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ARIZONA CARDINALS
The Cardinals have won five in a row, have the best record in the NFL and are 8-1 for the first time in 66 years.

All of which is overshadowed by a knee injury to quarterback Carson Palmer.

In the immediate aftermath of Palmer's injury in the fourth quarter of Sunday's game against the Rams, the Cardinals broke out for three touchdowns and a 31-14 victory.

But Palmer leaving on a cart was the enduring image.

"You see one of your leaders on the ground, we're human," Larry Fitzgerald said. "Long before Carson is our quarterback, he is our friend."

Head coach Bruce Arians confirmed Monday what was widely expected after Sunday's game: Palmer has suffered a torn anterior cruciate ligament and is done for the year. He will go on season-ending injured reserve. As Profootballtalk.com suggested, if there's any good news, it's that Arians also confirmed that there is no damage to Palmer's knee other than the torn ACL.

Palmer will likely be ready to go for the start of next season, but this season is done.

This is the same knee Palmer shredded so severely in 2006 that his surgeon deemed the damage a "four" on a "scale of one to three."

Palmer had just signed a three-year, $50 million contract extension (with $20 million guaranteed) Friday to provide extra security in the twilight of his career.

The Cardinals, who have the best record in the NFL at 8-1, will now go forward with Drew Stanton as their starting quarterback the rest of the way. Stanton's job won't be easy, as the Cardinals have the Lions this week and then travel to Seattle next week.

Still, there's reason for optimism.

Stanton was 2-1 as a starter when Palmer was out with a shoulder injury earlier this season. In the four games in which he's appeared, Stanton has thrown for 614 yards and three touchdowns without an interception or a lost fumble.

The only blemish is his 49.5 percent completion rate.

On Sunday, he came in and threw a 48-yard touchdown pass to rookie John Brown for the go-ahead score against the Rams. St. Louis was leading 14-10 when Palmer was hurt. After the Stanton to Brown TD, Rams QB Austin Davis was intercepted twice by Patrick Peterson.

The second one, with Peterson tipping the ball into the air to himself, was returned 30 yards for a touchdown. Antonio Cromartie completed the fourth-quarter spree returning Davis' fumble 14 yards for a score.

Stanton directed the go-ahead TD as soon as he came into the game.

First, he completed an 11-yard pass, then he ran for four yards and completed a 26-yarder, setting up his big throw to Brown.

"I threw it and I honestly didn't see it," Stanton said. "I got dragged to the ground. Once everybody started cheering, I figured it was a touchdown and not a pick."

As for the reasoning behind that play?

"All week at practice, Carson loved this deep throw to Brown," Stanton said. "We had it in the game plan, and at halftime we said, ‘We want to take our shot with this play. It's going to be there.'"

As SI.com's Peter King noted, Arians is famous for not dumbing-down his game plan; whoever is in the game is going to run the stuff they planned for the week. So even though Stanton was shaken by the injury to Palmer, he listened to Arians before he went out for his first play, first-and-10 at the Arizona 11.

"We're going to stay with what we planned," he said. "Just try to put some points on the board."

As King suggested, that's nothing different from what Arians would have said to anyone subbing for an injured player.

One more thing.

"We can win the Super Bowl with Drew Stanton," Arians said. "There is no doubt in my mind."

We'll all see for ourselves if that's the case. If so, the already powerful argument that Arians is first in line for NFL Coach of the Year honors would only get stronger. ...

In a related note. ... Palmer told reporters Monday that he "felt a pop," and knew immediately his season was over as he was being carted off yesterday.

The 34-year-old quarterback also admitted the frustration of losing a chance to lead a team to the playoffs.

He said the "toughest part is that I'm having more fun now than I've ever had in my career," and that this was the best team he had been a part of.

Palmer said he "cried like a baby," last night, the first time he had wept since learning the news of the death of former Bengals teammate Chris Henry.

But at the same time, he's also aware of the business implications of what happened to him yesterday. Though he just signed a three-year contract extension with the team last week, he also knows this injury could compromise that.

"I'm going to play football again. I hope it is here," he said. "I just know how this business works. The team will do what is best for them. They should. Hope I'm part of it."

As PFT's Darin Gantt suggested, "Having been around so long, that awareness of the uncertainty has to hurt as much as his knee at the moment. ..."

Worth noting: Stanton won't be missing any practice this week.

Stanton's wife had the couple's first daughter Monday night. When Arians met with the media Monday afternoon he said he hoped she would hurry up and deliver.

"We can't miss any practice this week," Arians said. ...

Ryan Lindley, released by the team at the end of the preseason, was signed on Tuesday to fill Palmer's roster spot.

A sixth-round draft pick of the Cardinals out of San Diego State in 2012, Lindley spent two seasons with Arizona, starting three games as a rookie. He was the team's No. 3 quarterback in 2013.

He was released by the Cardinals after he was beat out by rookie Logan Thomas for the third quarterback spot. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Fitzgerald had another big game for Arizona, catching a season-high nine passes for 112 yards. In his last three games, Fitzgerald has 21 catches for 344 yards.

In the process, he passed Keenan McCardell into 19th place in career receptions and moved ahead of Michael Irvin into 24th place in yards receiving. ...

Brown's diving grab for the go-ahead score was his second big late catch in three games.

He hauled in a 75-yarder from Palmer with 1:21 to play for the winning score against Philadelphia.

"That is what I am here for," Brown said. "That is why coach Bruce Arians brought me in for, to make big plays. They say big-time players step up in big time games so I try to do the best I can when it is my time. "

The rushing attack wasn't all that impressive against St. Louis. The Cardinals gained 28 yards, a season low on 22 attempts. Their longest run was five yards. On 10 of 18 carries, Andre Ellington gained fewer than three yards. The offensive line got no push and didn't create holes.

In a related note. ... Stepfan Taylor is expected to return to practice this week after missing two games with a calf injury.

As Pro Football Focus notes, it was another tough afternoon all around for tight end John Carlson. While he did pick up a first down on one of his two catches, he dropped one of his other two targets and had a load of trouble handling the Rams' ends in the run game. The drops have been an ongoing issue. 
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QB: Drew Stanton, Logan Thomas, Ryan Lindley 
RB: Andre Ellington, Stepfan Taylor, Marion Grice, Kerwynn Williams 
FB: Robert Hughes 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, John Brown, Ted Ginn, Jaron Brown, Walt Brown 
TE: John Carlson, Robert Housler, Darren Fells, Troy Niklas 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure reminded readers, one of the themes Matt Ryan stated for the second half of the season was to be more opportunistic. Well, the Falcons got plenty of opportunities to do so on Sunday.

A 27-17 win over Tampa Bay was helped by some "foolish" penalties by the Buccaneers, as Roddy White referred to them. And the Falcons' ability to take advantage of those opportunities only helped their cause in breaking a five-game losing streak.

The Buccaneers picked up three crucial penalties on third down that resuscitated scoring drives for the Falcons and led to scores -- 18 points total, with two touchdowns, a PAT, a two-point conversion, and a field goal.

"You've got to take advantage," head coach Mike Smith said. "When you get a first down, it doesn't really matter how you get it."

But it wasn't all Buccaneers miscues.

Smith gave more help to Atlanta's offensive line, which has had four starters suffer season-ending injuries. Tackle Gabe Carimi started at tight end in the "jumbo" formation, adding more muscle to the offensive front and more punch to a rushing attack that has struggled most of the season.

Steven Jackson ran for a season-high 81 yards and a touchdown.

"We got Steven rolling with bigger bodies in the game," Smith said Monday. "It was not a thought of trying to spread them out. It was more about putting some big bodies in there and winning the line of scrimmage. I thought we did a good job."

The Falcons, who play at Carolina on Sunday, took their first win since beating Tampa Bay on Sept. 18.

"There was a line drawn in the sand and we weren't going to let them step over it and they were trying to do the same thing," Smith said.

Rookie left tackle Jake Matthews and left guard Justin Blalock are the only surviving members of Atlanta's offensive line from the start of the season. Matthews had to move from right tackle following injuries to Sam Baker and Lamar Holmes.

Rookie James Stone, who signed with the team in May as an undrafted free agent from Tennessee, is the team's third starting center. Former starters Joe Hawley and Peter Konz are on IR with Baker, Holmes and Mike Johnson, who was expected to be a top backup.

Other starters on the makeshift line are veteran guard Jon Asamoah and tackle Ryan Schraeder, another undrafted free agent.

"It's a different looking group from what we started the season with and we know that's going to get better," Smith said. "We felt like they were improved from the previous week."

The line earned compliments from Jackson and Ryan.

"I thought our offensive line did a nice job and I thought Steven Jackson played extremely physically," Ryan said. "He went out there running between the tackles and did a great job for us. Hats off to him, I thought he played really well, and hats off to our offensive line.

"I think the five of those guys being able to play a couple weeks back to back and having some time during the bye week to work together, I think that's very good for us moving forward."

The line gave up only one sack.

Jackson said Asamoah and Blalock have been leaders for the younger linemen.

"We have three younger guys out there along with the two veteran guards," Jackson said. "That seemed to be a really good chemistry. The guys are playing really tough. They are giving me some holes to run though and I am just being myself from that point."

Jackson's one-yard touchdown run on the opening drive gave him four rushing touchdowns this season and 10 rushing scores since joining the Falcons in 2013. Jackson has rushed for 66 touchdowns in his career, which ranks third among active players. Additionally, Jackson has scored at least four rushing touchdowns in all 11 seasons in which he has played. ...

Meanwhile, the Falcons have a different type of opportunity ahead of them.

They are 3-6 heading into next Sunday's road matchup with Carolina. The Falcons are the only team with a perfect record in NFC South play (3-0) and could find themselves right back in thick of the division race with a win.

"We feel good," Julio Jones said. "We just have to keep winning. Everything else will take care of itself."

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Ryan led the Falcons on a game-winning drive in the fourth quarter or overtime for the 25th time in his career on Sunday. Atlanta's win also marked Ryan's third comeback win over Tampa Bay during his career and his second game-winning drive of 2014.

White finished the game with six receptions for 72 yards and his fourth touchdown catch of the season. He has caught 59 touchdowns during his career and is the franchise's all-time leader. Additionally, White now sits just 73 yards shy of becoming one of eight active players to record 10,000 career receiving yards.

Jones finished the game with eight catches for 119 yards, including a 39-yard long gain. He averaged 14.9 yards per reception and logged his fourth 100-yard game of the season. Through nine games, Jones ranks third in NFL with 61 receptions and fifth in the league with 853 yards.

Matt Bryant hit all four of his field goal attempts, connecting from 44, 43, 37, and 33 yards. Sunday's win marked the ninth time in his career that Bryant has hit four field goals in a single game and the fourth time he's accomplished that feat as a Falcon. ...

Receiver Devin Hester tweaked his ankle and had to go to the training room immediately after the game. But as he walked through the locker room, he said he will be fine to play against Carolina Sunday. ...

And finally. ... According to McClure, general manager Thomas Dimitroff was in a pretty decent mood as he hovered about Smith's postgame news conference right outside the locker room. Team owner Arthur Blank didn't have a scowl on his face this time around as he watched his team break a five-game losing streak. And Smith was expressionless as he addressed the media, knowing that the win was just a small step in trying to turn this season around. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, T.J. Yates, Sean Renfree 
RB: Steven Jackson, Jacquizz Rodgers, Antone Smith, Devonta Freeman, Patrick DiMarco 
WR: Julio Jones, Roddy White, Devin Hester, Freddy Martino, Eric Weems, Harry Douglas 
TE: Levine Toilolo, Bear Pascoe 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
As CSNBaltimore.com's Bo Smolka noted Monday, Justin Forsett had already exceeded all expectations in his first nine games with the Ravens. On Sunday against the Titans, he exceeded all his career highs as well.

Forsett scored two touchdowns to lead the Ravens to a 21-7 win over Tennessee, giving him a career-best five touchdown runs this season. It was his first multi-touchdown game since November 2009. He finished with 112 yards rushing on 20 carries.

The effort was enough to earn Forsett AFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

With Sunday's performance he also established single-season bests for carries (133) and rushing yards (721) in a career that has spanned seven seasons and five teams.

Head coach John Harbaugh joked after the game that Forsett's role this season has been "exactly the one I envisioned for him when he came in here," but of course that would have been impossible.

Smolka reminded readers that Forsett was joining a team with Ray Rice and Bernard Pierce as established running backs, and Forsett was coming off a 2013 season in which he totaled 31 yards on six carries. All season.

His previous single-season highs had been 118 carries (2010) and 619 yards (2009), both with Seattle, which drafted him in the seventh round in 2008.

But Forsett, who had played for offensive coordinator Gary Kubiak in Houston in 2012, opened eyes in training camp with a slashing style and quick burst. Then in the midst of a tumultuous September, Rice was released, Pierce was banged up, and Forsett got his chance. And he ran with it.

Forsett entered Sunday's game leading all NFL running backs with 5.39 yards a carry and ranked fifth in rushing yards. This from someone whose signing in April made no headlines, since it came the same day the Ravens signed tight end Owen Daniels.

"It's been a dream come true just to get the opportunity to come out here and play and show what I can do," Forsett said after Sunday's game, just his second two-touchdown game and his first since 2009.

His first touchdown Sunday came on a 4th-and-1 sweep to the left. Titans linebacker Kamerion Wimbley had the play read, but Forsett simply beat him to the edge. Then in the third quarter, Forsett slashed off right tackle for an 11-yard score to give the Ravens the lead for good.

"He's the kind of guy that deserves it," Harbaugh said. "When you watch him on tape, he has always been a playmaker, and now he's getting an opportunity to prove that. He's doing a great job with it."

And it's hard to imagine where the Ravens offense would be without him.

Worth noting: Pierce had more of a role Sunday than rookie Lorenzo Taliaferro, who had three carries for 10 yards one week after he lost a fumble against the Steelers.

For the season, Pierce has rushed for 229 yards and two touchdowns on 64 carries with a 3.6 yards per run average. He ranks third on the team in rushing behind Forsett and Taliaferro (257 yards, four touchdowns).

But the back and forth between Pierce and Taliaferro at the No. 2 spot just highlights Forsett's importance to the Ravens and fantasy owners.

"I feel like the sky's the limit," Forsett said. "We've still got a couple more games left. We can still improve in some areas. I know I can improve in some areas. I just want to push this thing as far as I can go."

Before he does, the Ravens will enjoy some well-deserved, in-season time off in the form of their bye.

"For our team, it's really a good time to have it," head coach John Harbaugh said. "It's obviously later; most teams have had their bye. We should come back fresh and strong and ready to go."

When they resume play on Nov. 24 in New Orleans, the Ravens will likely be in the thick of a tight division race. At this point, a half-game separates the AFC North-leading Cleveland Browns and cellar-dwelling Baltimore.

"I feel the same way I felt about it when the season opened -- it's the best division in football," Harbaugh said. "It's going to be a dogfight right to the end. We just need to do our part. We understand how good the other three teams are in our division and how well they're going to play down the stretch. That should just serve further notice to us in terms of how well we need to play."

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley characterized it, in a game where quarterback Joe Flacco "looked like he was sleepwalking at times," he put the game away with a 32-yard touchdown pass to wide receiver Torrey Smith. The perfectly thrown pass came after Flacco couldn't complete a simple swing pass.

That touchdown -- which put the Ravens up 21-7 in the fourth quarter -- was only the second time they had converted a third down in the game. Flacco finished 16-of-27 for 169 yards.

Smith now has five touchdown receptions in his past five games and has a team-best six on the season. Smith now has 25 career touchdowns.

"It feels good to get a win before the bye," Smith said. "We can get away from football for a little bit and get our bodies back. We're going to come back ready to go for a tough stretch."

Flacco won his 43rd game at M&T Bank Stadium since entering the league in 2008, tying Tom Brady for the most win at home among all quarterbacks over that span. Flacco completed 16 of 27 passes for 169 yards with a touchdown with no turnovers.

On the season, Flacco is the sixth-best quarterback in the NFL, throwing for 2,521 with a 90.7 passer rating. He also has 17 touchdowns with eight interceptions and has been sacked 14 times.

And finally. ... SI.com's Peter King believes Rice will win his appeal, but that doesn't mean he'll find a job.

King advised readers he hasn't spoken to anyone who thinks the NFL will be able to keep Rice suspended and he presumes judge Barbara Jones will rule thusly in about two weeks. And while it's tempting to think a thumb-their-nose-at-the-league team like New Orleans could take a shot at Rice in December if its backfield is beat up then, King hears nothing reliable about specific teams intending to try to sign him if the suspension is dropped. 
[image: image4]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image5]
The Ravens are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak framed it, "The Bills just can't get it right in the red zone."

Since the start of last season -- a total of 25 games -- the Bills have been the NFL's worst at scoring touchdowns from inside the 20-yard line, converting on just 44.9 percent of their chances.

Never had the problem been more pronounced than it was in Sunday's 17-13 loss to the Chiefs.

Rodak notes this was a game that the Bills' defense controlled from nearly start to finish, affording the offense ample opportunity to score points, open a lead and secure what should have been Buffalo's sixth win of the season.

Instead, the Bills blew it. In four red zone chances they settled for two field goals, saw Bryce Brown fumble a would-be touchdown into the end zone for a touchback and then failed to convert on a fourth-and-10 from the 15-yard line late in the quarter.

That's why, even though the Bills (5-4) held a 10-3 halftime lead, this game had the feel of a collapse. Indeed, given the Bills' ineptitude in the red zone, Kansas City came away with a win it never should have sniffed.

"I don't want to take anything away from Kansas City. There are obviously some things that we did that -- when you look at how to beat them -- it gives you an opportunity to beat them," head coach Doug Marrone said. "We did some of those things but then we hurt ourselves and didn't take advantage of opportunities where we had them."

The scoring issues aren't new. The Bills were one of the NFL's worst offenses in the red zone last season, ranking 29th in the NFL, and entered Sunday's game in that same spot.

"A couple of missed opportunities," quarterback Kyle Orton said. "Which when you're playing a good football team usually comes back to haunt you."

It must be frustrating for Marrone and offensive coordinator Nate Hackett that their unit went 0-for-4 in the red zone Sunday in front of a sellout crowd at Ralph Wilson Stadium. After all, it was that phase of the game that they worked tirelessly to improve in training camp, adding an extra period devoted to the red zone at each practice.

For all of that work in front of a few dozen fans those July and August nights not to pay off in November -- when the season is on the line -- is a troubling sign for a team that has other pieces in place to make the playoffs.

The Bills will have minimal time to correct their mistakes before they travel to play the Miami Dolphins (5-4) Thursday night.

Lose that game and the Bills will fall back to .500 on the season. With the most difficult portion of their schedule arriving with a trip to Denver on Dec. 7, time is running out for the Bills to clean up their red zone problems, which have plagued them for far too long.

"I don't think it's a secret what happened out there," Marrone said. "We made mistakes and then didn't take advantage of those opportunities.

"We had an opportunity to get to 6-3. Now we're going to have to fight our way back and find a way to win our next game."

According to Associated Press sports writer John Wawrow, we shouldn't expect many quick fixes for a team working on a condensed schedule.

Following the Chiefs game, Marrone and his staff worked until 5 a.m. Monday, poring over game film and devising a game plan. Then came a team meeting in the afternoon followed by a walk-through practice.

Marrone said he intended to deliver his players a simple message: Don't look back.

"It's easier said than done," Marrone said. "But that's the one point that I'll make."

Other notes of interest. ... Making his earlier-than-expected return to the field Sunday, Fred Jackson ran just three times. He had been listed as questionable on the injury report after returning to practice Wednesday.

Was there ever a chance he wouldn't play?

"No," Jackson said. "I knew Monday. I was confident in everything I had done that I would be able to compete. Unfortunately it wasn't enough but I knew I had the ability to come out and play."

Jackson was more productive in the passing game (four catches for 39 yards) than in the running game, where the Bills leaned more on Anthony Dixon (nine carries) and Brown (seven carries).

"Those guys played well today so there wasn't any extra need for me to be out there and push through it," Jackson said.

Brown saw his most extensive action since being acquired in an offseason trade, leading the Bills with six catches for 65 yards while adding 35 yards rushing.

However, his performance was overshadowed by the 12-yard run in the third quarter when Brown, who was steps away from the end zone, had the ball stripped by Chiefs safety Ron Parker. It squirted out of the back of the end zone, resulting in a touchback.

"That play is the one that people are going to talk about," Marrone said. "But there were some encouraging things with him coming out [of the] backfield and receiving and running. There are encouraging things there."

Jackson and Marrone said the touches were delegated based on who practiced during the week.

"It's a testament to how prepared they were and how they tried to come out here and play well," Jackson said of Brown and Dixon. "There wasn't any extra need for me to be out there and push through it. That's the best thing about having three good running backs right now."

As Buffalo News staffer Tim Graham noted, it was Jackson's 100th game as a Bill. He has recorded fewer rushing attempts only three times over his career.

Sammy Watkins played his ninth career game. Watkins, too, had a troublesome groin. His injury happened last week.

"The coaches did an evaluation, and it was their call," Watkins said. "I could do everything, and I should've did everything. I've just got to do better with my route running and getting open."

Orton targeted Watkins a team-high 10 times, but only three times in the first half, and one of those was a throw-away. Watkins made four catches for 27 yards.

For the record, Watkins and Jackson were practicing Tuesday as the team prepared for Thursday's game at Miami. Watkins was a full participant Monday and is listed as probable. Jackson was limited and was officially listed as questionable on Wednesday. 
I'll be following up on their status via Late-Breaking Update in advance of the game. ...

Though he was not helped by four dropped passes by his receivers, Pro Football Focus notes that Orton earned his worst grade since taking over for EJ Manuel, and really struggled when pressured.

