and throwing (298 yards). What really helped the Redskins was the ability to be balanced in their play calls and to use a large dose of play-action passes. Defenders were out of position and alleys created because of Griffin's success. If the Redskins need him to play this well every week to win, then they'll continue to struggle because Sunday's game will be hard to duplicate.

But when Griffin gets on a roll, it raises the confidence of everyone around him.

Defenders talked often last year about how they knew that they had a quarterback who could bail them out.

The Redskins surpassed 200 yards rushing for a second straight game and, while Griffin's legs certainly helped here, so, too, does having Morris and Helu.

Morris lacks Helu's burst, but his vision and patience makes him an excellent back. And Helu does more than just provide a change-of-pace. He's a big back (5-foot-11, 215 pounds) who has been effective in the red zone, in part because with him in the game the Redskins can run or pass.

Most of the time when Helu is in the Redskins do pass, so defenses must honor that threat (as opposed to Morris, who is not a good pass-catcher). Having that balance in the red zone is imperative. It's why Helu rushed for three touchdowns.

Meanwhile, Morris averaged 5.0 yards per carry and gained 95 yards. If Washington keeps games close, these two can both be productive and helpful.

Perhaps both can even be viable fantasy weapons. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Reed's 26 catches for 298 yards rank third and fifth among NFL rookies, and ahead of all tight ends in the class of 2013, although he has played one or two fewer games than most because he was sidelined in Week 4 with a deep thigh bruise and Washington had its bye the following week.

Project Reed's five-game stats over 15 games and he would catch 78 passes for 894 yards and six touchdowns. The yardage would break the Redskins' tight record held jointly by late Jerry Smith and the recently retired Chris Cooley. The catches would fall just six shy of the mark Cooley set in 2008.

As the Sports Xchange notes, Reed caught all nine passes Griffin threw his way Sunday, raising his season total to 26 catches out of the 30 times he has been targeted, an absurd .867 success rate.

There's also this: Fred Davis had started 25 straight games at tight end when available for Washington from Week 14 of 2010 through Week 2 of 2013. But Reed has come along so fast that the Redskins declared Davis inactive for Week 7 against Chicago in order to bolster their special teams with newcomers Josh Hull and Trenton Robinson.

Now there's talk that Davis could be traded.

Davis said in a radio interview Tuesday that he is not seeking a trade, but suggested he would not necessarily mind one if that would give him a better opportunity to receive playing time and show what he can do.

"At the end of the day, I look at it as I'm a Redskin right now until I hear differently," Davis said during his regular appearance with LaVar Arrington and Chad Dukes on 106.7 The Fan. "I want to help my team any way I can until then. ... If I get traded, something happens, that's what happens. But other than that, right now I've just got to do the job, still got to be a pro. At the end of the day, I don't want to leave a bad taste in my mouth with any of the coaches or anything like that."

A person familiar with the team's planning told Maske on Monday that the Redskins are open to the possibility of trading Davis. "They are trying," that person said. The NFL's trade deadline is next Tuesday.

So much for Reed as mere insurance in case Davis didn't return successfully from the ruptured Achilles that ended his 2012 season in Week 7 or screwed up off the field as he had to earn a suspension for the final four games of 2011.

Reed and Griffin started building their chemistry while working on the side of practices this spring when each was sidelined with an injury.

"We just got a feel for each other out there," Reed said. "He has to have confidence in me that I'm going to catch the ball and get open on my routes. Once he has that and I keep getting open, he's going to keep throwing me the ball. ...

When Robinson scores a touchdown, the Redskins win. It's a coincidence, sure, but it's also an indication the offense is playing well.

In the past two seasons, Robinson has caught touchdown passes in four games and the Redskins have won them all. He added another Sunday, a 45-yard grab early in the fourth quarter of a 45-41 win against the Chicago Bears.

When the Redskins are running the ball well, and can hurt teams with play-action throws, it sets up nicely for Robinson's deep speed. But Robinson is a one-dimensional target and that's the problem.

For Robinson to become a more consistent part of the offense, he needs to show he can be more than a decoy and occasional deep weapon. Some of that stems because he's still getting used to running routes at the right speed and depth. It hasn't been difficult to break up slant passes to him, for example.

However, when the offense is clicking like it was Sunday then Robinson can help with a big play. He's not about to bump Pierre Garcon from his starting job, but Robinson must be capable of more so it's not so easy to tell when he's a decoy or the target. ...

On the injury front. ... Reed (hip) practiced in full Wednesday. Leonard Hankerson (foot) was not on the field. Hankerson was hurt in an off-field incident Tuesday.

And finally. ... Safety Brandon Meriweather was suspended for two games Monday after yet another Sunday marked by personal fouls. It will also cost him $141,176 -- in addition to costing the Redskins their starter.

Meriweather appealed the suspension and the league announced on Wednesday they had reduced it to one game.

Meriweather was flagged twice for personal fouls against Chicago. He was called for a helmet-to-helmet hit on receiver Alshon Jeffery at the end of a 28-yard catch late in the third quarter. Late in the fourth quarter, Meriweather launched into receiver Brandon Marshall after he dropped a pass in the end zone.

It's not the first time the NFL has punished Meriweather. He was fined $42,000 for two hits in a Week 2 loss at Green Bay. And he was fined $50,000 for a hit in 2010 with New England and accrued $45,000 in fines a year later with Chicago. 
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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, Santana Moss, Aldrick Robinson 
TE: Jordan Reed, Logan Paulsen, Fred Davis, Niles Paul 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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