The veteran didn't turn the ball over, but he just wasn't good enough to win this game.

After posting a career-high passer rating in a Week 8 win over the New York Jets, Orton's rating dropped to 81.9 against Chiefs. The Bills' offensive line held up relatively well against a stout Chiefs pass rush, so it wasn't necessarily a case of pressure. Orton just wasn't accurate when he needed to get the job done, especially in four red zone trips.

Receiver Mike Williams was a healthy scratch for the second time this year. Meanwhile, Chris Hogan caught five passes for 57 yards and the Bills' lone touchdown.

As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggested, a spot on the inactive list is not really what you'd expect after trading a sixth-round pick to acquire Williams in the offseason and the decision is one that Williams thinks is the incorrect one for the team to make.

"Because I know for a fact that it is. I know my abilities, I know my talents, I know how I can help," Williams said. "That's why I think it's the wrong decision. But from the team aspect, that's the coach's decision to make that. I know what I want is -- a lot of people want another thing. People want contracts… you can't get what you want. But that's just something I couldn't get."

Marrone was asked Monday if Williams might be a useful player for the Bills to deploy in the red zone. Marrone said it was something the team talked about, but that they ultimately went with other players who could help on special teams.

Williams has caught eight passes all year and none since Week 5, so it's not likely that he would have made too much of an impact on the game if he had been in the lineup. He could work his way back into the mix against Miami on Thursday night, but the solution to red zone woes probably isn't going to be a bigger dose of Williams.

And finally. ... Bills receiver Marquise Goodwin seemed to injure his left hip on a fourth-quarter kickoff return but stayed in the game long enough to suffer a rib injury on the next kickoff. He didn't come back. 
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QB: Kyle Orton, E.J. Manuel 
RB: Fred Jackson, Bryce Brown, Anthony Dixon, Philip Tanner,C.J. Spiller 
FB: Frank Summers 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Mike Williams, Marquise Goodwin, Marcus Easley 
TE: Scott Chandler, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Panthers.com's Bryan Strickland notes, in a trio of lopsided losses earlier in the season, head coach Ron Rivera turned to backup quarterback Derek Anderson to finish out the game.

But Monday night, with the Panthers facing a 38-point deficit, Rivera stuck with starter Cam Newton until the bitter end.

Newton took advantage of the extra snaps and directed a pair of drives that ended with touchdown receptions by rookie wide receiver Kelvin Benjamin.

It was too little, too late in a 45-21 loss at the Philadelphia Eagles, but it's still early in the grand scheme of things.

"He's got to continue to work and develop, and he's got to get into a rhythm," Rivera said. "I'm looking at the long haul. If he's going to be our quarterback, he's got to work his way through these things. That's what I'm looking for.

"I thought he did a nice job. I thought he hung in there and made some plays."

Newton, of course, wishes he would have played like that from the beginning. On the Panthers' third offensive snap – the first snap after running back DeAngelo Williams lost a fumble that set up an Eagles field goal – Newton was intercepted. This time, the Eagles cashed in with a touchdown for a 10-0 lead just 3:35 into the first quarter.

"We can't expect to win football games starting out like that," Newton said. "We put a lot of stress on our defense with excellent field position for them with back-to-back turnovers. I should have done a better job by checking the ball down or throwing the ball away."

The Eagles intercepted Newton twice more in the first half, including one they returned for a touchdown on their way to a 31-7 halftime lead. Newton hadn't thrown three picks since a loss at Arizona in Week 5 of the 2013 season. In his 20 regular season games since, Newton had thrown two interceptions just twice.

"I pride myself on protecting the football, but that's just not happening right now," Newton said. "I have to protect the football better. I can't put the ball up for grabs. I have to understand the difference between giving our guys an opportunity and risking the football.

"And in the pocket, I've got to be better."

The pocket wasn't as comfortable a place as the Panthers would have hoped. Newton was sacked nine times, the most in a game since the Falcons recorded nine in the first game in Panthers history in 1995.

"They were getting a great push in the interior, but it was nothing we shouldn't be able to handle," Newton said. "I've got to get the ball out to relieve any type of stress on the offensive line. It comes down to execution."

While Newton fell on the sword for his offense, one of his teammates respectfully disagreed.

"Sacks and turnovers – that's a reflection on the entire offense," tight end Greg Olsen said. "That's on all of us."

Olsen, limited to four catches for 46 yards in his previous two games, re-emerged with six catches for 119 yards against the Eagles. All told, 10 Panthers caught passes.

Newton's numbers were solid outside of the interceptions, completing 25-of-40 passes for 306 yards. But interceptions can't simply be passed over, something Newton knows as well as anyone.

"I've got to be smarter than that," Newton said. "That just can't happen. ..."

As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper notes, Newton's play has not been good during the team's four-game losing streak, but any call for him to be better has to be shared by many others on the roster and the coaching staff.

The Panthers have suffered a nearly wholesale breakdown over the last month and stopping the slide isn't on Newton alone any more than last year's success was just because of the quarterback's play.

In addition, injuries are an increasing concern for Newton.

According to FOXSports.com's Mike Garafolo, Newton isn't just dealing with his surgically repaired ankle. The quarterback has two bad wheels right now.

Newton is nursing a right foot injury the Panthers training staff believes might be the result of compensating for the lingering soreness in his left ankle, a source told Garafolo. The combination of lower-leg issues could explain why Newton has appeared to be sluggish, particularly while he was trying to escape Eagles pass rushers.

"That ain't the same Killa Cam," former Panthers wide receiver and current New England Patriot Brandon LaFell tweeted during the game. "Gotta get healthy."

Newton was limping for much of the game and jogged gingerly to and from the sideline between series. Following one of the Eagles' nine sacks of him, Newton was stretching his groin or hamstring area, so he might have tweaked a muscle in that region as well.

This has been an injury-plagued year for Newton dating to his ankle surgery in the spring, a procedure he acknowledged recently was "bigger than I thought." He also suffered a rib injury in the preseason, which led to his being inactive for the Panthers' season-opening win against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

In addition to those ailments, Newton is battling a thumb issue on his throwing hand that's forced him to wrap it during games.

Newton's foot issue hasn't been listed on the team's injury report. He hasn't missed practice time for any injuries since September.

It should be noted that Rivera claims Newton is fine.

"I'm not sure where all that came from, but he's not injured," Rivera said at his Tuesday practice.

One thing we know for sure: Something is keeping Newton from playing his best football. ...

The Panthers return home to host the Falcons on Sunday. Atlanta is coming off a victory over Tampa Bay. Carolina swept the Falcons last season.

Other notes of interest. ... As CBSSports.com notes, running backs Jonathan Stewart and Williams got roughly the same workload in Monday's loss. Stewart proved more effective for the second straight week and scored his second touchdown this season on a 1-yard run.

Williams started and lost the above-mentioned fumble on his second carry. He finished with 13 carries for 31 yards (2.4 yard per carry) and caught all three of his targets for 17 yards. Stewart ran 11 times for 36 yards (3.3 yards per carry) and secured all four of his targets for 23 yards. ...

Williams (ankle) was not practicing; I'll be following up on his status via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Meanwhile, Newton is on pace to come in below last year's mark of 585 yards rushing, which was the lowest of his first three NFL seasons. ...

Benjamin had one catch for 9 yards and two drops entering the fourth quarter of Monday's loss. Then he caught the pair of touchdowns from Newton. Benjamin fought his way to the end zone for a 21-yard touchdown, then broke free for a 40-yard score less than four minutes later. He tied for the team lead with seven targets.

Benjamin now has seven touchdowns this season. 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Jonathan Stewart, Fozzy Whittaker, Chris Ogbonnaya 
FB: Mike Tolbert (on short-term IR) 
WR: Kelvin Benjamin, Jerricho Cotchery, Jason Avant, Brenton Bersin, Philly Brown 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Jay Cutler remains winless at Lambeau Field. And that's the best thing you could say about it.

Sunday night's 55-14 thrashing at the hands of the Green Bay Packers puts Cutler's career mark at 0-4 in Green Bay, and drops the quarterback to 1-11 overall in the series.

Green Bay quarterback Aaron Rodgers exposed the Chicago Bears' hapless defense, but Cutler did little to help the cause, tossing a pair of interceptions (one returned for a touchdown) and losing a fumble.

Cutler has committed 15 turnovers (10 interceptions and five lost fumbles) in nine games.

"I thought we had a great bye week," Cutler said after the Bears fell to 3-6. "We had a heck of a three practices and I told Marc [Trestman] that on Saturday. I thought we would bring that into this game. To play like that is pretty much embarrassing."

The offense failed to score a single point in the opening 30 minutes. Cutler finished with an overall quarterback rating of 68.8, his lowest passer-rating of the season.

The highly-paid quarterback has thrown 22 career interceptions in 12 games against Green Bay.

"I think we're all searching for answers right now," Cutler said. "As players, we need to figure this out and look inside each player and find out what's really going on inside.

"There are a lot of frustrated guys in that locker room right now and frustrated coaches. The only thing we have to do is stick together and keep working, and try to get out of this hole and get things back together."

Trestman refused to entertain the notion that Cutler should be benched but nevertheless stated the obvious in his Monday press conference when he acknowledged that Cutler has "got to play better" according to Rich Campbell of the Chicago Tribune.

Just because it is obvious does not make the statement any less true.

Trestman pointedly mentioned that Cutler checked out of multiple runs into passes on the Bears' first possession.

The idea of benching Cutler for backup Jimmy Clausen seems almost absurd but there is no denying that Cutler is tied for second in the NFL with ten interceptions. He has also lost five fumbles and Sunday night seemed willing to go down to the ground under minimal pressure without even attempting to make a play.

Cutler signed a seven-year deal in January and is under contract through 2020. The first three years of the deal average $18 million, but the Bears can cut Cutler after 2016 without absorbing a salary cap hit. It's safe to assume all future options are being considered this week. ...

Meanwhile, the Bears set a team record for points allowed in the first half for the second straight week.

Two weeks after allowing the Patriots to roll up 38 points in the first half of a blowout loss, Chicago gave up 42 on six touchdown passes by Rodgers in a performance that Profootballtalk.com suggests "looked like a high school team trying to keep pace with professionals.:

The Packers 55 points left the Bears as the first team since 1923 to give up 50-plus in back-to-back games.

Trestman said that he was "confounded" to see the team play so poorly because what's happening to the field "is not what we expect" based on the week of practice. Clearly something needs to change for the Bears, but that change won't come on the coaching staff.

Trestman said Monday, via Zach Zaidman of the team's radio network, that there would not be any changes to his staff as a result of the team's turn for the miserable. Trestman was asked about why he's not making a change with defensive coordinator Mel Tucker in particular.

"I feel very confident that he's doing the things he can do to help us move forward," Trestman said.

Trestman said the team's focus is going to be on working their way out of the hole they've dug for themselves, starting with this weekend's game against the Vikings. Perhaps that will happen, but the trajectory of the 2014 Bears isn't one that makes you think that jobs, including Trestman's, are safe for too much longer -- unless they turn things around.

Unfortunately, that seems unlikely.

According to SI.com's Peter King, the decisiveness of the loss in Green Bay said much more about the Bears' deficiencies than it did about the Packers' greatness.

King added: "I don't generally advocate panic moves, but giving up 106 points in two games? This is professional football. Someone has to pay."

GM Phil Emery and Trestman will ultimately be responsible. King doubts Chicago will fire either man, but that depends how much this team embarrasses the franchise. The level of humiliation cannot get much worse.

The Bears returned to Halas Hall for weight lifting and treatment on Monday, before taking the day off Tuesday. The club won't start preparation until Wednesday for their next outing against the Minnesota Vikings.

Other notes of interest. ... Trestman received positive news Monday during his daily meeting with head athletic trainer Chris Hanks regarding Brandon Marshall's injured left ankle and the coach is optimistic the receiver will play Sunday against the Minnesota Vikings.

Marshall also said during his radio show on ESPN 1000 that he's "going to be out there" Sunday when the Bears host the Vikings.

"Brandon's got an ankle, but we're very optimistic based on talking to the trainers today," Trestman said.

Marshall suffered the ankle injury late in the game, and it's not the same ankle the receiver injured in the season opener against the Buffalo Bills. Marshall said his most recent ankle injury isn't as severe as the high ankle sprain suffered against the Bills.

"It's a different ankle. It's not as bad as the right one," Marshall said. "The right one was like a high ankle sprain. I don't believe this one was a high ankle sprain. It hurts really bad, but I'm going to do what I always do; just go at it really hard and treat it really good."

Martellus Bennett played despite being questionable when he missed two practices late in the week due to a rib injury. Bennett had two catches for 45 yards and according to the Sports Xchange, he came out of the game without further damage to his ribs.

The Bears announced the release of Santonio Holmes on Tuesday. Remember, Marquess Wilson has resumed practicing and could be activated soon. ...

One last note here. ... Marshall showed up for his weekly duty on Inside the NFL, and the talked about the team's current predicament.

"[Did] you see those highlights? Man, that was probably one of the most demoralizing games I've been in," Marshall said, via quotes distributed by Showtime. "I mean, I'm at a loss for words. I think everyone is at this point. ... When adversity hits, what type of person are you going to be? Are you going to give up or are you going to fight? And that's where we are at right now. ... Life is tough right now. You know, walking outside, going to the grocery stores, looking at the fans in the eyes. This is bad all around."

Marshall echoed his thoughts from the aftermath of Sunday's loss.

"Confidence is everything," Marshall said. "It doesn't matter if you are in professional sports, or if you are the CEO, or if you are a teacher, or if you are starting a new company. Confidence is everything. And when you lose your confidence, it's over. You don't have a chance. And right now, that's where we are at.

"It all starts with confidence. When you are looking at 3-6, there's not much hope. There's not much confidence. That's just the reality of this. It has nothing to do with the Chicago Bears. It's just the reality of life."

Fantasy owners quick to lose confidence in high-end Bears like Matt Forte, should check the numbers before they hit the panic button. They should also be looking for those in their league who might be looking to divest themselves of same. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Jimmy Clausen 
RB: Matt Forte, Ka'Deem Carey, Senorise Perry 
RB: Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Alshon Jeffery, Josh Morgan, Micheal Spurlock, Marquess Wilson 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Dante Rosario 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
Who can Andy Dalton look to as an example of how to bounce back from a prime-time loss as devastating as Thursday night's to the Browns?

As ESPN.com's Coley Harvey noted last week, the list of quarterbacks who have had similar abysmal performances, whether they were on national television or not, is endless.

But according to Bengals offensive coordinator Hue Jackson, Dalton really doesn't have far too look.

"The example's him," Jackson said.

Specifically, Jackson was citing Dalton's ability to play well in Weeks 8 and 9 fresh on the heels of a performance last month at Indianapolis that was almost as bad as the stinker he showcased Thursday. Against Cleveland, Dalton tied a career low in completions (10) and had career-worsts in completion percentage (30.3) and passer rating (2.0). He also passed for 86 yards, the fewest amount he had in a game he practically finished. He passed for 78 and 81 in games in which he only played one half. He was removed Thursday before the last two drives.

Dalton's passer rating against the Browns was so bad that, according to Pro Football Reference, it was the worst in a game for a quarterback with 30 or more passing attempts since Scott Brunner's 0.4 in 1983.

"You know the stats. I can't dispute what is fact," Jackson said.

In addition to his poor play in this latest nationally-televised game, Dalton is now 2-9 with eight touchdowns and 14 interceptions in prime-time and playoff games throughout his career. He has a career 63.2 passer rating.

Pro Football Focus conceded there was an element of bad luck to each of the picks thrown by Dalton, yet so bad was he outside of these that he earned his misfortunate with a display full of bad moments. Any day you complete 30.3 percent of passes you know it's a bad one, and while you'd like to blame the wind, you only need to look at the performance of Cleveland's Brian Hoyer to know it shouldn't have been as much of a factor as Dalton let it be.

According to SI.com's Peter King, it was one of the most "mind-numbingly awful performances by a quarterback of this, or any, NFL season."

Dalton's performance reinforced the belief among Bengal partisans that Dalton is not the man to lead the Bengals out of the football wilderness. The worst eight NFL games Dalton has played, measured by passer rating, leave no doubt that Thursday night was the worst performance of his 61-game NFL career.

Still, during a 20-minute meeting with reporters inside his Paul Brown Stadium office Friday, Jackson shouldered the same amount of blame as Dalton for the quarterback's horrendous performance. While some fans have already begun calling for Dalton to either be benched, or for injured rookie AJ McCarron to at least be placed onto the 53-man roster, Jackson affirmed his commitment to his starter.

"I'm joined at the hip with him. I understand that's the way it goes," said Jackson, who played quarterback in college. "I have not run from that. As he gets killed, I get killed. That's the way it goes. That's part of the business.

"But I don't want us to think we're going to have an issue with Andy. We're not. We're going to coach Andy. We're going to help Andy get to where he needs to be. That's my job. We're going to coach him, continue to get him better, continue to grow."

And as Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggested this week, chances are good that Dalton will be better in New Orleans than he was last Thursday, if only because it would be hard for him to be worse.

Alper added that any claims he's fixed what needs to be fixed are going to have to wait until at least the end of the season, however, and any more prime time or playoff meltdowns are going to make it hard to keep arguing that Dalton is going to prevail in the end.

From a fantasy perspective, I've said it before and I'll say it again: Trying to figure out which Dalton is going to show up on any given Sunday -- the "Red Rifle" or the "Red-Headed Step Child" -- is difficult. It makes him a low level fantasy backup at best. At worst, it's going to continue being a limiting factor for A.J. Green and Mohamed Sanu. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Bengals were fairly effective on the ground against Cleveland, but the lopsided score prevented them from keeping things rolling in the second half. They gained 61 yards on eight first-down carries before the final meaningless series, and Jeremy Hill had four runs of at least eight yards.

But Hill's fumble early in the second quarter was a back-breaker. It was at the end of his longest run of the game, a 13-yarder, and the Browns recovered it at their own 28.

Giovani Bernard (hip/clavicle) missed his second consecutive game last Thursday and could be shelved longer. He was not on the practice field Wednesday. Neither was Jermaine Gresham (knee).

I'll have more on their status via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Linebacker Vontaze Burfict was also sitting out Wednesday's practice with a knee issue; according to the Cincinnati Enquirer, he is certain to be inactive Sunday against New Orleans.

Tight end Tyler Eifert, who is on reserve/injured, designated for return with a dislocated elbow, may not return this season, head coach Marvin Lewis said. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, Jason Campbell 
RB: Jeremy Hill, Giovani Bernard, Cedric Peerman, Rex Burkhead 
WR: A.J. Green, Mohamed Sanu, Dane Sanzenbacher, Brandon Tate, James Wright, Greg Little 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Ryan Hewitt, Tyler Eifert 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
As ESPN.com's Jeremy Fowler framed it, "The Cleveland Browns' offense got its swerve back in Cincinnati, where the rushing lanes were enlarged and Kyle Shanahan could grin like a giddy teenager as Cleveland pounded the ball 52 times for 170 yards. ..."

Fowler went on to explain with that many carries to go around, a three-running-back system looks awfully nifty and convenient. But the way this season has transpired -- more pointedly, the unpredictability of the backfield lineup -- promises a padlock of combination possibilities for Terrance West, Ben Tate and Isaiah Crowell.

Any of those three could get 20 carries or two carries each week, and it wouldn't shock.

West was the lead dog Thursday with 26 carries for 94 yards and a score, but he's had just as many games with 16 carries or more (three) than he has games with seven or less.

The only constant is Tate, the veteran. He's gotten at least 10 carries in each game since returning in Week 5 from injury. After averaging less than 1.6 yards per carry in the previous three weeks, Tate went for 34 yards on 10 carries against the Bengals. Tate might prove most valuable in the backfield passing game, notching six catches for 56 yards over the past two weeks.

Fowler went on to suggest with talented rookies that faced humility issues (West, who has admitted as much) and fumbling issues (Crowell), perhaps the constant shuffling should be expected. They can push Tate with their ability, but took a while to push him in the film room and with the nuances of the game.

According to Fowler, the Browns know a three-headed backfield isn't feasible all the time, even if that setup just made history. The Browns just saw three different tailbacks score for the first time since Earnest Byner, Eric Metcalf and Leroy Hoard in 1994.

"We have options, and we can steer it a couple different ways," head coach Mike Pettine said. "(The versatility) can be problematic for a defense, as well, but I'm not going to sit here and say 'we're committed to a three-running back system, here's how we're going to do it.' I would still put it in the week-to-week category."

"Week-to-week" is code for competition, for which there is no greater motivator. Not for Tate, who signed with the Browns to be the feature back; Not for Crowell and West, who have seen snaps come and go like mood swings.

A few mental mistakes during the week can make the difference between a starting role and third string.

"To me, guys play better when they're being pushed a little bit," Pettine said.

No wonder why the Browns want to run the ball at least 30 times a game -- they want to get at least two backs heavy work. The numbers might not show it, but Brian Hoyer is better when he's throwing the ball about 17 to 24 times a game than when he carries the offense, largely because that is how the offense is structured.

Fowler notes that Hoyer threw for a combined 575 yards in wins against Tampa Bay and Oakland, doing so on 62 throws, yet his better game clearly was the home win against Pittsburgh, with far less yardage (217) on nearly half the throws (8-of-17, two scores). The Browns ran 38 times that game. In two games when surpassing the 35-carry mark, they have blown out two divisional opponents.

If the holes aren't there, and against J.J. Watt and the Texans they might not always be, then at least one running back is going to be antsy from the sideline.

The Browns will keep trying, though. They will never abandon it.

"Our running game is our identity," left guard Joel Bitonio said. "I think it sets up our play-action pass. I think it sets up our drop-back pass. I think it's a key part of our offense. I think it's all part of the plan. If we're successfully doing it and we're getting enough yardage and scoring points doing it, I'm all for it -- just keep running the ball and set up some big plays in the passing game off of it."

Worth noting. ... Tate acknowledged on Tuesday that he'd be "lying" if he said he was satisfied with the amount of carries he's received, according to Scott Petrak of the Elyria Chronicle-Telegram.

Tate was careful not to complain about his role, but Petrak noted the veteran was "clearly disappointed" with the committee approach.

"It's just a bump in the road," Tate said, noting that "you'd look like a bad guy" to complain about snaps on a Browns team coming off its biggest win in years.

As NFL.com notes, Shanahan has said all along that the hot hand will rule the day, which puts the ball in Tate's court to churn out more yardage and bigger plays. Sunday's showdown with the Texans -- Tate's former team -- wouldn't be a bad place to start. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Pro Football Focus suggested, in a game like this all Hoyer had to do was avoid turnovers and the Browns lines on both sides of the ball would take care of the rest. He did that, and then added a little more to make anyone talking about a quarterback change look foolish.

Pressured on just three of his 24 dropbacks, Hoyer was sharp throughout, mastering the conditions in a manner that Bengals QB Andy Dalton could only dream of.

According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers, tight end Jordan Cameron didn't practice Tuesday or Wednesday as he continues to recover from a concussion.

Cameron was injured in Cleveland's win over Oakland on Oct. 26. He has missed the past two games and has been following the NFL's protocol on head injuries after getting his third concussion in three seasons.

Free safety Tashaun Gipson, who leads the league with six interceptions, has also been sitting. He is in the league's concussion protocol as well.

Starting wide receiver Andrew Hawkins (leg) and center Nick McDonald (calf) rode stationary bikes during the portion of Tuesday's practice open to media members. Hawkins was back on th field Wednesday, however. ...

The Browns re-signed fullback Ray Agnew after waiving fullback Kiero Small, the team announced on Tuesday. ...

And finally. ... According to SI.com's Peter King, Shanahan was his offensive coach of the week.

The Browns have gone 3-0, averaging 23 points a game over the past three weeks, without their best offensive weapon, wideout Josh Gordon, and without Pro Bowl center Alex Mack, and, in Thursday's game at Cincinnati, without Cameron and Hawkins -- all either hurt or suspended.

Shanahan is playing survival-ball with a cast of low-round picks and training-camp finds, with a quarterback who may or may not be the answer.

It's a strange brew, and Shanahan, who got run out of Washington with his father last year, is on his way to proving he can make do with less—which is one way to get a head-coaching job in the NFL. That's multiple years down the road, if ever, but this has been a terrific job by the Cleveland offense, playing competently when almost every week the sum of the offensive talent is less than that of the team across the field.

It'll be interesting to see what Shanahan can do as the weapons return -- most notably Gordon, who comes off suspension next week. 
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QB: Brian Hoyer, Johnny Manziel 
RB: Terrance West, Ben Tate, Isaiah Crowell 
FB: Ray Agnew 
WR: Andrew Hawkins, Miles Austin, Taylor Gabriel, Travis Benjamin, Rodney Smith, Marlon Moore 
TE: Jim Dray, Gary Barnidge, Jordan Cameron 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
=========================

=========================
DALLAS COWBOYS
As ESPN.com's Todd Archer noted, Tony Romo has had more touchdown passes in other games. He has had more yards. He has been more accurate. He has made more plays out of nothing. He has had more highlights. He has had more important wins.

But what he did Sunday against the Jacksonville Jaguars in the Dallas Cowboys' 31-17 win was significant.

Playing with two transverse process fractures in his back, Romo threw for 246 yards on 20-of-27 passing. He had three touchdown passes. He was sacked once.

Things were so good that before the game finished, Romo was able to untie his shoes.

The next time he has to lace them up is Nov. 23 against the New York Giants.

"I think this will be an important week just for me," Romo said of the upcoming bye. "Just having this one to kind of get back on track a little bit and help heal up some stuff."

There really wasn't a question whether Romo would play after practicing twice leading up to the game. But would he be able to be Romo? Could he move well enough? What would happen if he took another hit on his back?

The Cowboys made sure to protect Romo. The offensive line was whole again with right tackle Doug Free, who missed the previous three games with a foot injury, and left guard Ronald Leary, who did not play last week because of a groin strain. The scheme called for a lot of quick passes and screens, especially early.

"I just went through the progressions and took what they gave you and hit the spots and just happened to do some good things sometimes," Romo said.

Don't let Romo undersell what he did. He has fractured bones in his back. When he played with a punctured lung and broken rib against the Washington Redskins in 2011, he didn't throw a touchdown pass and was intercepted once. The Cowboys needed six Dan Bailey field goals to beat the Redskins.

He took a Toradol pill to cope with the pain Sunday, but did not add much extra padding to protect his back.

"Tony is a competitor," wide receiver Dez Bryant said. "And us, talking about our teammates, including myself, whenever you see that, it just makes you want to get out there and work just as hard. And we all know the deal, man. A lot of times he plays like it doesn't even faze him. So we just got to try to do that too."

Romo missed a touchdown on his second pass of the game, overthrowing Jason Witten. After the Cowboys were gifted a muffed punt, Romo hit Witten for a 2-yard touchdown pass to give the Cowboys a lead they would never lose.

It was the 37th straight game in which Romo has thrown a touchdown pass, the fifth-longest streak in NFL history. It was also the 37th straight road game in which Romo threw a touchdown pass, extending his NFL record.

In the second quarter, he hooked up with Bryant for touchdowns of 35 and 68 yards. Bryant showed the determination to finish those plays the way Romo showed determination to even play Sunday.

"It's unbelievable to do that after one week and he doesn't complain," Witten said. "He just goes to work. He minimized those distractions and I thought he did a good job coming from that injury and I think just shows it's one thing to compete and come back from it, it's another thing to play as well as he did. I think that shows a lot about what he is and how he prepares and just how much toughness he has."

"A lot of guys are banged up, a lot of guys played," Romo said. "At the end of the day nobody cares when you step on the field. It's all about winning."

And how did he feel afterward?

"Just sore," Romo said. "Anybody that's had any broken bones, it's uncomfortable at times and things like that. But if you play football, you go play."

Meanwhile, Bryant did not catch a pass in the first, third or fourth quarters Sunday, yet he still had the second-most receiving yards in a game in his career with 158 yards on six receptions -- all in the second quarter. As Pro Football Focus suggested, "We have seen some impressive plays from Bryant this season, but Sunday's performance was among the best of his career."

Bryant had touchdowns of 35 and 68 yards as the Cowboys broke the game open. Bryant had five catches for 45 yards in the previous two games. This was a much needed performance.

"I just felt good," said Bryant, who needed an IV in the third quarter to address hydration issues. "I said earlier in the week it must be London. On a serious note, I'm enjoying myself, had a great time and came out here and took care of business."

The Cowboys flew back to Dallas on Monday and begin their bye week.

The Cowboys are scheduled to practice Tuesday through Thursday before getting the weekend off. Their next game is Nov. 23 at the New York Giants, starting a span of three games in 11 days.

Other notes of interest. ...The Cowboys had three touchdowns of 35 yards or more -- the two by Bryant and one by Joseph Randle (40) -- for the first time since Week 5 of the 2009 season, when Miles Austin said hello to the NFL world with a club-record 250 receiving yards at Kansas City.

Brandon Weeden took over for Romo in the fourth quarter. Garrett also rested Bryant and Murray, who appeared to receive a concussion test in the second half but remained in the game. 
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The Cowboys are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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DENVER BRONCOS
According to Associated Press sports writer Arnie Stapleton, Denver's receivers are fond of saying that there are no go-to guys among the Broncos pass-catchers. With Peyton Manning delivering the football, any game could be anybody's day.

Thanks to C.J. Anderson, the Broncos running backs can say the same thing.

The second-year undrafted tailback from Cal broke free for a career-best 163 yards from scrimmage in Denver's 41-17 rout at Oakland on Sunday. His 51-yard touchdown on a screen pass broke the game open for the slow-starting Broncos (7-2).

"I feel like we've got five backs on the active roster that if they all have their opportunity, they'll go out there and do their thing," Anderson said Monday. "There's opportunities out there for everybody and I took advantage of mine yesterday."

Head coach John Fox said Anderson's breakout performance "speaks to the depth we have. We've been pretty fortunate to have some guys stepping in and doing a good job. I think it's a tribute to those guys being on top of their craft."

As for carving himself a bigger role in the offense, Anderson said: "I just stay in my lane. If they decide to make my role bigger, then I'm going to go out there and play."

The tailback turnstile promises to keep right on turning this week: starter Ronnie Hillman is expected to miss two to three weeks with a sprained left foot (although Fox characterized him as "day-to-day"), and Montee Ball is expected back after missing five games with a torn right groin. Ball practiced fully on Wednesday.

When Ball returned to practice last week, he said he realized Hillman had taken his job and he'd have to fight to get it back. Now, it looks like he might have to leapfrog Anderson, too. Then, there are rookies Juwan Thompson and Kapri Bibbs, both of whom also figure to be active when the Broncos visit the St. Louis Rams (6-3) Sunday.

"All five of us prepare like we're going to start that day because you just never know what's going to happen," said Anderson, who ran for 90 yards on 13 carries and caught four passes for 73 yards Sunday.

Pro Football Focus noted that Anderson let the blocking do much of the work with only 33 yards coming after contact.

Anderson's first career touchdown came on what started out as a sack-avoiding toss from Manning. Anderson snared it with his right hand and broke a tackle from Miles Burris in the backfield before stiff-arming Khalil Mack and breaking a tackle by Charles Woodson. He reversed field and weaved his way behind big blocks from Wes Welker and Demaryius Thomas for the score.

The TD propelled the Broncos to 35 unanswered points.

Anderson's rookie season consisted of just 38 yards rushing in five games after missing the first half of the season with a knee injury. His first career catch was a 14-yarder in the Super Bowl.

He packed on the pounds in the offseason, going from 220 to 237, way too much for his 5-8 frame.

"The reason for bulking up was just being lazy in the offseason," Anderson said.

He incurred the wrath of his position coach, Eric Studesville and others.

"Him, John Fox, Adam Gase, they were all angry at me," Anderson said. "I knew I would lose it. It's kind of been a pattern of mine: come in heavy and then when things are about to get real, get ready to go. I won't put myself in that position this year, I promise that."

Now he's in position to show us more. ...

Worth noting, the Broncos will make their third consecutive road trip as they head to St. Louis in an early game. It's a rare 1 p.m. ET kickoff for the Broncos (just their second this year), and ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold notes they haven't always looked their best in recent seasons in the early time slot.

The Rams, having seen what the Raiders did against the Broncos' offensive front, figure to aggressively rush Manning.

Other notes of interest. ... Manning had his ninth career five-touchdown game, giving him yet another NFL record.

It was his first five-touchdown game of the season and his third since he signed with the Broncos in 2012 (he had two last season). Manning also had his 15th consecutive regular-season game with at least two touchdown passes. He hasn't been held to just one touchdown pass in a game since Nov. 17 last season in a win over the Chiefs.

And Sunday was Manning's 48th consecutive game with a touchdown pass, passing Johnny Unitas for second-longest streak all-time (Drew Brees has the record with 54 in a row).

With 108 yards receiving in the win, Demaryius Thomas has six consecutive 100-yard receiving games. Thomas has 861 yards receiving during the streak and 1,002 yards for the season. And he apparently doesn't want to jinx any of it.

Asked following the game about the streak, Thomas simply smiled and said: "I don't think about it, I don't want to talk about it, I'm just glad we won."

Thomas is due to be an unrestricted free agent following the season and appears to be building leverage week-by-week.

Tight end Julius Thomas took a fourth-and-1 pass for 32 yards and touchdown in the third quarter. The Broncos knew it would be a bit of a different look for them, but Thomas said it hadn't gone that well in practice this past week. But with 6 minutes, 59 seconds left in the third quarter and the Broncos at the Raiders' 32-yard line, Manning rushed the offense to the line of scrimmage in a look where they have often run the ball. Instead, they threw and Thomas was free.

"Kind of faked the run, Julius did a good job kind of selling the run," Manning said. "… We were looking for the first down, we didn't think it would a touchdown. ..."

And finally. ... Before Brock Osweiler went into Sunday's game, he went viral, Troy Rench of the Denver Post reports.

The Broncos backup quarterback was told he was entering late in the third quarter, grabbed his helmet and turned only to see Manning jogging onto the field. Osweiler reacted by throwing his hands in the air. Monday, there were no hard feelings.

"It all happened fast. There was some miscommunication there -- are you going in? Am I going in? We've all had a pretty good laugh about it," Osweiler said. "It did (look like he was mad). Obviously everyone wants to play, but no, shoot, everyone's had a good laugh. It's all good."

Fox took blame for the mix-up. Nonetheless, he was pleased Osweiler received reps, going two-for-five passing for 13 yards.

"It is invaluable experience for anyone, particularly the quarterback," Fox said. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler 
RB: C.J. Anderson, Montee Ball, Juwan Thompson, Kapri Bibbs, Ronnie Hillman 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Wes Welker, Andre Caldwell, Cody Latimer, Isaiah Burse 
TE: Julius Thomas, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green 
PK: Brandon McManus 
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DETROIT LIONS
According to ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein, "They looked at each other with two minutes left Sunday afternoon, the first-year offensive coordinator and his pupil, quarterback Matthew Stafford. And in many ways it was just like the two games before.

"Detroit offensive coordinator Joe Lombardi and Stafford had brought the Lions back against New Orleans and Atlanta, and here they were again against Miami, 38 yards from the end zone, almost in field-goal range and with a chance to win a game in the final two minutes for the third straight game.

"Knowing the position and the talent and the poise of the quarterback, they agreed on one idea. ..."

"We both kind of looked at each other," Stafford said. "And said, 'Let's go score. Let's go win this thing.'"

A little more than 90 seconds later, Stafford found Theo Riddick with a sidearm pass while rolling left. And with a teeny, tiny window to hit his receiver, Stafford managed it again. Riddick's 11-yard touchdown catch gave Detroit a 20-16 lead with 29 seconds left, the third straight comeback win for the Lions in the last two minutes and the first time in franchise history when they had won three straight games in the waning seconds.

As Rothstein suggested, this – the final moments of games, when his team needs him the most – is when Stafford has thrived in his career. When he can stay the same quarterback he has always been – maybe even become just a little bit better.

In his sixth NFL season, he's now put together 15 game-winning fourth-quarter drives. Of those, 11 have come with two minutes or less in the game. And for him, it seems ... fun.

"I just have a good time in ‘em," Stafford said. "It's one of those unique situations in sports where everyone's back's against the wall and it's a total team thing. It's not an individual thing. You've got to rely on everybody and everybody stepped up.

"There's no better feeling than when you come out of that drive successful, as a team, as an offense. Obviously, you fight tooth and nail for that feeling."

Stafford bringing Detroit back again is turning into a theme this season. It no longer surprises his teammates. It doesn't surprise his coach, either, who is still really learning all the intricacies of his quarterback's game.

Consider, in his final drive Sunday, Stafford drove his team 74 yards. He was 8 of 11, including a throwaway, the final part of a 25-of-40, 280-yard, two-touchdown, one-interception day.

"The guy gets in his mind that he's going to win the game and that's what he does," said his longtime top target, Calvin Johnson. "He's the most accurate quarterback, to me, in the league. He puts the ball where ever he needs to put it.

"He helps us out a ton and we just try to make plays for him."

He can do it from every angle. Stafford can complete throws with the traditional drop-back and over-the-top delivery. He makes throws after extending plays with his new-found footwork. And he can complete passes running left and tossing the ball sidearm, which is how he completed the touchdown pass to Riddick.

This is who Stafford has always been, a multifaceted, multi-arm-slot quarterback who thrives taking risks and ignoring pressure. In the past, it has been to both his success and failure.

This season, though, he has excelled. For some reason, in situations when other quarterbacks can falter, Stafford ends up better.

"You don't find many guys that can handle what he does, and there's a lot of pressure out there in those situations," Caldwell said. "There's a lot on the line and every single time, he goes out there and attacks it the exact same way.

"He never gets flustered. He never loses his poise and he's got good focus. In that time, you just listen to him talk and he's got crystallized thought going all the time. We certainly appreciate that and that's why he's able to bring you back when most teams probably would falter."

In the past, Stafford might have as well, because even with his big drives throughout his career, he's also made mistakes to cost Detroit games. This season, that Stafford has been nonexistent.

This Stafford is the one who wants to have that pressure, who wants to have be in situations similar to the ones he's faced the last three Sundays he's played.

"I just love that feeling," Stafford said.

This season, so does Detroit. ...

Meanwhile, Caldwell was asked about "playoff fever" after his team's 7-2 start.

"We don't have it," he said. "We're wearing a white mask around here so we don't have to worry about it. But it's like I've said every week, they don't give out any awards or anything after nine games in the season. We haven't done anything yet."

Caldwell's cautious words sounded similar to what predecessor Jim Schwartz was saying at this time last year. The Lions were 6-3 and leading the NFC North, then lost six of their last seven games and Schwartz was fired. Now Caldwell is in charge -- and in pretty much the same position atop the division -- but the toughest stretch of Detroit's schedule may be underway.

Arizona brings a five-game winning streak into Sunday's matchup with Detroit. The Cardinals (8-1) have not lost at home to the Lions since 1993, although they will be without quarterback Carson Palmer, who suffered a season-ending knee injury Sunday.

That means Drew Stanton, a former Lion, is the likely starter for Arizona.

'Detroit has not played a real road game since Oct. 12, when the Lions began their current four-game winning streak with a victory at Minnesota. They had to travel to London to play Atlanta on Oct. 26, but that was more of a neutral site -- nothing like the hostile environments Detroit will encounter at Arizona and New England.

As Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister notes, the Lions have dealt with injury problems all season, with Calvin Johnson missing a month before returning last weekend against Miami. Nick Fairley has been out with a knee injury, and offensive linemen Larry Warford and LaAdrian Waddle went down against the Dolphins. Caldwell did not shed much light on the progress of those two.

With the running game struggling, the offense has relied heavily on Stafford and receiver Golden Tate, with Johnson only now back in the fold. The last three games have come down to the wire, but Detroit won them by a combined six points.

"We just fight. We have a really, really good team. Unfortunately it keeps coming down to the end, but the game is never over until it says zero on the clock," Tate said.

Other notes of interest. ... Caldwell was asked why the team doesn't use the no-huddle offense more often. "We have some of that in our system," he said. "I can just tell you that it depends on the system and how it fits your personnel. That doesn't necessarily fit our personnel the entire way through an entire ball game."

Detroit has used the no-huddle on only 3.2 percent of its plays, the third-lowest mark in the NFL, according to STATS.

Tight end Brandon Pettigrew once again played on an injured foot but was the only injured Lions tight end who actually played Sunday. He said his foot "is a little banged-up, but that's part of football. Everybody out there is banged-up."

Tight end Eric Ebron missed Sunday's game with a hamstring injury that's kept him out the past three games. Joseph Fauria also missed Sunday's game with an ankle injury that's held out the past six games.

Bush might have aggravated an injury, and he is clearly losing ground to Joique Bell as the Lions' lead rusher. Bush will have a role in the Lions' offense, but it seems to be becoming smaller by the week.

The Lions will never hand their running back workload over to one back as long as they have both Bush and Riddick in the offense, but Bell looked the part of a No. 1 back in the offense Sunday. He made smart decisions, decisive cuts and hit the magical 4-yards-per-carry mark Caldwell likes.

He had 10 carries for 44 yards and also caught two passes for 37 yards for the Lions, some of his best work of the season. He was also the running back in for the entire last drive of the game.

I'll have more on Bush, who didn't practice Wednesday, and the injured tight ends via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. ...

Meanwhile, Johnson looked much more like himself Sunday, burning Brent Grimes for a 49-yard touchdown and making seven catches for 113 yards overall. Tate had 11 catches for 109 yards. Johnson still led the team in targets with 15, while Tate had 13 passes thrown his way, a healthy number. The totals and target lend further credence to the belief that both wideouts can continue to produce at fantasy-friendly levels.

For what it's worth, Johnson didn't practice Wednesday, but told reporters that he's "no worse for the wear" after Sunday's game. ...

And finally. ... Matt Prater's 70 percent conversion rate on field goals is fourth worst in the NFL. The only three kickers have worse conversion rates, and two are unemployed.

Tampa Bay's Patrick Murray is right behind Prater at 69 percent and former Lions Nate Freese (43 percent) and Alex Henery (20 percent) bring up the rear.

But Caldwell isn't concerned, even though Prater's conversion rate is well below his 81 percent career average.

"Well, here's how I look at it," Caldwell said Monday. "There's no one that plays a perfect game. Some positions get highlighted and there's also several things that have to go right in order for them to do their job: quarterbacks, placekickers, things of that nature.

"So I don't get overly concerned because everybody makes a mistake here and there. And I don't get overly concerned with guys that have done it and done it consistently well, and I think sometimes it's just a matter of getting in a groove."

Prater is in his eighth season and has played in only four games with the Lions, converting 7 of 10 attempts. But he's also had something odd occur in each of his games with the Lions, whether it has been missing a kick off the upright in Minnesota, making one off the upright against New Orleans, getting a delay-of-game mulligan in London and having a 42-yard attempt blocked in the third quarter against Miami. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Dan Orlovsky, Kellen Moore 
RB: Joique Bell, Reggie Bush, Theo Riddick, George Winn 
FB: Jed Collins 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Golden Tate, Jeremy Ross, Corey Fuller, Ryan Broyles 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Joseph Fauria, Eric Ebron, Kllen Davis 
PK: Matt Prater 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
As ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky asked, "Who knows how many touchdown passes Aaron Rodgers might have thrown in a complete game?"

He threw six in the first half, tying the franchise record for an entire game (one that he already held along with his backup, Matt Flynn). It also tied a 45-year-old NFL record for most touchdowns in a half. Rodgers had one more legitimate shot for a seventh touchdown but on third-and-goal from the 2-yard line in the third quarter, he couldn't connect with Randall Cobb.

And with 10:52 left in the third quarter, Rodgers had taken his final snap of the game. He finished 18-of-27 passing for 315 yards with a passer rating of 145.8. The performance earned him NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

According to Elias Sports Bureau research, Rodgers' six scoring strikes tied Daryle Lamonica's record for touchdown passes in any half with six. Lamonica had been the only quarterback to do that for 45 years, having previously thrown for six scores for the Oakland Raiders in the first half in a win over the Buffalo Bills in 1969.

Rodgers also tied the Packers record for touchdown passes in a game, matching the mark he previously shared with his current backup, Matt Flynn.

Rodgers was equal opportunity on his passes. He had three touchdown throws against four or fewer pass rushers and three against five or more rushers.

He also had three touchdowns inside the painted numbers and three touchdown throws outside the numbers.

Rodgers excelled on his deep throws, going 5-for-6 for 181 yards and three scores on passes at least 15 yards downfield. He was 13-for-21 with three touchdowns on passes shorter than that.

His three touchdowns on deep passes are his most since Week 9 of 2012 against the Arizona Cardinals.

Rodgers also had two touchdowns while under duress for the first time since Week 7 of 2011 against the Minnesota Vikings.

Rodgers twice connected with long throws to Jordy Nelson.

As Pro Football Focus suggested, the Bears will be glad to see the back of Nelson as he stretched his season totals against Chicago to 16-of-18 targets for 260 yards and four touchdowns. Exploiting breakdowns in the Chicago secondary for each of his scores Nelson also put his work in onEddie Lacy's touchdown, getting the final block on Kyle Fuller to ensure Lacy reached the goal-line.

Nelson snagged his two scores in the space of three second quarter minutes, his second toeing the sideline of the end zone with he and Rodgers assuming Ryan Mundy would be closer on the play.

Nelson now has five touchdown receptions of 40 yards or longer this season. No one else in the NFL has more than three.

Meanwhile, head coach Mike McCarthy hinted last week this was coming, that the Packers' tight ends -- even seldom-used Brandon Bostick -- might have a bigger role in the offense than they did in the first half of the season.

But even with that forewarning, it was still stunning to see Rodgers throw the first two of his six touchdown passes in Sunday night's rout to tight ends. Bostick, who had one catch for 2 yards all season, was the recipient of the first, on fourth-and-goal from the 1-yard line. Andrew Quarless got the second, on third-down from the 4-yard line.

It was the first time since Week 3 of the 2011 season, when Jermichael Finley had three touchdowns against the Bears, that Packers tight ends have caught more than one touchdown pass in a game. And it was the first time since Week 2 of 2007, when Bubba Franks and Donald Lee had touchdowns against the New York Giants, that two different Packers tight ends have caught touchdowns.

"That was definitely great to see Bostick get his first one this year," said Quarless, who now has three touchdown catches (a career high) this season. "He was really excited. As a tight end group, we were really excited to make an impact."

Bostick's touchdown came out of a three-tight-end formation with Quarless and rookie Richard Rodgers along with fullback John Kuhn and Lacy. McCarthy eschewed conventional thinking, which says to take the field goal early in the game, and went for it on fourth-and-goal.

"I had a good play call," McCarthy said. "I felt like we had the momentum, just the confidence obviously in Aaron and the design of the play."

It was perhaps a watershed moment for Bostick, who had played only 18 snaps on offense -- all of it in garbage time of blowout games -- this season before Sunday night, when he played seven snaps.

"It meant a lot to me," Bostick said. "I've been working all season to get myself a chance and I got in there and made a play, so hopefully I'll get more reps. If not, I'll just keep doing what I've been doing all season."

Perhaps the best part for the Packers is they still have three of their next four games and four of the past seven to finish the regular season at home, where they are unbeaten this season and where they will play the Lions in Week 17 in a game that could be for the division title.

For now, the Packers will surely take some degree of satisfaction in putting up the third-most points in a game in franchise history.

Worth noting: In the Packers' past three home games against the Minnesota Vikings, Carolina Panthers and Chicago, they have staked themselves to leads of 42-0, 28-0 and 45-0, respectively.

Now the Packers stay at home to play the Philadelphia Eagles on Sunday.

Other notes of interest. ... One of Green Bay's top outputs in a lean running-the-football season thus far was due mostly to a good chunk of garbage yards attained in the second half. The Packers rushed for all of 43 yards and a subpar average of 3.6 yards in the first half, but they finished with their second-highest total in 2014 with 132 yards.

Sparingly used No. 3 halfback DuJuan Harris ground out all of his team-high 52 yards (long of 12) in eight carries the final two quarters. Featured back Lacy was held to an average of 3.6 yards per touch with 14 attempts for 50 yards. Lacy had one explosive run of 16 yards but eight carries for three or less yards, including two for negative runs and one for zero yards.

Kuhn had as many carries (five) as James Starks, but Kuhn's 20 yards were double that of Starks' production. ...

Also according to PFF, Davante Adams played 38-of-67 snaps against the Bears. According to Rotoworld.com, the 56.7 percent snap rate was Adams' lowest since Week 2, and a big surprise after he played 96 percent in Green Bay's previous game. The explanation for the downturn was heavier than usual use of two-tight end sets.

I'll be watching for signs that approach is more than a one-time thing in coming days. It might be worth noting at this point that Bostick (back) was not practicing Wednesda. ...

As Demovsky suggested, the beauty of throwing Clay Matthews, the inside linebacker, at the Bears in Sunday night's win was in the surprise of it.

But how well will it work if teams can prepare for Matthews in his new position?

First of all, McCarthy wanted to make one thing clear on Monday.

"Clay Matthews is not an inside linebacker," McCarthy said. "He's a football player."

Nevertheless, if he and Packers defensive coordinator Dom Capers want to use Matthews at all like they did on Sunday, when he played 38 snaps at inside linebacker next to A.J. Hawk and just 15 at his old outside linebacker spot, then it's worth wondering whether it will be as effective.

"That's the benefit of an unscouted look," McCarthy said. "Now, Week 2 will be different, and it obviously goes away. But it has its benefits the first time out of the box."

Matthews had one of his most productive all-around games against the Bears with a career-high 11 tackles (including nine solo stops) and a sack (plus another that was wiped out by penalty. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Matt Flynn, Scott Tolzien 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, DuJuan Harris 
FB: John Kuhn 
WR: Jordy Nelson, Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, Jeff Janis, Jarrett Boykin 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Andrew Quarless, Brandon Bostick 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
According to ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli, Ryan Fitzpatrick's style of play often involved him taking off with the ball in his hands, then diving head first into a defender or crowd of them, rather than sliding to safety.

More than once, Fitzpatrick escaped a sack and bought some time for him and his offense. A few times lately it didn't go as well and Fitzpatrick was sacked for a significant loss.

There were positives and negatives to Fitzpatrick's trust in and ability with his legs, but his style is very different from new starter Ryan Mallett, whose big arm is one of his best qualities.

"He's a different kind of quarterback; he's a true pocket passer," left tackle Duane Brown said. "We know that we have to really clean up our pocket and give him room to operate. It's something that myself and the rest of us up front really took a close look at today and will throughout the week on our own. Just being able to polish up our technique and clean the pocket up for the quarterback to operate even better."

Cleaning that up is something the Texans need to do anyway.

Fitzpatrick was sacked on 7.8 percent of his pass attempts, the eighth-highest total in the league. Our statistics generators calculate pass protection as the percentage of the time a team's offensive line controls the line of scrimmage on pass plays. The Texans rank second-to-last in that statistic at only 44.5 percent.

"I met with the offensive line this morning. Those guys take a lot of pride in what they do," head coach Bill O'Brien said last Wednesday, a few hours after announcing his quarterback change to his team. "They know that they have to play at a more consistent level in order for us to play better."

Meanwhile, Mallett has a little bit of a chip on his shoulder.

"My football IQ is a lot higher than a lot of people give me credit for, which, I like that," Mallett said, when asked about his strengths and weaknesses. "If they think I'm a dumb player, fine. That's my advantage there."

Where did people say you were a dumb player?

"A lot of different places," the quarterback said. "Coming out of the college and all that. ... I think it's funny. I'm just kind of keeping it in my back pocket. A little motivation to get better every day."

The chip was likely formed when he dropped to the third round of the draft, then was taken by a team (New England) that didn't need a quarterback given that they had a future Hall of Famer (Tom Brady) at that position. It grew a bit when he saw other members of his 2011 draft class, who were drafted higher than him, get opportunities he never did.

"It's definitely been frustrating," Mallett said. "Knowing I can play just as well as some of these guys if not better. I haven't had that chance. Now I have my chance. So it's my chance to show it."

Twelve quarterbacks were taken in that draft. Cam Newton, Jake Locker, Blaine Gabbert and Christian Ponder were first-round picks. Andy Dalton and Colin Kaepernick went in the second round. Mallett was alone in the third round. Ricky Stanzi, T.J. Yates and Nathan Enderle were fifth-round picks, Tyrod Taylor was a sixth-round pick and Greg McElroy, now an analyst on the SEC Network, was a seventh-round pick.

Of those, only Kaepernick, Newton and Dalton are still starters and two never played a game.

Three more -- Locker (Titans), Ponder (Vikings) and Gabbert (Jaguars) -- received legitimate opportunities to be the team's starter on the team that drafted them, before being discarded in favor of someone else.

That legitimate shot is all Mallett wants. And now he gets it.

In a related note. ... If Mallett plays at least 40 percent of the Texans' offensive snaps this season, the Texans have to give the New England Patriots a sixth-round pick. If he plays fewer, the Patriots get a seventh.

According to Ganguli, Fitzpatrick has played 550 snaps in the Texans' nine games. That's 61.1 snaps per game, ranking 19th in the league. Operating an offense that has had trouble staying on the field makes those numbers fairly low.

If Fitzpatrick doesn't play again this season, then Mallett would need 363 more snaps (he played in four against the Oakland Raiders) to have played in at least 40 percent of the Texans' snaps.

The Texans are giving Mallett a real chance to show what he can do, which means there's a good chance he plays out the rest of the season. In that case, it's likely he'll hit that 40 percent mark. Three-hundred fifty-three snaps is just 51.86 snaps per game and there are 35 quarterbacks who have averaged more than that this season.

Other notes of interest. ... For veteran receiver Andre Johnson, Sunday will be less about Mallett and more about how the rest of the offense performs. Johnson is second on the team with 563 yards receiving.

"Whoever is at quarterback, it doesn't matter," Johnson said. "We all have to go out and do our jobs. It's not just going to be about him. It's going to be about all of us. All of us need to step our game up and go out and play the way we know how to play."

He said there isn't any secret formula to getting things going. They all simply need to start making plays that they weren't making before the break when they fell to 4-5 on the season. ...

Tight end Garrett Graham had five touchdown catches last season when he replaced the injured Owen Daniels in the starting lineup. This season, he has 12 receptions and no touchdowns because tight ends haven't been used in the passing game.

While the Texans' passing game has failed to find any consistency through the first nine games, they're having no such problems on the ground. Running back Arian Foster has bounced back from back surgery that cost him eight games last season to rank second in the NFL with 822 yards rushing.

His work has helped the Texans gain 137 yards a game this season, fourth-most in the league. But Foster injured his groin in Houston's loss to Philadelphia and is listed day to day this week.

Arian Foster plans to play against the Browns.

"That's the plan," Foster said, when asked if he was going to play in the Texans' next game.

Foster suffered a groin injury in the third quarter against the Philadelphia Eagles in Week 9 and couldn't finish the game.

Though they're being called day-to-day, the Houston Chronicle is reporting that Foster and linebacker Brian Cushing (knee) are expected to start Sunday at Cleveland. 
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QB: Ryan Mallett, Ryan Fitzpatrick, Tom Savage 
RB: Arian Foster, Alfred Blue, Jonathan Grimes 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: Andre Johnson, DeAndre Hopkins, Damaris Johnson, Keshawn Martin, DeVier Posey 
TE: Garrett Graham, C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Wells notes, the Colts' progression with quarterback Andrew Luck is going as planned in Year 3.

A playoff appearance in Year 1. An AFC South title and a playoff victory in Year 2. And Year 3?

The Colts have a two-game lead over the Houston Texans in the division and potentially have the pieces to make a run in the AFC despite losing linebacker Robert Mathis for the season (torn Achilles tendon).

"I think we're going in the right direction," general manager Ryan Grigson said. "I think we've had to learn some hard lessons, obviously, along the way. We've got to still continue to try to put our best four quarters together, but we're trying to play championship football. Individually, playing at a championship level is the goal."

Well added, "Luck isn't just the Colts' MVP so far this season, he's also in the running to be the NFL MVP."

He leads the league in passing yards, completions, attempts and touchdowns. That's not too bad when some of the other quarterbacks he's competing against in those statistical categories go by the name of Peyton Manning, Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers and Drew Brees.

Luck has excelled at spreading the ball around and not focusing on his primary targets, T.Y. Hilton and Reggie Wayne. Luck has completed passes to at least seven different players in all nine games. He has even had three games of completing passes to nine different players.

It's hard to find any negatives for a offense that has been at the top or near the top in total yards per game, points and time of possession. That's what happens when Luck is your quarterback and he has a plethora of weapons to turn to at receiver and tight end, and the running game has been solid most of the season.

Luck's passing numbers the past two games are more than impressive. He was 51-of-91 for 754 yards, seven touchdowns and two interceptions against the Pittsburgh Steelers and the New York Giants.

Luck also took quite a few hits in those two games.

The offensive line has not done a good job of protecting its franchise player of late. Luck was sacked only three times against the Steelers and Giants, but he was also hit 18 times by those two teams.

"It's like in the secondary, if you're not on the same page and the communication isn't there and the fundamentals and technique aren't there, you're going to give up some big plays," head coach Chuck Pagano said. "Can we play better up front? Yeah, sure. They'd be the first ones to tell you. But they did a nice job. We've got to get some things to get cleaned up obviously moving forward. We'll go to work on that and we've got to make sure we do the best that we can to make sure 12 stays upright, stays clean and takes some of those hits off of him."

Luck was 2-of-11 for 44 yards and a touchdown when under duress or when he took a hit against the Steelers. He was 4-of-10 for 99 yards and a touchdown in the same situation against the Giants. ...

Meanwhile, as the Sports Xchange suggested, it is always hard to know the best time for a National Football League team to have a bye week. Some coaches would rather have it at the midway point in the season while others prefer a later date.

For the Colts, the bye allowed the team's coaching staff to self-evaluate the previous nine games and to look ahead to the remainder of the regular season. And it gave the players a chance to get away for a few days and re-charge their batteries a bit.

"Everybody had the opportunity to get away for a little bit with the bye week," Pagano said. "We took a good, hard look at ourselves.

"The players, obviously, had a chance to hit the reset button and re-charge, rest, spend time with the family, spend time looking at tape, spend time looking at the next opponent. The coaches did the same thing. It was good. Got back to work and it will be full bore on Wednesday."

The Colts and their opponent this week, the New England Patriots, are both coming off bye weeks. And both teams had time to tweak things, scheme-wise, heading into Sunday night's nationally-televised game.

New England head coach Bill Belichick always presents a challenge as he has been known to change up his own team's offensive and defensive tendencies in order to attack an opponent's weak spot.

"They find a way to game plan everybody. I'm sure they're going to find a way to take away our game wreckers and make us bat them left-handed, so to speak," Pagano said. "If you've read the same stuff that I've read and watched it, it's about as good as it gets. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... According to Pro Football Focus' Mike Clay, Week 9 saw Ahmad Bradshaw handle more looks than Trent Richardson for only the second time this season.

Bradshaw (42) also more than doubled up Richardson (20) in snaps. The 22-snap gap was the largest between the two backs this season.

Clay conceded the Colts abandoned their running game early, costing Richardson carries, but they're easily the game-flow-adjusted pass-heaviest team in the league.

Clay summed up: "Bradshaw's touchdowns are sure to drop off in the second half, but he'll play enough in a great offense to allow RB2 production. ..."

One last note here: Despite returning from suspension, safety LaRon Landry will not be handed a starting role.

According to CBSSports.com, Pagano told reporters Monday Landry will play in Week 11 against New England, but safety Sergio Brown will remain the starter.

Landry was the starting safety for the Colts until he was suspended for four games after violating the league's policy on performance enhancing substances. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Ahmad Bradshaw, Trent Richardson, Dan Herron 
FB: Mario Harvey 
WR: T.Y. Hilton, Reggie Wayne, Donte Moncrief, Hakeem Nicks, Griff Whalen 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
According to ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco, the Jacksonville Jaguars showed Sunday that they're remarkably consistent: They make the same mistakes regardless upon which continent they play.

Those mistakes keep them from winning games overseas just as they do in the states, too.

No team plays a perfect game. So the fact the Jaguars made a slew of mistakes and lost to the Dallas Cowboys 31-17 in Wembley Stadium in London isn't necessarily the problem. It's the fact it's the same mistakes that keep getting made week after week that's unsettling.

The Jaguars (1-9) are last in the NFL in turnovers committed (22) and have a turnover ratio of minus-11. They have yet to play a turnover-free game in 2014, and five of those turnovers have been returned for touchdowns.

They turned it over three times against the Cowboys. None was taken back for a TD, but Ace Sanders' muffed punt inside his own 10-yard line allowed the Cowboys to score the go-ahead touchdown in the first quarter. That was the first of Dallas' 28 consecutive points.

The secondary that was brutal in the beginning of the season in terms of allowing big plays had been much better over the past month. After allowing 25 pass plays of 20 or more yards (six for TDs) in the first four games, the defense gave up only 14 in the next five -- until Sunday.

The Cowboys burned the Jaguars with two long Dez Bryant touchdown passes, including a 68-yarder just 19 seconds before the end of the first half.

That score, which came after the Jaguars went three-and-out after forcing a Dallas fumble, put the game out of reach. The Jaguars were playing man coverage and had cornerback Dwayne Gratz matched up against Bryant. Bryant beat Gratz off the ball and Gratz lost a step after slipping, which made it an easy throw for Tony Romo.

That's when another of the Jaguars' consistent mistakes showed up: missed tackles. Much like he did on his 35-yard touchdown catch earlier in the second quarter, Bryant shook off a couple of tacklers and then carried a defender -- this time strong safety Johnathan Cyprien -- for the final 10 yards into the end zone.

It was an inexcusable play, and the perfect example of why the Jaguars have been competitive over the past month but have only one victory -- stupid, preventable mistakes committed at the worst moments.

DiRocco went on to remind readers the Jaguars are the youngest team in the NFL. They're breaking in a rookie quarterback and are playing as many as eight rookies on offense. The defense has lost several key players to injury (only defensive end Andre Branch is going to return). What this means is the Jaguars have only a slim margin for error, and it's even smaller when playing good teams like Dallas.

Despite the fact this season is about developing talent for 2015 and beyond, victories still matter, and the Jaguars have just one in 10 tries. It's impossible to play a perfect game, but the Jaguars' pattern of shooting themselves in the foot each week is making it nearly impossible for them to get No. 2.

The Jaguars have a bye week before playing at Indianapolis on Nov. 23.

Other notes of interest. ... The bad news? The Jags placed receiver Allen Robinson on injured reserve with a broken right foot.

Robinson broke his foot during Sunday's loss to Dallas.

A second-round draft pick from Penn State, Robinson has been one of Jacksonville's bright spots on offense this season. He had 48 receptions for 548 yards and two touchdowns, outperforming veteran Cecil Shorts and fellow rookies Marqise Lee and Allen Hurns.

The Jaguars say Robinson is seeking a second opinion regarding whether or not to have surgery.

Without him, head coach Gus Bradley expects Lee to get more opportunities alongside Shorts and Hurns.

Shorts was pretty much the Jaguars' only weapon in the passing game against Dallas. He caught five passes for 119 yards, with most of those receptions coming on short or intermediate passes and Shorts gaining yards after the catch. He ended up leaving the game in the fourth quarter after a brutal hit by safety J.J. Wilcox.

Hurns suffered a concussion in London, but has two weeks to recover because the Jags have the bye week. Shorts was tested for a concussion in London, but was cleared.

Jacksonville also will get tight end Marcedes Lewis back after the bye week and is counting on him to boost the passing game. ...

And finally. ... After three good showings in a row, Denard Robinson was held to 60 yards in 15 carries. He had a 32-yard run for the team's first touchdown but then was held in check and he fumbled to kill another drive. And Toby Gerhart got just two yards in four carries on was stopped short of a first down on fourth and a foot. 
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The Jaguars are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
According to ESPN.com's Adam Teicher, the stat sheet shows the Chiefs scored just 17 points and registered only 278 yards Sunday against the Bills and those seemingly dubious achievements are usually hardly worth celebrating.

As stats sometimes can be, those numbers are misleading. The Chiefs actually climbed a mountain in beating the Bills 17-13 at Ralph Wilson Stadium. They smashed through a barrier by rallying to win for the first time after trailing by double digits since Andy Reid arrived as coach and Alex Smith as quarterback last year.

The Bills beat up the Chiefs for the first three quarters in building a 13-3 lead. They sacked Smith six times.

But the Chiefs kept after it and were rewarded for their persistence. They scored two touchdowns in the fourth quarter and the feeling in their locker room afterward was, if they could do that against one of the better defensive opponents they will face, why not the next time they face similar circumstances? And the time after that?

"There were some things we had to overcome," guard Mike McGlynn said. "We can definitely draw on this experience. We'll never feel like we're out of a game now. We'll always feel like we can come back after this."

Indeed, after the Chiefs rallied for their sixth win in seven games, the possibilities seem endless. After beginning the season by losing two games, the Chiefs are 6-3 and realistically thinking good thoughts about what's ahead.

"There's something to winning these types of games," Smith said. "You're not going to play games where you're always going to have success and things are always going well. I thought our guys handled it well. We came in at halftime and there wasn't any panic. We all knew we were one play away from changing the game.

"Sometimes they're like that. I think these wins are different, for sure. It's a different kind of confidence you get when you win games like this."

The Chiefs won by finding some offense where it previously didn't exist. The play that pulled them back into the game came on a fourth down and one from the Buffalo 39 early in the fourth quarter.

Reid called a pitch to Jamaal Charles, a play he had been saving for just such a situation. Charles easily got to the corner against an aggressive defense bunched in the middle of the field and then just outran the Bills to the end zone.

"It was the perfect play against that defense," McGlynn said.

The game-winning touchdown was scored by Smith, who took another hit as he crossed the goal line on an 8-yard run midway through the final period. It was another play that took advantage of the Bills' aggressiveness.

"(Reid) called it (because) of the way they were playing us," Smith said. "We got the good look. The end bit on (the fake) to Jamaal."

The Chiefs didn't do everything right in the final period. Rookie De'Anthony Thomas unwisely decided to return a punt from the 2-yard line and saddled the Chiefs with lousy starting field position when they trailed 13-10.

The Chiefs ran three plays and punted, but the Bills fumbled the return and the Chiefs recovered. That led to Smith's touchdown.

So good fortune was certainly involved. But the Chiefs made their share of breaks as well, and on Sunday that was the most meaningful statistic of all.

The 6-3 Chiefs took a big step toward securing a playoff spot by rallying to beat one of the AFC's other wild-card contenders. The Chiefs now have the tiebreaker against the Bills, who fell to 5-4. The Chiefs previously beat wild-card contenders from San Diego and Miami, so they're piling up an arsenal.

The Chiefs return to Arrowhead Stadium for Sunday's game against the defending Super Bowl champions, the Seattle Seahawks.

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange notes, the role for wide receiver Dwayne Bowe appears to be increasing on a weekly basis, including his best statistical performance of the season against Buffalo, when he caught eight passes for 93 yards. That's now 20 catches for 212 yards in the last three games.

For the first time this season, Bowe is the team's leading receiver, with 39 catches for 491 yards. That's a pace for a pedestrian season of 69 catches for 873 yards.

But Andy Reid said he loves what he's getting out of Bowe even without flashy numbers. "I'm proud of him and the year that he's having," Reid said. "We don't do a ton of deep stuff but he just gobbles up everything that's near him and our quarterback appreciates that."

That said, nine games into the season, the Chiefs wide receivers have yet to catch a touchdown pass and Bowe did not come close against the Bills. ...

On the injury front. ... Cyrus Gray suffered a torn ACL against Buffalo and will head to the injured reserve list later this week. Gray has been a big contributor to the Kansas City special teams as a blocker and in coverage.

Tight end Demetrius Harris suffered a broken foot (right metatarsal) during pre-game warmups in Buffalo. "He's done for a few weeks at least," Reid said of his first-year tight end, who is a basketball player.

Fellow tight end Anthony Fasano suffered a knee contusion in Sunday's victory over Buffalo but did not come out of the game because of the injury. "There's some stiffness there today," Reid said on Monday. "But he should be OK."

Fasano was not practicing Wednesday. ...

The Chiefs signed tight end Phillip Supernaw from the Baltimore Ravens' practice squad and promoted running back Charcandrick West from their own practice squad to cover for the losses of Gray and Harris.

The signing of Supernaw makes sense in that the Chiefs needed a tight end with Fasano's status for Sunday's game against the Seahawks at Arrowhead Stadium still unclear.

Supernaw is 6-5 and 248 pounds and has played in four games over the last season and a half with the Ravens and Houston Texans. He has one pass reception.

Even if Fasano plays against the Seahawks, the Chiefs will need another tight end. They like their three-tight end formations. They were able to get through the Buffalo game without Harris, using fullback Anthony Sherman at times in his place.

"We didn't have to change anything," Reid said. "It's that simple. We have a pretty big package in the three [tight end formations]. He stepped in and did all of it. He didn't blink a bit. We still had production with that group."

Sherman was a good short-term solution, but Supernaw could be better in the long run.

Charles left twice on Sunday because of injury, suffering from a pair of shoulder stingers. "He had to come out, but he went back in when everything started feeling better and then he came out when he tweaked it again," said Reid. "He'll be OK down the road."

Donnie Avery, working his way back following hernia surgery, practiced last week but didn't play in Buffalo. He'll try again this week. ...

According to Teicher, Knile Davis, who appeared to have overcome a fumbling habit, coughed one up in the second quarter, and the Bills recovered.

And finally. ... Thomas is getting more and more opportunities to get the football in his hands. He saw 15 snaps on offense against Buffalo, along with seven chances to serve as a returner on special teams.

But as the Sports Xchange notes, on two of those punt return situations Thomas showed his inexperience. He caught two punts inside the Chiefs five-yard line, rather than allowing the ball to drop and hopefully bounced into the end zone.

"Yeah, that was probably a rookie deal right there; probably wasn't the best time to catch one but he'll learn," said Reid. "You're going to have a few hiccups there with young guys; you just kind of work through it.

"He's a talented kid. He'll be fine."

Thomas got off to a slow start when he pulled a hamstring in practice before the season opener. He's played the last five games, picking up 51 yards on four carries, catching seven passes for 40 yards, returning four kickoffs for an average of 38 yards a return and 14 punts for an average of 11.1 yards.

One last note here. ... Sherman, who forced a key fumble on a punt return and tallied three more special teams tackles in Buffalo, was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week. 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Aaron Murray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, De'Anthony Thomas, Charcandrick West 
RB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, A.J. Jenkins, Junior Hemingway, Frankie Hammond, Albert Wilson, Donnie Avery 
TE: Travis Kelce, Anthony Fasano, Phillip Supernaw 
PK: Cairo Santos 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine, if the Dolphins want to start looking like a playoff team, they might want to show they can beat the Buffalo Bills.

The Dolphins have lost to their AFC East rivals three times in a row, and need to end that streak Thursday night to avoid falling far back in the race for a playoff berth.

"It's an AFC East game, and it's already in the middle of November -- hard to believe -- and we're playing at home," head coach Joe Philbin said Monday. "Those are three things that are really, really big."

A last-minute loss Sunday at Detroit left the Dolphins (5-4) with little margin for further missteps. Ten teams are seeded ahead of them in the race for six AFC playoff spots, including the Bills (5-4), who enjoy an edge because they beat Miami 29-10 in Week 2.

With 11 teams in the conference above .500, at least 10 victories will likely be required to make the playoffs. That means the Dolphins would need to win five of their remaining seven games, and they still face games against two first-place teams in cold-weather cities, Denver and New England.

A win Thursday would make the path to the playoffs slightly less daunting.

"If we take care of business there, some of that other stuff will take care of itself," Philbin said.

But Buffalo has so dominated Miami in the past two seasons that after the most recent meeting, linebacker Philip Wheeler said, "The Bills are built to beat us."

For starters, Miami has had a tough time blocking Buffalo. That task figures to become even more difficult with the loss of Dolphins left tackle Branden Albert, who suffered a season-ending right knee injury at Detroit.

Albert has been perhaps the Dolphins' best offensive player this year. They might also be without left guard Daryn Colledge, who has been sidelined the past two weeks because of a back injury.

Rookie Ju'Wuan James will move from right to left tackle and be responsible for Ryan Tannehill's blind side while facing one of the NFL's most formidable defensive fronts. The Bills lead the NFL with 34 sacks, including four in their September victory over Miami, and six in Sunday's loss to Kansas City.

The Dolphins put Albert on IR and the vacant spot will be filled by running back LaMichael James.

James was signed to the Dolphins practice squad on Sept. 30. He had been cut by the San Francisco 49ers after he requested that release. James was San Francisco's 61st overall (second round) pick in the 2012 draft. James has 41 career carries for 184 yards (4.5 average).

According to the Miami Herald, the reason the Dolphins are moving up James is not just about having a vacant roster spot. Starting running back Lamar Miller has been slowed with a shoulder injury he suffered last week against San Diego.

Miller started and played against the Detroit Lions but carried only four times for 10 yards and could not finish the game.

When the Dolphins needed to move the ball with 3:37 to play to preserve the victory, Miller was on the bench unable to play. The Dolphins used Daniel Thomas and Damien Williams instead. Both Thomas (5 carries) and Williams (7) carried the ball more than Miller.

The good news? Miller was officially listed as probable for tomorrow's game.

The Dolphins have averaged only 3.4 yards per carry in the past two weeks, and netted a season-low 50 yards rushing Sunday.

Tannehill, who had been averaging 31 yards rushing per game and 7.8 per attempt, carried only twice for no yards.

"We have to block better. We've got to run the ball better," Philbin said. "I want to see us have more production, for sure."

When approached in the locker room after the loss to the Lions, Mike Wallace knew he would be asked about the offense's baffling inconsistency. It has been a consistent trend that showed up again in Sunday's loss.

"It's the same thing I tell you every week," Wallace said. "We have to find our balance, man. We can't keep doing this on offense. We can't be up and down to be the team that we want to be. We have to be able to finish football games. Our defense played great once again.

The Dolphins' offense gained just 228 yards. Miami trailed by 10 points in the first quarter after the offense lost a combined 20 yards on its first two drives, the worst start by any team's offense since 2001, according to ESPN Stats & Information.

Seven of Miami's 11 drives lasted five plays or fewer. Still, Miami somehow held a 16-13 lead with 4:19 remaining after a Caleb Sturgis field goal. The defense forced another three-and-out by Detroit, and Miami's offense gave the ball right back. The Dolphins' three-and-out led to the Lions' decisive drive against Miami's worn-down defense.

According to ESPN.com's James Walker, Wallace has grown into the No. 1 fan of Miami's defense, which entered the weekend ranked third in the NFL. Wallace is impressed how often his defense keeps the Dolphins in games. During the weeks when Miami's offense shows up, it usually means a big victory.

The Week 9 shutout win over the San Diego Chargers was a good example of both sides of the football showing up.

However, in Wallace's words, the Dolphins' inconsistent offense too often makes them a one-sided team, and he's exactly right.

Miami can beat the Jacksonvilles of the world without a strong performance on offense. But to truly be a playoff contender and beat good teams like Detroit and the Green Bay Packers, Miami's offense must show up.

"Definitely, definitely, definitely we have to hold our own weight. I always say we have to be able to hold our own weight," Wallace said. "We have to be able to kill games. That game should have never even come down to the last drive."

The losses to the Lions and Packers could be two games Miami looks back on after the season as missed opportunities.

The Dolphins enter the second half of the season still searching for consistency. They've had games in which the offense scored 37, 33 and 31 points, as well as games where it scored 10, 13 and 16. The offensive identity varies week-to-week.

"I don't know, it's got to be the mentality," Wallace explained. "We have the talent. We have the guys. I know we want to do it, but we have to do it."

The Dolphins have no time to sulk. The Bills are coming.

Other notes of interest. ... Tannehill (81.1 passer rating) didn't have one of his better days. He was inaccurate overall, although he did make some nice throws. The pass protection was so-so, allowing three sacks. The wideouts and tight ends were also so-so.

For the record, Tannehill was limited in Monday's practice by injuries to his shoulder and ankle. But Herald staffer Armando Salguero reported on Wednesday there's "no doubt" Ryan Tannehill (shoulder, ankle) starts Thursday night's Week 11 game against the Bills.

Charles Clay left the Detroit game briefly to have his right knee examined. He came back in and seemed to have no problem. But it might have made the Dolphins nervous -- especially after they listed him as questionable for this one. With TE Dion Sims (toe) out the last two games the Dolphins had to bring in OL Nate Garner to play TE briefly.

As Walker pointed out, Clay did not have a poor game. He had seven receptions for 45 yards. But it was the catch Clay failed to make in the end zone in the fourth quarter that left a bad impression. Clay couldn't finish a potential touchdown play that could have put Miami up seven points.

Clay called it a drop, although it's debatable that Detroit's defender impacted the play. Either way, Clay believes he should have made the touchdown catch.

According to the Sports Xchange, Brian Hartline was only targeted once in Sunday's game. Hartline, who is coming off back-to-back 1,000-yard seasons, has 26 receptions for 266 yards and 1 TD.

Hartline had a career-low 31 receptions for 506 yards as a rookie. He's barely beating that pace yardage-wise.

Meanwhile, rookie wideout Jarvis Landry (37 yards, 354 yards, 2 TDs) continues to impress. He's also leading the league in kickoff returns (32.0). 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Daniel Thomas, Damien Williams 
WR: Mike Wallace, Brian Hartline, Jarvis Landry, Rishard Matthews, Brandon Gibson 
TE: Charles Clay, Dion Sims, Gator Hoskins 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
According to Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell, the NFL Players Association has filed an expedited grievance with the NFL to reinstate running back Adrian Peterson.

The NFLPA cited Monday "explicit language in a signed agreement" from Sept. 18, when Peterson was placed on a special commissioner's exempt list following his indictment on felony child abuse in Texas. Peterson pleaded no contest Tuesday to a lesser charge of misdemeanor reckless assault, freeing him from the court system provided he fulfills the terms of his probation.

The league began a review Thursday of his case under the personal conduct policy, but it said Peterson would remain on paid leave until the process is completed.

That didn't sit well with the union.

The NFLPA demanded in a letter to the NFL last week that Peterson be allowed to rejoin the Vikings immediately until any determination of any discipline.

"As of now, they have failed to respond or comply," the NFLPA said. "It is our obligation to protect all players' rights, and we will pursue any and all breaches of any contract between a player and his team or the NFL."

The Vikings come off their bye week still waiting for the NFL to act but were hardly pinning any plans on a possible Peterson return.

"We'd just prepare like he's not going to be here until we hear differently," head coach Mike Zimmer said.

We all got a better feel for the situation Tuesday, however.

As Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio put it: "The bad news for Adrian Peterson? He'll miss at least one more game. The good news? He'll be paid.

"The better news? He'll have a ruling on his status before the Vikings host the Packers on November 23."

Citing a league source, Florio reported the hearing on Peterson's non-injury grievance will happen Monday, November 17. Arbitrator Shyam Das will conduct the hearing. Upon its conclusion (and it should be a short hearing), Das will have five days to issue a ruling.

If the grievance had been filed earlier -- as in, immediately upon the NFL's breach of the agreement that originally placed Peterson on the Commissioner-Exempt list -- a ruling could have come before Minnesota's next game on Sunday against the Bears.

Whatever the timetable, coaches and players have said they'd welcome Peterson back. There was no concern expressed about a distraction, either during the wait or after a potential return.

"More than the distractions that we've had this season? No. This team has been pretty resilient," Zimmer said.

Said wide receiver Greg Jennings: "We focus on the Bears and let everyone who's dealing with the whole Adrian situation deal with that. I'll continue to pray for him and his family and things like that, but we have to focus on what we can control. ..."

What they can't control is the team's front office.

NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reported on Sunday there are concerns in that regard.

"The big problem, one big problem, is that there is an internal battle with the Minnesota Vikings," Rapoport said. "Some of their executives are divided on whether they want Peterson back immediately."

I'll be following up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Kyle Rudolph, out since sports hernia surgery on Sept. 23, took part in "a little bit of everything" in practice. He could play against the Bears.

"We're hopeful, but we'll see as the week goes on," Zimmer said. ...

During the team's Week 9 game against the Redskins, rookie QB Teddy Bridgewater threw a deep ball to a wide open Cordarrelle Patterson that missed him by several feet. It was emblematic of their inability to connect in recent weeks, and Zimmer spread the blame around on both of them.

"Teddy was expecting it to be a little more inside," Zimmer said, per the Star-Tribune. "So it was more of a miscommunication than anything else. Obviously he should have hit it. But I think maybe Cordarrelle could have done a better job of catching it, too."

Zimmer added that, "It's nothing between the two [off the field]. We're not precise enough in a lot of areas. We're trying to get Cordarrelle involved in the offense. We'd love for him to be involved but guys have to make sure that they are in the right places all the time."

Bridgewater hasn't been shy about targeting Patterson, but they haven't connected often. In five games as the starter, Bridgewater has targeted Patterson 35 times, but the receiver has just 13 receptions for 157 yards and a score.

Bridgewater carries plenty of fantasy upside as we roll into the second half of the season, especially if he and Patterson can get on the same page.

Patterson, by the way, ranks 12th in kickoff return average (24.5) a year after a rookie season that saw him lead the league and earn first-team All-Pro honors with a 32.4 average.

Jerick McKinnon ranks 18th in rushing with 446 yards. But as the Sports Xchange notes, he's one of five players in the top 20 with at least a 5.0 average per carry. McKinnon is at 5.0 on 90 carries. He's also the only player in the top 38 without a touchdown. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Christian Ponder 
RB: Jerick McKinnon, Matt Asiata, Joe Banyard, Adrian Peterson 
RB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Cordarrelle Patterson, Greg Jennings, Jarius Wright, Charles Johnson, Adam Thielen 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Chase Ford, Rhett Ellison, MarQueis Gray 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
Colts quarterback Andrew Luck has been one of the hottest quarterbacks in the NFL, throwing for at least 300 yards in seven straight games. Pittsburgh's Ben Roethlisberger torched the Colts for 522 yards two weeks ago.

But as ESPN.com's Mike Wells notes, a quarterback who has been just as good as those two will enter Lucas Oil Stadium in Indianapolis on Sunday night. He's one the Colts know all too well going back to his battles with Peyton Manning.

His name is Tom Brady.

"We're going to face one of the best of all time," Colts coach Chuck Pagano said. "his guy is a first-ballot, no-brainer Hall of Famer. You just have to try to do the best you can to slow him down."

It was just seven weeks ago where some wondered how much Brady had left as he sat on the sideline watching as the Patriots were beaten by the Kansas City Chiefs 41-14 on Monday Night Football.

Brady has proven he has a lot left. He has completed 133-of-197 passes with 18 touchdowns and only one interception since that game on Sept. 29.

"I'm not surprised at all," said Colts cornerback and former Patriot Darius Butler. "He's a first-ballot Hall of Famer and arguably one of the best to play the game. Sometimes people have their ups and downs in the season. But I'm not surprised at all what he's been doing the last 5-6 weeks. It's expected."

The Colts will need a better defensive scheme than what they used against Roethlisberger when he went untouched and picked them apart two weeks ago because Brady is capable of doing the same thing. Brady has been sacked only 14 times and the Patriots, who are on a five-game winning streak, are third in the league in points a game (31.2).

Brady is 2-0, which includes a playoff victory last season, against the Colts since they drafted Luck in 2012. He's 37-of-60 for 529 yards and three touchdowns with no interceptions in those two games.

"It's hard to find any flaws," Pagano said. "He's done it for a long, long time. There's nothing he hasn't seen from a defensive standpoint. He's a great student of the game. We all know his talent, and he does a great job with whoever they give him from a skill-set standpoint. He's always found a way to get the ball in their hands and move the ball up and down the field. They're No. 2 in scoring and putting a lot of points on the board."

Safety Sergio Brown added, "One of the best ever to touch a football. You have to prepare like it's your last game ever played because he's that great."

There's no better quarterback in the NFL at getting the most out of his receivers, tight ends and running backs than Brady. He has proven that over and over again throughout his career. The Patriots have three players who have at least 514 yards receiving.

"I've seen firsthand how he works at his craft," Butler said. "How detailed he is, the type of competitor he is. Doesn't matter what guys he has out there. He's going to make them the best receivers, tight ends, running backs they can be."

Indeed, as NFL.com's Conor Orr noted on Tuesday, Brady's plan to play until "he sucks" is an honorable one in today's NFL, and his current level of play has us all believing that it might take a few years before we seriously entertain his decline, especially after such a dramatic turnaround this year.

But the interesting thing about longevity is that it varies so much from player to player.

There is no secret, otherwise Brett Favre would still be playing. But Brady thinks he's doing his best to gain an advantage.

"I do go to bed very early, because I'm up very early," Brady told WEEI-AM, via ESPN.com. "I think that the decisions that I make are always, they always probably center around performance enhancement, if that makes sense. So whether that is what I eat or what decisions I make or whether I drink or don't drink, it's always football-centric. I want to be the best I can be every day. I want to be the best I can be every week. I want to be the best I can be for my teammates."

Orr suggests that while Brady's answer sounds like the kind of thing you'd make up to tell your 9-year-old to get him to bed, it's fascinating to hear him talk about the difference between himself at 25 and at 37 and how it has impacted his career.

"The 25-year-old Tom Brady had a great time. I probably wouldn't change much in those days," Brady said. "It was a different time than it is now, because there's so much attention now and I don't know how these young players do it."

Orr summed up: "The younger players aren't going to bed at 8:30 p.m., that's for sure. But if it keeps Brady around a little longer, we'll spare the jokes. He's worth watching almost every Sunday."

That especially true as he heads into Sunday night's game against the Colts. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Mike Reiss, the Patriots are dressing four pure receivers on the 46-man game-day roster, with Julian Edelman, Brandon LaFell and Danny Amendola locked into the first three spots, and then Brian Tyms and Aaron Dobson competing for the final opening.

Tyms' long-bomb touchdown catch against the Bills on Oct. 12, which reflects his ability to be a difference-maker in the deep third of the field, is one reason he's had the edge over Dobson of late.

Reiss wonders, however, if there might now be an opening for Dobson to emerge in Indianapolis after Tyms and Brady appeared to have a miscommunication in the first quarter against the Broncos. On the play, Brady threw to the sideline but Tyms ran his route up the seam.

Those are the types of things Reiss believes lead the coaching staff to take a closer look at personnel usage, so it will be interested to see if it means Dobson gets his shot in the next game.

Meanwhile, since settling in as an every-down player in Week 4, Brandon LaFell ranks in the top 10 in fantasy points among wide receivers.

As Pro Football Focus' Mike Clay pointed out, in those six games, he's caught 32 of his 47 targets for 468 yards and five touchdowns.

LaFell paces all New England offensive skill position players in snaps and trails Rob Gronkowski by three for the team lead in targets during the span. Clay added, LaFell has been around since 2010, so we know he's not a special talent, but his situation could not be better from a fantasy perspective.

LaFell is on pace to achieve his finest season with 36 catches for 514 yards and five touchdowns, which already matches his career-high. ...

Clay summed up: "A WR2 going forward, LaFell should be in lineups each and every week from here on out. ..."

LaFell LaFell was back at practice Wednesday after missing the Tuesday session with strep throat.

Running back Jonas Gray has emerged as the Patriots' big back after Stevan Ridley's season-ending injury. Gray jumped into the role right away, and teammate Shane Vereen said Gray is now fully acclimated. "Early when [Gray] first got here ... it's not the easiest offense to learn," Vereen said. "But, he's in stride now, doing his thing and he's picked it up really well." 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo 
RB: Shane Vereen, Jonas Gray, Brandon Bolden, James Develin, James White 
WR: Brandon LaFell, Julian Edelman, Danny Amendola, Bryan Tims, Aaron Dobson, Matthew Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Tim Wright, Michael Hoomanawanui 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Triplett notes, Drew Brees has produced a lot of rare moments inside the Mercedes-Benz Superdome over the past nine years. But this was a new one on Sunday -- the New Orleans Saints quarterback being showered by boos from the home fans after his second interception in the first half of Sunday's 27-24 overtime loss to the San Francisco 49ers.

You'd think by now that Saints fans would be well aware that they have to live with the good and the bad of Brees, who has always been one of the most aggressive quarterbacks in the NFL.

But that's how much of an impact Brees' turnovers have made this season.

And he doesn't need thousands of people to remind him of it.

"I would've booed myself on that one," said Brees, who once again bluntly took the blame after his two picks and his overtime sack-fumble made all the difference in yet another gut-wrenching, last-minute loss.

"I've been playing this game a long time, I know how to play it at a high level," Brees said. "But certainly when you turn the ball over, it can compromise a lot of the good things."

Brees has been close to his usual self this year in almost every area but one. Those turnovers.

He has now given away 10 interceptions and two fumbles this season -- many of them costly for a 4-5 Saints team that has now lost four games that they were leading in the final two minutes of regulation.

"That's something's that's gotta get fixed. I'm not happy about it," said Brees, who has perhaps demanded more personal blame in recent weeks than at any other time in his career with the Saints. "I can't turn the ball over at the rate that I'm turning it over, and I certainly can't turn it over in the situations that I'm turning it over."

Most of the interceptions have followed a similar theme: Brees trying to fire the ball into a too-tight window or get rid of a ball under pressure. And he admittedly held the ball too long in overtime Sunday, waiting for running back Travaris Cadet to get free after being knocked off his route early on the play.

But that has always been Brees' style. As I've now written multiple times this year as this same theme keeps emerging, Brees has always been similar to Brett Favre in that regard.

And sure enough, Brees flashed the good side of that style in the third quarter Sunday, when he threw a classic, "No he didn't. ... Yes he did!" touchdown pass to Jimmy Graham after spinning out of a sure sack.

For that, Brees remains unapologetic. As he said last week when he was lauded for his aggressiveness in a win at Carolina, Brees is never going to change his aggressive approach.

"I think at the quarterback position you understand that there's gonna be moments -- for whatever reason, whether it's a bad decision, a bad throw or bad luck -- and you have to be able to compartmentalize that, move on to the next play, continue to stay aggressive and just do what you're coached to do, what you've been kind of programmed to do," said Brees, who threw three touchdown passes Sunday and helped rally the Saints back from a 21-10 halftime deficit to take a late 24-21 lead over the 49ers.

And it shouldn't go unnoticed that the Hail Mary that was nullified by Graham's offensive pass interference penalty at the end of regulation was a gorgeous throw.

But as Brees himself admitted Sunday, the good has to outweigh the bad. And that hasn't been happening enough this year.

"I think we did do a lot of good things out there," Brees said. "I think just unfortunately, for me personally too, there was too many bad things that you couldn't overcome with the good things."

Among the good things: Mark Ingram got his third straight 100-yard game.

"I love the way he is playing. He is playing hard," head coach Sean Payton said. "He is physical. He has been durable."

Ingram, who had just one career 100-yard game before this streak, has been extremely reliable while fellow backs Khiry Robinson and Pierre Thomas have been injured. He ran the ball 27 times for 120 yards.

The Saints rushed for 136 yards, about 45 more than the Niners' second-ranked defense was allowing coming in.

Brees passed for 292 yards and three touchdowns to remain among the league's leading passers. Graham showed little ill effect from his Week 5 shoulder injury, making 10 catches for 76 yards and two touchdowns. He also outmuscled and out-jumped the 49ers secondary for a Hail Mary heave at the end of regulation that drew the offensive pass interference.

Graham has denied he pushed off, but even some of his teammates thought officials made the right call -- regardless of whether defensive back Perrish Cox tried to sell it by throwing his arms out as he went down.

"It's interesting how guys grab me everywhere on the field, and I put literally two fingers on somebody and you make that kind of call," Graham said. "It was definitely not a push-off.

"You know, I'm running down the field and I'm telling myself not to push off. 'Whatever you do, don't push off. Just go up and get it.'"

Graham clearly did get a hand on Cox's back/shoulder area before he leaped up for the pass, but it was tough to tell how significant the contact was -- or what the standard is on such plays. Former NFL head of officials Mike Pereira, who now works as an analyst for FOX, tweeted that it was a "great" call.

The Saints' string of 11 straight home wins (and 20 with Payton on the sideline) was snapped Sunday. But they'll get a chance to start up a new streak when they host the Bengals (5-3-1) Sunday, followed by a Monday night home game against the Baltimore Ravens in Week 12.

Other notes of interest. ... Receiver Marques Colston's role has disappeared in recent weeks, and CBSSports.com's Chris Towers believes it might not be coming back. He had just two receptions for 36 yards in the overtime loss to the 49ers

Colston has just two 100-yard performances this season, and none since Week 7. He has just 121 yards combined over his last three games and perhaps most worryingly, hasn't been targeted more than five times at any point during that stretch.

He is on pace for just 853 receiving yards, which would be by far his worst total for a full season.

Towers went on to remind readers that Colston's decline started last season, and has not slowed since. He is on pace for just 92 targets in 16 games, which would be the second-lowest total of his career; he had 89 targets in 11 games in 2008. At this point, he has been surpassed in the team's pecking order by rookie Brandin Cooks.

A few final notes. ... Thomas, who has shoulder and rib injuries, missed his third consecutive game Sunday and it's not known when he'll return. Robinson was also sidelined for a third consecutive game because of a forearm injury and it's not known when he'll return.

Robert Meachem was inactive for Sunday's game with the 49ers because of an ankle injury that he suffered late last week. ...

According to Profootballtalk.com, the Saints brought in a quartet of running backs for workouts: Tim Hightower, Andre Brown, Brian Leonard and Mikel Leshoure.

The team signed Leonard on Wednesday.

And finally. ... The Saints have reinstated wide receiver Joe Morgan after a two-week suspension for reasons undisclosed.

As CBSSports.com notes, Morgan played only in the season opener and has yet to record a catch. He has no receptions since 2012. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown 
RB: Mark Ingram, Travaris Cadet, Brian Leonard, Pierre Thomas, Khiry Robinson 
FB: Erik Lorig 
WR: Marques Colston, Brandin Cooks, Kenny Stills, Robert Meachem, Nick Toon, Joe Morgan 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill, Tom Crabtree 
PK: Shayne Graham 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan, Tom Coughlin isn't giving up on the New York Giants. No way.

With their playoff hopes dimmed by four straight lopsided losses, Coughlin said Monday that the Giants (3-6) are close to winning and they just need one to get things going.

"It doesn't feel good." Coughlin said in looking back on the run that put the Giants in danger of missing the playoffs for the third straight year. "There is progress for me. There are a lot of things that you can point to that are good, but we are not finishing the job so that dominates all our thinking. We all know what this league is about. You have to win."

The Giants have not won a game since beating Atlanta on Oct. 5 to improve to 3-2.

Since then they have lost to Philadelphia, Dallas, Indianapolis and Seattle by a combined score of 136-62. New York was competitive for at least a half in the last three games before falling apart.

The latest example was a 38-17 loss to the Super Bowl champion Seahawks in Seattle. New York led 17-14 at halftime, went into the fourth quarter tied and then got run off the field on a day that the Seahawks ran for an amazing 350 yards, 26 more yards than the Giants had in total offense.

The Seahawks gained 510 yards, the highest total allowed by the Giants since Baltimore had 533 yards on Dec. 23, 2012. It is the fourth-highest yardage total given up in Tom Coughlin's 11 years as the Giants' coach.

It's also two straight years that the Giants are 3-6 heading into the final seven games.

"I'm disappointed. I expect more and continue to expect more," Coughlin said. "My concern is for my team. You can blame it all on me."

The Giants had a first and 10 at the Seattle 39 late in the third quarter when Eli Manning went for the lead with a deep toss to Odell Beckham. The rookie tipped the ball and it was intercepted by safety Earl Thomas, who returned it to the Seahawks 42. Seven plays later, Seattle had the lead and never looked back.

Manning, who had not thrown an interceptions in 177 passes covering five games, said the Giants have shown flashes of good football, but not for four quarters.

"Everybody knows we need to get a win," the two-time Super Bowl MVP said. "Let's get that positive feeling back in the locker room and I think we know we can do it. We just have to put it together."

Middle linebacker Jameel McClain said the Giants are not playing sound football. He said defensive coordinator Perry Fewell and his staff have the team prepared, but players are missing assignments. The most basic one on Sunday was not containing the edge, allowing Seattle quarterbackRussell Wilson to run for 107 yards on 14 carries.

McClain said the players' disappointment hasn't changed their approach to games.

"Everybody believes in the journey. Everybody believes in the destination," he said. "We know that we still have games to fight and go out there and play. That is what I get from the team. Right now people are disappointed with the performance that we put out there, and we should be."

The Giants should get some help this week heading into a game against the San Francisco 49ers at home.

Running back Rashad Jennings, who has missed the last four games with a knee injury, is likely to return to the starting lineup, Coughlin said.

Coughlin said the veteran "will have a big share of the load" if he's active Sunday against the 49ers.

"I think he will [play], I'm hoping that he will," Coughlin said. "He did have a good week of practice last week for what we asked him to do. He had a weekend to continue to rehab and strengthen, so he has worked hard at that. I am going to say that we certainly do expect that he will be ready at the end of this week, but who knows?

"I can't tell you 100 percent, but I think he will, and if he is ready, then obviously he will have a big share of the load."

While Coughlin is leaving some wiggle room, Newark Star-Ledger staffer Jordan Raanan would be "stunned" if Jennings doesn't start and "carry a significant load" this weekend.

Jennings was the Giants' clear No. 1 back during the first five games of this season and is likely to assume that role again upon his return. The Giants averaged 121 rushing yards per game in the first five games of the season and 157 during the three-game winning streak that immediately preceded Jennings' absence.

In the four games he's missed, with the run game in the hands of rookie Andre Williams, the Giants are averaging 83.3 rushing yards per game and are 0-4.

"Rashad is a tremendous player and a guy we brought in this offseason to be the starting running back, and he was playing well for us early in the year," Manning said. "He runs the ball well, he has a great feel and does a good job in protection, he catches the ball well out of the backfield. I think Andre has done a heck of a job filling in and running hard, but it would be good to have that 1-2 punch."

Beyond that? Is there anything to look forward to here?

While there are some positives, ESPN.com's Dan Graziano suggested on Monday, whether you like it or not, this year for the Giants is about showing progress in their new offense, and Beckham is showing quite a lot.

Beckham caught seven of the nine balls that were thrown his way Sunday for a total of 108 yards. He couldn't come down with a miracle catch in the end zone on a play that ended up being a costly interception in a 38-17 loss, but he impressed his opponent quite a bit.

"I thought Beckham was really good," Seahawks coach Pete Carroll said. "He really came out of there and was the big factor early on. I thought he showed that he was a really good football player today. They've got a great one in that kid."

The Seahawks clearly saw something on tape that impressed them about Beckham.

They don't usually move their cornerbacks around, but they did switch up top corner Richard Sherman a few times to get him on Beckham. Beckham beat him for a long one in the first half (with the help of a perfect throw by Manning).

Beckham is a great player," Sherman said after the game, per the New York Daily News. "So they had to depend on him and take risks and take shots in games like this."

Indeed, Beckham looks like a rising star in the Giants' offense and a player on whom Manning believes he can rely.

"He's doing some good things," Manning said. "He made some big plays for us, had a couple of third-down conversions, finding holes in the defense. He's definitely doing some good things."

For his part, Beckham seemed to enjoy the challenge of competing against Sherman, who complimented him after the game and let Beckham have his jersey as a souvenir.

"When you go up against a great defense like that, you can't just sit back and not try to attack," Beckham said. "You have to go at them. I think we did a great job of that tonight, we just didn't execute as well in the second half."

For a rookie who missed all of training camp and the first four weeks of the season with a hamstring injury, Beckham is at least meeting expectations if not exceeding them on a weekly basis. If you're a Giants fan looking for something to feel good about over the final months of this season, Beckham is where you should look.

Other notes of interest. ... The team announced Wednesday they have placed running back Michael Cox on injured reserve and replaced him on the roster with Orleans Darkwa, a back signed off the Miami Dolphins' practice squad. Cox suffered a fractured lower leg after catching a short pass on the Giants' final offensive possession in Seattle. The second-year pro finished his season with four rushing attempts for 33 yards, two receptions for nine yards and 11 kickoff returns for 261 yards, a team-best 23.7-yard average.

Darkwa, 5-11 and 215 pounds, played in four games for the Dolphins this season. He contributed on special teams in all four games and had three receptions for 31 yards at Buffalo on Sept. 14 and four rushing attempts for two yards at Oakland on Sept. 28.

Peyton Hillis also left Sunday's game with a concussion. He'll have to pass through the NFL's concussion protocol before he's cleared to play this week, but the fact he was sent home on Wednesday isn't a good sign. ...

There is also a chance that guard Geoff Schwartz may make his Giants' debut after missing the first nine games with a toe injury sustained in a preseason game.

And finally. ... Manning has now started 160 career games for the giants, a new franchise record eclipsing the old mark of 159 set by Phil Simms, who played for the Giants from 1979 to 1993. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Andre Williams, Orleans Darkwa, Peyton Hillis 
RB: Henry Hynoski 
WR: Odell Beckham, Rueben Randle, Preston Parker, Corey Washington, Kevin Ogletree 
TE: Larry Donnell, Daniel Fells, Adrien Robinson 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
Two straight weeks now, Michael Vick has played well as the Jets' starting quarterback. Two straight weeks of turnover-free performances – a streak Geno Smith enjoyed just once in 24 starts – makes it easy to wonder: What might have been for these Jets, if Vick started from Day 1?

According to Newark Star-Ledger staffer Darryl Slater, Vick considered that question after Sunday's 20-13 win over the Steelers, which snapped an eight-game losing streak for the 2-8 Jets. (Afterward, head coach Rex Ryan said Vick would start the Jets' next game, Nov. 23 at the Bills.)

Would this team be 2-8 if Vick was the guy from the get-go, if the Jets hadn't essentially handed the starting job to Smith in the spring? Would they have won more games if Vick was their quarterback earlier this season?

"In my heart, yes," Vick said, answering the question with his usual honesty. "Yeah, I mean, to sit here and say no would show a lack of confidence in myself and my teammates. But absolutely, I think if I was starting from Day 1, then maybe it would've been an opportunity. But that wasn't the case. I wasn't put in that situation. The team wasn't put in that situation."

As Slater suggested, any quarterback worth a darn would believe, deep down, what Vick said. Most wouldn't be as candid about it. These are confident professional athletes we're talking about. They all think what Vick said.

Second, it's easy for Vick to say this in retrospect, because the Jets could not have been much worse before he became their starter last week against the Chiefs. They were 1-7 entering that game, for goodness sake.

Third, and once again, Vick is almost certainly not the Jets' long-term answer at quarterback, regardless of what happens for the rest of the season. He is 34 and on one-year contract. He even cracked a couple old guy one-liners after Sunday's game.

How does he feel physically? "I feel good. We'll see in the morning."

What was it like to eclipse 6,000 career rushing yards and extend his own record for NFL quarterbacks? "Really, it makes me feel old."

There was a qualifier to what Vick said about how the Jets would have won more games, in his mind, with him as the starting quarterback. And Vick went to great lengths to explain what he meant by his aforementioned quotes.

"In my heart, I feel like on any team, I can be the starter, as long as it's not an Aaron Rodgers or a Ben Roethlisberger," he said. "I'm not saying that those guys are better quarterbacks. I'm just saying that I'm confident in my abilities. But the (Jets) coaches made the decisions, and I totally understood everything that was taking place. It was all about developing a young quarterback (Smith), mentoring a young quarterback and giving him every opportunity to succeed.

"So me saying that, please don't get it misconstrued. Please don't go out and say, ‘Mike Vick felt like if he was the starter, then we would be winning,' because that's not what I'm saying right now. I'm saying in front of all these cameras that, if given an opportunity, yeah, I believe our team would've maybe won some games. That's speaking from experience and playing in the league for a long time."

OK, you can take those Vick explanation quotes for what you will. But Vick essentially did repeat the initial point he made – that he thinks the Jets might've won more games if Ryan turned to him earlier. Anyway, it's all hindsight, but these matters merit consideration, since Vick has played solidly.

Last season, Smith had just four turnover-free games, including the final two contests of the season, wins over Cleveland and Miami. He had just one turnover-free game this season before Ryan replaced him with Vick. Despite Smith's shaky rookie season in 2013, the Jets staged a non-competitive, so-called competition between him and Vick in training camp. There was never any doubt that Smith would have the job in Week 1.

Not that Vick did a whole lot last year with the Eagles to demonstrate he could still start in this league. Teams who needed starting quarterbacks last offseason passed on Vick, who wound up as a mentoring backup with the Jets. That was telling.

But here we are, 10 games into the season, and Vick has gotten a chance to start, and he's doing a nice job with it.

He punted on the question of whether he should continue to start if he plays strongly again in Buffalo. He offered a more direct answer to another hypothetical question. While this might not have impacted the Jets' commitment to Smith as their starter over the summer, does Vick wish he had pushed harder to have that job?

"I don't feel like I should've pushed harder," he said. "If I would've done that, I would've been a distraction to this team. I think the coaches saw everything that I was able to bring to the table in the spring, in training camp, and in the preseason, which was all solid for me, and I was happy with the body of work.

"But I knew what I was here for. I played in the league for 13 years. I wanted to see a young guy become the best football player that he can be, because I lived those moments, and played in NFC Championship games. That's what I wanted for Geno and that's what I signed up for – and in the back of my mind, knowing that one day I may have to play, and I may be put in this situation. I was up for it."

As SI.com's Peter King noted, Vick did just enough with his legs (39 yards rushing, including a nifty 18-yarder). He was an efficient 10 of 18 for 132 and two touchdowns. But the best things? No interceptions, no fumbles lost, no fumbles period.

Vick's 67-yard touchdown strike to T.J. Graham was the team's first completion of 50-plus yards in the air since a Mark Sanchez pass to Braylon Edwards in 2010. After that, Vick just managed the game, helping his own cause with 39 yards in scrambles.

In a related note. ... Vick already held the record for career rushing yards by a quarterback coming into the season, and had 5,967 yards rushing coming into the game. To put that into context, Vick's former Eagles teammate running back LeSean McCoy has 6,095 yards as of last week.

Randall Cunningham is the second quarterback on the list with 4,928 career yards, and Steve Young had 4,239.

At 34 and in his 12th NFL season, Vick was drafted by the Falcons and played there for six seasons, and then played five seasons for the Eagles. After losing the starting job in Philadelphia last season to quarterback Nick Foles, Vick was brought in by the Jets on a one-year, $4 million deal.

The veteran could be considered to have revolutionized the quarterback position, and a new generation of running quarterbacks.

Other notes of interest. ... Graham had a game to remember Sunday. In addition to the career-long 67-yard touchdown catch in the first quarter, he recovered a fumble on special teams in the second quarter against the Steelers. Graham, who pounced on the ball that Steelers receiver Antonio Brown muffed on a punt return, had just one catch for 11 yards in his first five games this season with the Jets, whom he signed with on Sept. 29. His previous long catch was a 51-yarder he pulled in for the Bills on Dec. 2, 2012.

Tight end Jace Amaro had a five-yard touchdown catch in the first quarter of the Jets' 20-13 win over the Steelers on Sunday afternoon. Amaro finished the day with two catches for five yards, though he had a 21-yard gain wiped out due to offensive pass interference. He leads NFL rookie tight ends in both receptions (34) and touchdowns (two).

Eric Decker (three catches for 24 yards) and Percy Harvin (three catches for 23 yards) were the Jets' leading receivers. Amaro was the only other player targeted more than once.

The Jets nursed their early lead by rushing 36 times for 150 workmanlike yards. Vick was the Jets' leading rusher until Chris Ivory (14 carries for 51 yards) surged past him with six carries for 18 yards at 7:17 of the fourth quarter. ...

And finally. ... Just when they finally get some positive momentum, it's the bye week. Instead of giving the players a six-day break, as he usually does, Ryan is planning a four-day respite with two practices. 
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The Jets are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
As the Oakland Raiders went through the first half of the season without a win, one positive they could latch onto was the promising play from rookie quarterback Derek Carr.

But as Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow notes, the second half of the season started off with another loss as Carr played his worst game of the season in a 41-17 loss to the Denver Broncos.

Carr threw two interceptions, threw another pass to an ineligible offensive lineman that led to a fumble and was unable to get the ball downfield at all until a late garbage-time drive as the Raiders (0-9) lost their 15th straight game.

"It's not just Derek," interim coach Tony Sparano said Monday. "I know we want to make this just about Derek, but it's not really about Derek. I thought at times in the game yesterday, the kid really did some good things. Then there are times during the ballgame yesterday you can tell that everybody at one point was trying to do a little too much."

While Carr is getting almost no help from a running game on pace to be the least productive in the NFL since the 1946 Detroit Lions and a receiving group that struggles to get open, it was his mistakes that played a big role in the game spiraling out of control after the Raiders took a 10-6 lead.

Oakland looked to add onto the lead late in the first half with the ball near midfield when Carr threw an ill-advised pass over the middle that sailed on him after he was hit and went right to Bradley Roby for an interception.

Three plays later, the Broncos took the lead on a 51-yard touchdown pass to C.J. Anderson. The Raiders followed that with one of their nine three-and-outs in the game, leading to one more Denver touchdown before the half.

The problems only got worse from there as Carr dumped off a pass to guard Khalif Barnes, thinking it was running back Darren McFadden. Barnes caught the ball even though he was ineligible and it would have been a penalty. The problem only got worse when Barnes fumbled, setting up another Denver touchdown.

Carr threw another interception later in the third quarter, setting up Manning's fifth touchdown pass of the game.

"I'm really not sure what he's seeing out there and why he threw some of the balls that he threw up, or whatever," safety Charles Woodson said after the game. "I'm sure there's a combination of both of those things -- a young guy, or maybe they threw him some different looks maybe that he hadn't seen. I'm not sure, but these are things he's going to have to go through."

Carr finished 30 for 47 for 192 yards with two touchdowns and two interceptions. His stat line was saved by a final drive when he completed all seven passes for 96 yards and a touchdown, saving him from having the most attempts ever for a quarterback who failed to reach 100 yards passing.

The past two weeks with four interceptions and 386 yards passing on 88 attempts have been a step back for a player who got off to a fast start highlighted by four touchdown passes against San Diego last month.

"As a rookie nine games into it, I'm learning. I'm learning," he said after the game. "It doesn't matter what happens, whether I go out and I throw four touchdowns or I throw two picks, whatever, I'm learning and I'm growing."

Meanwhile, Sparano has tried a few different things to spark the team to their first victory since he took over for the fired Dennis Allen, but none of them have worked to this point.

This time, Sparano decided it would be a good idea to give his team a chance to get away from the game. Sparano gave the Raiders players Monday off, although he explained he'd planned it before he knew that the Raiders would be coming into the week after their ninth loss in as many tries this season.

"It's not a result of what happened," Sparano said, via the Contra Costa Times. "I kind of figured that's the way you guys would spin it, but it's not. I knew in my mind this was going to be a players' day off, no matter what. I would have liked to call it a ‘Victory Monday,' but I knew either way I needed to give them a day off to heal up and stop for gas."

The Raiders make a quick turnaround from this week's game against the Chargers to a Week 12 Thursday night game against the Chiefs, something that played into the decision to take a step back as the week got underway.

As Profootballtalk.com suggested, the change in schedule might not result in the first victory of the season, but nothing else has worked so it's worth a shot.

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange notes, the NFL's least productive rushing offense had 30 yards on 15 carries and zero rushing first downs for the first time since 2006.

McFadden had seven rushes for 14 yards, Maurice Jones-Drew three for 10.

The Raiders are routinely going shotgun on third-and-short because they have no faith they can line up and get a yard or two.

The lone positive?

Tight end Mychal Rivera recorded a touchdown for a second straight game, finishing with six catches for a team-high 64 receiving yards. He has three touchdowns in his last two games and is averaging 61.7 receiving yards in his last three games. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matt Schaub, Matt McGloin 
RB: Darren McFadden, Maurice Jones-Drew, Latavius Murray 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: James Jones, Andre Holmes, Brice Butler, Denarius Moore, Kenbrell Thompkins, Vincent Brown 
TE: Mychal Rivera, David Ausberry, Brian Leonhardt 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
According to ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan, Chip Kelly wasn't all that impressed with how his offense looked in Monday's 45-21 victory over Carolina.

"I just didn't think we were very consistent overall," Kelly said. "I think we could have sustained some drives. We missed a couple key conversions on short yardage situations that we didn't convert. I think that if you asked the guys on the offensive side of the ball, they felt like they didn't play well. I believe we didn't really play up to our potential on the offensive side of the ball."

There have been games like this throughout the season. The Eagles lost, 26-21, in San Francisco. It was their lowest point total of the season. The offense was shut out in that game. The three touchdowns were scored by special teams and defense.

The Eagles got two touchdowns from their defense and special teams against Carolina. They had few sustained drives for scores. And then there was the running game.

According to Elias, it was only the fourth time in the NFL's modern era (since 1933) that a team scored 45 or more points while rushing for fewer than 40 yards. The last time it happened was in 2002, when Buffalo beat Minnesota, 45-39, despite only 31 rushing yards.

The Eagles ran for just 23 yards against Carolina. Some of that was dictated by the Panthers' defensive strategy. They focused on the run, which made them vulnerable to the passing game.

"If you do that," Kelly said, "then we have to be able to beat you throwing the ball. And I thought we had the ability to beat them in that way. Again, we don't care if we run it or throw it, as long as we're moving the football. We're confident in what we can do offensively."

But Kelly acknowledged that the Eagles' running game was not effective. And this is a coach who has declared the running game the cornerstone of his offense. The Panthers were able to shut it down.

"(Carolina) had a lot of guys in there," Kelly said. "First off, give them credit. We didn't execute the way we needed to execute in the run game. They did a better job at defeating our blocks than we did at sustaining our blocks."

As Sheridan summed up, "Against Carolina, Mark Sanchez was able to throw to Jordan Matthews and Brent Celek down the middle. It worked well enough.

"Against San Francisco, Nick Foles was not able to make the 49ers pay for the way they loaded up against the running game. The Eagles could neither impose their will nor exploit the defense's weaknesses.

"To win, you have to be able to do one or the other. ..."

Meanwhile, as PhiladelphiaEagles.com's Bo Wulf framed it: "You know when you go to summer camp and find a new best friend? That's sort of what training camp must have been like for Matthews and Sanchez."

Throughout July and August, Sanchez might have completed more passes to Matthews than every other receiver on the team combined. Working with the second-team offense, the second-round draft pick and the new No. 2 quarterback found a connection that surely was meant to last.

Alas, as it does for campers everywhere, summer ended, with Matthews graduating to first-team duties as the Eagles' slot receiver.

Without Sanchez, Matthews was fine. He caught 32 passes for 313 yards, an average of four catches for 39 yards per game. The two reunited briefly in game No. 8 when Sanchez relieved an injured Nick Foles and Sanchez immediately found his old buddy for a touchdown.

But in Monday night, Matthews and Sanchez were back in full force and they picked up just where they left off, connecting seven times for 138 yards and two touchdowns.

"Of course we had something going on in camp," Matthews said. "We kind of had to. We were both on the second team at the time. So, I took the majority of the reps with him. After practice, I made sure I got extra reps with him. I knew that if I wanted to break into the lineup, I had to look good with the second-team first. That was definitely a point of emphasis for me back then. We continued to have a great relationship. I started building one with Nick [Foles], but now it's Mark's opportunity, so I have to go out and make plays for him."

Sanchez and Matthews made their greatest series of connections on the Eagles' longest drive of the night, a 91-yard jaunt that gave the team a 24-7 lead in the second quarter. During the drive, 73 of the Eagles' 91 yards were accounted for by four completions to Matthews, including two third-down conversions and the 13-yard touchdown that capped the drive.

Their second touchdown connection came in the fourth quarter when Sanchez lofted a pass to Matthews in the flat as the receiver hauled it in and ran into the end zone from 18 yards out.

"Jordan finds a way to get open," Sanchez said after the game. "Jordan will be the first one to say that he's not getting open without all of those other threats that we have. We all did a great job and we're proud of that, but Jordan had a heck of a night."

Matthews' impressive evening, with career highs in both catches and yards, was so noteworthy that he felt like someone completely different.

"I felt like I was Jeremy Maclin," Matthews joked, with his position-mate listening from a locker away. "At the same time, you have to put (the game) behind you. Like I said, I have a bunch of great guys ahead of me who show me how to be a professional. If you take too much time looking at the stats and drinking the Kool-Aid, you lose your appetite.

"I just try to put it behind me and move forward."

What should Maclin owners make of this? Probably not too much.

It looked as if Sanchez had found a groove in the second quarter. He directed a 91-yard touchdown drive -- relying throughout on Matthews -- that was as smooth as Kelly could have drawn it up. On his next two possessions, though, Sanchez looked less sharp.

He threw incomplete for Maclin on a fourth-and-2 play to end one possession.

Then three consecutive incompletions forced the Eagles to punt from the Carolina 38-yard line. Sanchez had his moments, but left plenty of room for improvement.

And Maclin will be there to help him do just that. ...

All of this talk about the Eagles being NFC contenders will be put to the test next Sunday afternoon at Lambeau Field.

The Green Bay Packers are coming off a complete dismantling of the Chicago Bears. The Eagles will be coming off this performance. The Eagles beat the Packers in Green Bay last season, but that was one of the games Aaron Rodgers missed. Rodgers will be there this time.

The Eagles will need their defense to play as it did against Carolina and the Giants. It will be up to Sanchez to provide the rest.

Other notes of interest ... LeSean McCoy gained just 19 yards on 12 carries against Carolina, but he hit pay dirt with a 1-yard touchdown run in the third quarter. It was McCoy's second touchdown this season, first since Week 2. Last year he totaled 11 touchdowns.

The bad news? McCoy again was not heavily involved in the passing game. He caught one of three targets for minus-2 yards, with one bad drop. ...

Darren Sproles scored the first two touchdowns Monday night. And Sproles says the Panthers made both of those touchdowns easy on him.

Sproles said that during special teams film study last week, everyone agreed that he should be able to score against the Panthers' punt team. Sure enough, he ran 65 yards to the end zone on Monday night.

"During the week, the coaches were telling me I should get one this week," Sproles said, via Philly.com. "Because they leave the middle wide open. So we had a middle return called and it hit."

Sproles also scored an eight-yard touchdown run in the first quarter, and he said that one was easy, too. Sproles was surprised to see he had a clear path to the end zone.

"When I came back to the [left] side, everybody was over to the right," Sproles said. "I'm like, ‘Man, what happened?'"

What happened for the Eagles is that they got a big-time performance from their shortest player. Sproles has a knack for making big plays look easy.

The big plays Monday night were sufficient for Sproles to be named NFC Special Teams Player of the Week.

And finally. ... Celek tweaked an ankle Monday night but the veteran tight end was practicing Wednesday. ... 
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QB: Mark Sanchez, Matt Barkley, Nick Foles 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Darren Sproles, Chris Polk 
WR: Jeremy Maclin, Riley Cooper, Jordan Matthews, Brad Smith, Jeff Maehl, Josh Huff 
TE: Zach Ertz, Brent Celek, James Casey, Trey Burton 
PK: Cody Parkey 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Will Graves, the only thing worse for the Pittsburgh Steelers than talking about their latest baffling setback may be reliving it.

"We're going to look at it and just slap ourselves on the head because there's so much left out there," guard Ramon Foster said. "You can't make excuses for it. We've just got to swallow it up and move on."

The quicker, the better.

All the feel-good mojo generated by a three-game winning streak evaporated in three dismal hours on Sunday in a 20-13 loss to the woeful New York Jets. Somehow, the same team that put up a combined 124 points during victories over Houston, Indianapolis and Baltimore needed a last-minute touchdown just to reach the end zone once against one of the NFL's worst teams.

There were turnovers, blown chip-shot field goals, a nonexistent running game and some curious play calling. There were missed tackles, missed opportunities and another mysterious performance against an also-ran.

Somehow the Steelers (6-4) are 0-2 against the Jets and the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, two teams who are a combined 1-16 against everyone else.

"It's the NFL, if you don't show up ready to play your type of game, you're going to lose," Steelers wide receiver Lance Moore said. "Our last game was a perfect example of that. We're hot. We came in high and mighty and a team came in and played better than us."

It wasn't difficult.

New York, which hadn't led anyone in nearly a month, was up 17-0 at the end of the first quarter as the record-breaking Pittsburgh offense morphed back into the erratic, sputtering version that marked its inconsistent play through September and much of October.

The Steelers gave it away four times, including a fumble and a muffed punt by usually sure-handed wide receiver Antonio Brown. Quarterback Ben Roethlisberger tossed a pair of interceptions, including a mystifying lob over the middle into triple-coverage with Pittsburgh in New York territory early in the third quarter.

"I made a bad throw," Roethlisberger said.

One that dulled some of the brilliance of Roethlisberger's recent play. He passed for 343 yards but was also sacked twice and spent a significant portion of the game under steady pressure.

"We turned the ball over," Roethlisberger said. "If you turn the ball over it will kill you. You have to give them credit. They played well and we didn't play well enough."

Oddly, it was the Jets and not the Steelers who took the field with a sense of urgency. Even trailing by three scores in the fourth quarter, Pittsburgh methodically went about its business, preferring not to hurry things up even as time slipped away.

Maybe they were simply too stunned. New York came in on an eight-game losing streak, many of those losses in which the Jets weren't even competitive. That all changed on a balmy early November afternoon in which the Steelers squandered a chance to move into first place in the packed AFC North.

As the errors piled up, Pittsburgh didn't get frustrated, but the Steelers did start to press. Brown began the day with just one fumble on the season despite more than 80 touches. He gave it up after his right arm was hacked from behind by New York's Muhammad Wilkerson on a quick screen late in the first quarter. Jets safety Jaiquawn Jarrett jumped on it at the Pittsburgh 20. Five plays later New York was up 17 points.

Brown tried to catch a Jets punt on the run late in the first half only to have the ball bounce through his arms. New York recovered but missed a field goal, not that it mattered much in the final outcome.

"Trying to get us going, get a spark in the game," Brown said. "Got to make smarter decisions."

So do his teammates. Pittsburgh knows it must find a way to close out beatable opponents beginning Monday night at Tennessee (2-7).

"We've got to find a way to get it done," Brown said. "Can't get complacent. Got to buy into the details and detail work. We don't carry luggage. When the week is over, we singularly focus on the week in front of us. We just didn't get it done. We've got to be better. ..."

The good news is they've been better. We all know what they're capable of. High-end fantasy production should be the norm and games like Sunday the exception.

As SI.com's Peter King pointed out, Brown lost two fumbles in his previous four-and-a-half NFL seasons. So the two on Sunday were the exception. And as Pro Football Focus noted, based on stats alone, you would have expected more of the same quality play from Brown. Eight catches on nine targets for 74 yards.

It's only when you factor in the two game-changing blunders that things look different. Brown's fumbled screen pass and muffed punt cost the Steelers two first half possessions and gave the Jets two effortless scoring opportunities.

PFF went on to explain that Roethlisberger wasn't blameless in the Steelers offensive implosion Sunday, but to say it was a bad game for Roethlisberger is unfair. He was accurate on 33 of his 41 targeted passes and went a perfect 8-8 for 115 yards and a touchdown when facing pressure.

The 13 points sticks out, though, and Roethlisberger's forced interception on the first drive of the second half was easily his worst pass since the Browns game.

That said, Roethlisberger's 82.5 percent accuracy over the last three games is the highest in the NFL. Roethlisberger had thrown an NFL-record 12 touchdown passes in the Steelers' previous two games.

"We just need to roll our sleeves up and get back to work," head coach Mike Tomlin said. "Not only (Roethlisberger) but our football team. I trust that they will do that."

Other notes of interest. ... Rookie wide receiver Martavis Bryant caught four passes for 143 yards and a touchdown.

Bryant's 80-yard scoring catch gave the Steelers a chance to tie the score at the end of the game.

It was Bryant's sixth touchdown pass in the past four games, the only ones he's played in his rookie season. His six touchdowns are second to Brown's eight on the team.

Le'Veon Bell set a Steelers record for a halfback with 55 pass receptions this season. John L. Williams held the record of 51 in 1994.

Shaun Suisham was looking good after kicking a 53-yard field goal at the end of the first half. But he missed a 23-yard chip shot in the beginning of the fourth quarter when the Steelers desperately needed points.

Tomlin announced on Tuesday that safety Troy Polamalu (knee), linebacker Ryan Shazier (knee) and cornerback Ike Taylor (forearm) won't play Monday night at Tennessee. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, LeGarrette Blount, Dri Archer 
FB: Will Johnson 
WR: Antonio Brown, Markus Wheaton, Martavis Bryant, Lance Moore, Darrius Heyward-Bey, Justin Brown 
TE: Heath Miller, Matt Spaeth, Michael Palmer 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
As the Sports Xchange notes, things started out strikingly good for Austin Davis after he took over for Shaun Hill at halftime of the season opener.

In his first three starts, the Rams defeated Tampa Bay when Davis led the team on a game-winning field-goal drive. In the next two games, the Rams lost to Dallas and Philadelphia, but scored 59 points and gained 448 and 466 yards.

Since then, Davis has faced the reality of the NFL when going against good defenses. In the next five games, the offense's high-water mark was 309 yards in a Monday night loss to San Francisco. Following that game, the total yards have been 272 against Seattle, 200 against Kansas City, 193 against the 49ers and 244 in Sunday's 31-17 loss to Arizona. The average yards per play in the last three games has been 3.9, 3.7 and 4.2.

The loss of wide receiver Brian Quick for the season has been a factor, but Davis has struggled against the pass rush and has made mistakes that have either prevented key plays from happening or had turnovers result in touchdowns for the opponent.

Sunday, there was an interception return and sack/fumble return for scores in the fourth quarter that saw a 17-14 Cardinals lead become 31-17. Prior to the first pick-six, Davis badly underthrew wide receiver Chris Givens for what might have been a touchdown, but instead it was another interception.

The Rams lead the NFL with eight return touchdowns against, while the team with the next most, Jacksonville, has just five. No other team in the league has more than three. Davis has accounted for six of the eight with four interceptions and two sack/fumbles. The other two were on special teams. All of the return scores have been in the team's six losses, with at least one in each game. Most unfortunate is that all four of the interceptions and one sack/fumble have occurred in the fourth quarter.

Overall, six of Davis' nine interceptions have come in the final quarter.

Given all that, it shouldn't come as a huge surprise that head coach Jeff Fisher, who up until Wednesday morning insisted he wasn't making a change at quarterback, made a change at quarterback.

The Rams have announced that Shaun Hill will start at quarterback this week against the Denver Broncos, replacing Davis after eight consecutive starts. Hill started the season opener before injuring his thigh. While he was ready to play by Week 3, Fisher continued to roll with Davis because the second-year pro was playing so well.

As NFL.com's Gregg Rosenthal suggests, it's hard to blame Fisher for the about face.

Davis played very well early in the season, and it makes sense the team rolled with him. He looks like a fine long-term backup, but not a great option to be the team's starter next season. Hill was signed in St. Louis because he's done well when he's played in his career, and the Rams have a roster ready to win.

The Rams' defense has played very well lately and they will get Chris Long back into the mix soon. They have already defeated Seattle and San Francisco before leading last week in the fourth quarter in Arizona.

"In short," Rosenthal wrote, "If Hill plays well, this is not a team you want on the schedule down the stretch. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Tre Mason had a 16-yard run, but his other 13 attempts totaled just 32 yards. Benny Cunningham had four rushes for 12 yards and a touchdown. Zac Stacy was again not part of the offense.

Stacy, who did not play the week before, had no offensive snaps Sunday, but was on the field for six special teams plays.

Quick, who suffered a serious shoulder injury against Kansas City in Week 8, recently had extensive surgery, according to Fisher.

"He did just about everything you possibly can to the shoulder," Fisher said. "You talk about rotator cuff, labrum, biceps tendon, just everything. It was a successful surgery, a successful procedure, but he's going to be immobilized for quite some time."

Fisher also said, "I encouraged Brian to come out to practice. It's going to be probably another week or two before he comes out. There was significant damage to his shoulder. However, he will recover 100 percent, but it's going to be a slow process. It's going to be a training camp thing." 
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QB: Shaun Hill, Austin Davis 
RB: Tre Mason, Benny Cunningham, Zac Stacy, Chase Reynolds, Trey Watts 
WR: Kenny Britt, Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey, Chris Givens 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Alex Bayer, Justice Cunningham 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
The Chargers returned to work Monday after their bye week, saying they're still confident despite a three-game losing streak that's put them in a perilous spot in the playoff picture.

The Chargers (5-4) host the winless Oakland Raiders on Sunday. Despite the Raiders (0-9) being on a 15-game losing streak, they almost beat the Chargers in Oakland on Oct. 12.

That was San Diego's last victory, before it lost at home to Kansas City, at Denver and then was routed 37-0 at Miami.

"I think normally if it was a non-divisional game you might view it a little different," outside linebacker Jarret Johnson said about facing Oakland. "But this is the Raiders. We know how talented they are, we know how hard they play and if you take them for granted, if you look at them just for the record, you're a fool."

The Chargers stumbled around in the first game against the Raiders, allowing rookie Derek Carr to throw four touchdown passes, before coming up with big plays in the fourth quarter to win 31-28.

Rookie Branden Oliver scored on a 1-yard run to put the Chargers ahead by three with 1:56 left and rookie cornerback Jason Verrett made a leaping interception with 1:13 left to clinch the win.

Since then the Chargers have had trouble running the ball, protecting Philip Rivers and mounting a pass rush.

Against Miami, they had trouble doing pretty much everything.

The losing streak is "in the past but it's also kind of right there on your mind," wide receiver Eddie Royal said. "As a competitor you just hate losing and you know that feeling and you never want to have it again. So that kind of motivates you to come out and work that much harder, study a little bit more film, just so you don't have that feeling again."

Center Rich Ohrnberger said the key to protecting Rivers better is to "block them forever, a tick longer where you're holding up and you're a little stouter, because we've got one of the best in the game right behind and if you give him time he's going to hurt the opponent."

The Chargers are expected to get back running back Ryan Mathews, who missed the last seven games with a knee injury.

Ohrnberger said the struggles in the running game have been due to the offensive line, not the running backs who've replaced Mathews.

"I don't think it's by any fault of the guys who stepped in there. I think they did a great job," Ohrnberger said. "If anything, I'll point the blame directly on me and the rest of the offensive line. We should have been doing a better job, we can do a better job."

But head coach Mike McCoy cautioned that everyone around them has to play better.

"You're definitely excited but those two guys aren't going to change everything we do," McCoy said. "The other 10 guys on the field have got to play better with him. Ryan Mathews does not guarantee 200 yards rushing. We ran the ball fairly well with No. 43 (Oliver) back there plenty of times. So we won five games without these guys. It's not just a couple guys coming back that all of a sudden you're winning a football game.

"All 46 have got to play better, we've got to coach better. It's great to have those guys back when they get back out there, without a doubt. I'm not complaining about that at all."

The rushing attack, however, shouldn't be underestimated either.

Promoted as a three-headed monster before the season started, the running back trio of Mathews, Danny Woodhead and Donald Brown never developed into the dynamic rushing attack the San Diego Chargers hoped for.

Combined, the trio has 258 yards this season through nine games. When the Chargers were successful in 2013, they achieved balance on offense. San Diego finished 9-2 last season when rushing for at least 112 yards.

This year, the Chargers averaged 101 yards a contest in five wins and 58 yards per game in four losses. Quarterback Philip Rivers needs the run game clicking so that defensive fronts cannot just pin their ears back and rush the passer without having to worry about defending the run.

"I feel good," Mathews said after practice last week. "My legs feel good. My body feels good. I feel fast."

But ESPN.com's Eric Williams advised readers not to expect Mathews to show up and carry the ball 30 times. He still has to get into game shape and the flow of the game, so expect McCoy to ease him into the game if he plays against the Raiders.

While San Diego might limit how much Mathews carries the ball next week, we can look to the second half of 2013 as how effective the Chargers can be on offense with the Fresno State product healthy.

Mathews rushed for at least 99 yards in five of the final eight regular-season games last year. San Diego finished 5-3 in those contests. Feeding Mathews could be the key for McCoy getting San Diego's offense on track.

But Williams believes the Chargers also need to create more explosive runs. San Diego has just three rushing plays of 20-plus yards, which is tied for No. 24 in the NFL. According to ESPN Stats & Information, the Chargers have 36 rushes for negative yards this season, which is tied for fifth worst in the league.

But the No. 1 priority for San Diego is better execution on bread-and-butter run plays.

And that means the offensive line has to stay on its blocks longer, the running backs have to do a better job of reading where the openings are going to be and quarterback Philip Rivers has to keep the offense on schedule so the Chargers can stay in more manageable down and distance situations. Doing those things should give the Chargers more balance on offense.

As Pro Football Focus' Mike Clay noted as the Chargers went into their bye last week, the Chargers had called a pass a league-high 80 percent of the time when within five yards of the opponent's end zone. Clay added this makes sense with Mathews out of action for a majority of the first half of the season.

It'll be interesting to see if that changes with Mathews back. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange notes, Rivers has stumbled a bit of late but the body of work is sensational.

Rivers set an NFL mark with a passer rating of 120 in five consecutive games as the Chargers continue to lean on him as much as possible. He has 20 touchdowns against eight interceptions, with three coming in the shutout in Miami.

Royal is having a solid year and he's helped take up the slack for the injured Woodhead on third downs. The ageless Antonio Gates is just that as he's among the NFL leaders with nine touchdown catches. Keenan Allen is productive, he's just not scoring one touchdown.

The pass-blocking has been adequate, although against the speed rushers the tackles still have issues.

Rivers is keen at extending plays by stepping up in the pocket, and he's been exceptional on that count this season. ...

On the injury front. ... Outside linebacker Melvin Ingram (hip) will practice this week. Inside linebacker Manti Te'o (foot) could begin practicing on Wednesday. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Ryan Mathews, Branden Oliver, Donald Brown, Ronnie Brown 
WR: Keenan Allen, Malcom Floyd, Eddie Royal, Seyi Ajirotutu, Dontrelle Inman 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips, David Johnson 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
As ESPN.com's Paul Gutierrez noted this week, it is no secret the San Francisco 49ers have more success when they feed the ball to workhorse running back Frank Gore, as they did early and often in their eventual 27-24 overtime victory over the New Orleans Saints on Sunday.

The question, then, is why does it take the Niners so long to figure this out?

"Today was a must win," said Gore, who had 57 of his 81 rushing yards in the first half, including a 4-yard rushing touchdown that was his first score on the ground since Week 2. He had 23 carries.

"The way we played, with me running the ball a lot, showed that's the way we can rush the ball. As long as we can establish the running game and stay on the field, we'll be fine."

The 49ers' 144 rushing yards were a season high on the road.

And, per ESPN Stats & Information, the Niners' 5.4 rush efficiency marked the first time this season they had a positive rating. They are 20-3-1 (.854) under head coach Jim Harbaugh when they post a positive rush efficiency (the NFL average is a .509 winning percentage in such situations), 21-12 (.636) when the rush offense has a negative efficiency (the NFL average then is a .492 winning percentage).

"Our mindset was, 'We've got to win,'" said quarterback Colin Kaepernick. "And to do that we had to get the running game going. Our offensive line was doing great blocking and they were running great and we just stuck with it."

The 49ers' record improved to 38-7-1 when Gore has at least 20 carries in a game. Gore also eclipsed Eddie George and Tiki Barber for 24th on the NFL's all-time rushing list with 10,520 career yards. Thomas Jones (10,591 yards) and Jamal Lewis (10,607) are next on the list.

This week the 49ers travel to the Meadowlands to take on the New York Giants, who just let Seattle run rampant over them.

So Gore -- and his fantasy owners -- are happy.

But not everybody in San Francisco is as pleased with their role.

Michael Crabtree may have come through in the clutch for the 49ers on Sunday, but he certainly wasn't happy about it.

According to the San Jose Mercury News, Crabtree, while being asked about his 51-yard reception on a crucial fourth down, brought up the fact that he was only being used on certain downs.

"Third down. I'm a third-down receiver," Crabtree said. "I mean, I'm like the third option. So I come in and I do my job."

When reminded that his catch was on a fourth down, Crabtree continued to hint that he only wanted to talk about his disapproval with playing time (on average over the past two weeks, Crabtree has been involved on 68 percent of the offensive snaps).

"I guess when they need me, you know, I guess that's when I play," he said.

Jim Harbaugh, who was also depicted as a subject of Crabtree's frustration, apparently attempted to flip the script and blame the reporters for asking Crabtree about his lack of playing time when they should have been asking him about his great catch.

The article in the Mercury News, though, disproves that theory.

This is not the first time Harbaugh has dealt with an unhappy weapon in his locker room. Crabtree is arguably his best receiver and, amid a late push to make the playoffs, is going out of his way to express his disapproval.

Is this further evidence that Harbaugh is losing his locker room? Or, is it just another issue in San Francisco that can buried under the rug with a few victories?

Assume the latter until further notice. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to Pro Football Focus, Sunday was a fine game from Kaepernick based on his passing, with just a smattering of run plays and improvisation thrown in. He would have put up even better numbers but for some big drops by his receivers.

Speaking of dropped passes. ...Anquan Boldin led the 49ers with six catches for 95 yards and a 15-yard touchdown reception against the Saints.

But that only tells part of the story.

Boldin had four dropped passes in the second half, equaling his total number of drops from the 2013 season and, per ESPN Stats & Info, became the third NFL player with four drops in a half since 2006, joining Warrick Dunn in Week 14 of the 2008 season and Brandon Marshall in Week 9 in 2007.

Boldin is the first player with four drops in a game since New England's Aaron Dobson in Week 2 last season.

"I thought the first part of the game we did what we wanted to," Boldin said. "We established the running game and we went out and made plays. In the second half, we didn't make as many plays, but we obviously did enough to get the win."

Boldin, who entered the game with one drop this season, cost Kaepernick dearly in his completion percentage. Because after going 5-for-7 for 86 yards with a TD targeting Boldin in the first half, Kaepernick was just 1-7 for 9 yards throwing the ball to Boldin after halftime.

There was a positive highlight, though, for Boldin, who went over 600 receiving yards for the season. He joined Jerry Rice as the only two pass-catchers in NFL history to get at least 600 yards receiving in each of his first 12 seasons. ...

While he's dealt with knee, ankle and back injuries this season, Gutierrez believes Vernon Davis just does not appear to be the same player or, many critics charge, giving the same effort. Davis was targeted four times and had one catch for 8 yards. In the third quarter, he got open deep but appeared to make only a lackluster effort at catching the ball, which fell for an incompletion.

Rookie kick returner Bruce Ellington, a fourth-round draft pick injured his ankle returning a punt when tackled by Vinnie Sunseri.

Perrish Cox replaced Ellington on punt return duties while Carlos Hyde replaced him on kickoff return. Ellington is considered day-to-day this week. ...

The injury new got worse on Tuesday, shortly after reports on Tuesday indicated that linebacker Patrick Willis would need season-ending toe surgery, the 49ers announced

As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper notes, the 49ers have gotten used to life without Willis in the last two weeks and they've learned that rookie Chris Borland is ready to play at the NFL level in the process. As well as Borland has played, it's hard to imagine that the 49ers won't miss a player with Willis's as they try to make it back into the playoffs over the final seven weeks of the regular season.

Borland has been lining up next to Michael Wilhoite at inside linebacker and it looks like that will continue to be the case for at least a while longer with NaVorro Bowman still experiencing pain in his surgically repaired knee.

On a more positive note. ... Aldon Smith has been reinstated after a nine-game suspension. He now can begin practicing with the 49ers and make his season debut Sunday against the host New York Giants. "My body feels good and I'm ready to go," Smith said in his first media session since the 49ers season began.

The 49ers also announced that they have signed running back Alfonso Smith. Smith played 42 games with the Cardinals over the last three seasons and was with the Niners during training camp. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Blaine Gabbert, Josh Johnson 
RB: Frank Gore, Carlos Hyde, Alfonso Smith 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Anquan Boldin, Brandon Lloyd, Steve Johnson, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Derek Carrier 
PK: Phil Dawson 
=========================

=========================
SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As ESPN.com's Terry Blount put it: "When in doubt, run."

Blount went on to note the Seahawks and quarterback Russell Wilson had their problems again throwing the football, but when you rush for a franchise record 350 yards, it doesn't matter.

Trailing by three points at the half despite rushing for 149 yards in the first two quarters, the Seahawks kept pounding away on the ground and ran through the New York Giants in a 38-17 victory.

Marshawn Lynch was the star again, rushing for 140 yards on 21 carries and posting a career-best four rushing touchdowns.

"He's having an MVP performance," Wilson said of Lynch. "That's what you want from your best player. He's playing his best football."

True enough, but it didn't matter who carried the ball with the Seahawks averaging 7.8 yards per carry.

Wilson had his third 100-yard rushing game of the season (107 on 14 carries). According to Elias, Wilson joins Michael Vick (2004, 2006) as the only quarterbacks to have three 100-yard rushing games in a season since the 1970 merger.

Second-year running back Christine Michael rushed for 71 yards on only four carries, easily his best day as a pro. Backup running back Robert Turbin had 32 yards on six carries

"Any time you break a record in this league, you know how hard it is to do," Turbin said of the team rushing mark. "It's definitely a humbling honor to do something like that."

Sunday marked the third time in franchise history the Seahawks have rushed for more than 300 yards. The previous record was 320 against Houston in 2005.

This game was the most rushing yards for any NFL team since Week 16 of 2012, when the Kansas City Chiefs rushed for 352 against Indianapolis Colts. The Seahawks would have tied that mark if not for two kneel downs by Wilson to run out the clock.

"This is the kind of game every offensive lineman dreams about," Seahawks left tackle Russell Okung said.

The much-maligned Seattle offensive line, beset with injuries all season, was blowing open holes Sunday with center Max Unger and Okung returning to the starting lineup.

"They line up and just hit you right in the mouth," Giants cornerback Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie said of the Seahawks. "That hurts. They are more physical and they just want it more. It's very disappointing."

The numbers tell the story of this game. The Seahawks had a 4-yard average after contact per rush, the most by any team in a game this season. Lynch gained 75 rush yards after contact Sunday, the fifth player with at least 75 YAC in a game this season.

According to Pro Football Focus, he forced 11 tacklers to miss.

Lynch also gained at least 10 yards on six rushes, the fifth player this season to have six rushes of at least 10 yards in a game.

And the Giants looked like they never had seen a zone read or a Wilson bootleg. Seattle had 111 yards on zone-read rushes, fifth-most in a game this season and Seattle's most in a game since Week 17 of 2012 (116 yards vs. the Rams).

In the end, the Seahawks had a rushing day to remember.

"That's our style," Seattle guard J.R. Sweezy said. "We had an attitude of getting after it today and we did."

As SI.com's Peter King put it, "Whether Lynch is around in 2015 is unimportant right now; he'll be the focus of the Seahawks offense down the stretch this season."

Fantasy owners can count on it.

Next up, the Seahawks travel to play the Chiefs at Arrowhead Stadium. Seattle lost the previous two meetings against the Chiefs, but has played Kansas City only once in the Pete Carroll era. The Chiefs won at CenturyLink Field 42-22 in 2010, Carroll's first year. The Seahawks lost 35-28 the last time they played in K.C. in 2006.

Other notes of interest. ... Once again, Wilson faces a team with a Super-Bowl winning quarterback, a situation where Wilson is undefeated.

New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning is a two-time Super Bowl MVP, but he will need to do something that's never been done in order to win Sunday at CenturyLink Field.

The Seahawks are 8-0 against Super Bowl winning quarterbacks since drafting Wilson in 2012. Manning was one of those quarterbacks last season when the Seahawks defeated the Giants 23-0 at MetLife Stadium. Wilson is 3-0 against the Manning family, defeating Peyton Manning and the Denver Broncos in the Super Bowl and earlier this season in Seattle.

Wilson also is 2-0 versus Aaron Rodgers and the Green Bay Packers, 2-0 against Drew Brees and the New Orleans Saints, and 1-0 versus Tom Brady and the New England Patriots.

Luke Willson is likely out with a sprained ankle, though the team said he has recovered quickly from a similar injury before and hopes maybe he can make it back this week. Cooper Helfet and Tony Moeaki will fill in with starter Zach Miller, who recently underwent ankle surgery, being placed on IR Wednesday.

The Seahawks placed nose tackle Brandon Mebane on season-ending injured reserve Tuesday, as expected, after learning he has a torn hamstring. The team re-signed rookie tight end RaShaun Allen to replace Mebane on the 53-man roster. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Robert Turbin 
WR: Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Paul Richardson, Ricardo Lockette, Kevin Norwood, Bryan Walters 
TE: Cooper Helfet, Tony Moeaki, ReShaun Allen, Luke Willson 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
As the Sports Xchange noted this week, the Buccaneers are an emotional team with wild mood swings. From quarterback Josh McCown shedding tears following the team's 27-17 loss to the Atlanta Falcons on Sunday to Austin Seferian-Jenkins' Captain Morgan-like touchdown celebration that led to a 15-yard penalty to set up the Falcons' game-winning touchdown drive.

But nobody can escape the somber 1-8 record under head coach Lovie Smith or the five blown leads in the fourth quarter this season, the most in the NFL.

"One and eight," McCown said. "One and eight and, uh, one and eight. You want to give your teammates and the coaches and the fans and your family and everybody here better than that. It just hurts. It hurts."

Making his first start since injuring his right thumb against the Falcons in Week 3, McCown passed for 301 yards and two touchdowns before throwing two late interceptions Sunday.

"It doesn't matter (how I played). We lost," McCown said. "We lost. As a quarterback, it starts with me. I've got to be better. It's disappointing. This game, man, you go and prepare with guys every week, and coaches, and they grind you. Everybody puts their time in and works so hard. You lay it out there for each other, and when you walk off and come up short week in and week out, it hurts. That's what hurts.

"And you realize the fans, they come to this game, and whatever else is going on in their life, they want to come be in this stadium to watch us win football games and bring them joy. So all of that. ... Man, to not be able to do that, to not be able to give that to ourselves, our teammates, our coaches, our fans, it just hurts. It just hurts man."

The Bucs hurt themselves with penalties Sunday as they were flagged 10 times for 79 yards. Three of those infractions came on third downs defensively that resulted in first downs for the Falcons.

None were bigger than when Bucs cornerback Johnthan Banks was called for illegal contact on third-and-6 at the Tampa Bay 16-yard line and the Bucs clinging to a one-point lead. Two plays later, Ryan hit wide receiver Roddy White for the go-ahead touchdown.

No penalty was more ridiculous than after Seferian-Jenkins' touchdown reception, he stood on the football and posed with his arms folded, drawing a 15-yard penalty for unsportsmanlike contact because of an illegal celebration.

Seferian-Jenkins, who dropped a pass and had holding and false start penalties in the game Sunday, said he didn't know you can't use the ball as a prop, according to NFL rules.

On Monday, he posted an Instagram picture of the illegal celebration, saying 'everybody has a little Captain in them. #Itsabuclife.' He was confronted by Smith, who ordered Seferian-Jenkins to take down the post.

The Bucs were awful on third down defensively Sunday. The Falcons drew a first-down penalty on third-and-15, converted third-and-12, third-and-10 and third-and-7 with Ryan passes to Julio Jones. Falcons quarterback Matt Ryan was 6-for-9 for 98 yards on third down, including four third-down conversions on passes to Julio Jones.

"You've got to convert on those situations, especially some of the third-and-longs we had," Smith said. "We had our opportunities. And it doesn't matter whether it's a penalty. It's the same whether it's a penalty or just bad play. When you let an offense convert whatever way, you're keeping a drive going. In a game like that yesterday, many practices, many days ago, we talked about what we needed to do defensively to be a good defense. Part of that is being one of the best third down defenses around. There's a lot that goes into that.

"That along with other things, we're not there yet. We've got to do a better job with it."

Their next chance will by Sunday, when they take on the Redskins in Washington. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Mike Evans, who had 125 yards and a score, continues to gain momentum. He has 5 touchdown catches. The only Bucs rookies with more were Mike Williams (11 in 2010) and Michael Clayton (seven in 2004).

He's now tallied career highs in receiving yards each of the past three weeks, growing as his rookie season rolls on.

After watching Sunday's games. SI.com's Peter King wrote: "Anquan Boldin: best physical receiver in football.

"Mike Evans: heir to best physical receiver in football. ..."

Rookie Charles Sims made his NFL debut after missing the first eight games of the season with an ankle injury. Sims was used sparingly behind starter Bobby Rainey. Sims had eight carries for 23 yards and caught two passes for 17 yards. More importantly, Sims lost a third-quarter fumble that put a stop to what was shaping up to be a nice Tampa Bay drive.

According to ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas, Sims is going to have to prove to the coaching staff that he can hold on to the ball before he gets more playing time. Tampa Bay Times staffer Greg Auman's role to "gradually increase."

Fantasy owners who made a speculative investment in Sims could still get a payoff when it counts the most. ...

Doug Martin missed practice Wednesday as he continues to recover from an ankle injury. Martin could miss his third-straight game Sunday at Washington.

McCown suffered a back injury in Sunday's game against the Falcons, but it's not severe enough to keep him from starting next week at Washington. ...

And finally. ... According to ESPN's Adam Schefter, at last Tuesday's trade deadline, Tampa Bay opted to keep Martin and receiver Vincent Jackson. But their statuses will be revisited after this season.

Multiple people around the league told Schefter that Tampa Bay still will be open to listening to trade offers for Martin after this season, and though no trade was worked out last week, one could develop this offseason.

Jackson also could be shopped this offseason. The circumstances are ripe for it. Jackson is not expected to be willing to take a pay cut from Tampa Bay after this season, setting up a situation like the one Darrelle Revis went through with the Buccaneers last offseason, when the team finally released him since no team was willing to trade for him and his contract. 
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QB: Mike Glennon, Josh McCown, 
RB: Bobby Rainey, Charles Sims, Doug Martin, Mike James 
RB: Jorvorskie Lane 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Evans, Louis Murphy, Robert Herron, Russell Shephard, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Austin Seferian-Jenkins, Brandon Myers, Luke Stocker 
PK: Patrick Murray 
=========================

=========================
TENNESSEE TITANS
As Associated Press sports writer Teresa M. Walker framed it this week: "The Tennessee Titans keep finding new ways to stop themselves in a woeful season close to slipping away."

The Titans blew a chance for a big lead at Baltimore when Shonn Greene fumbled at the goal line on the opening drive, and they lost 21-7.

They have lost seven of eight with Pittsburgh (6-4) coming to town for a Monday night game.

At 2-7, the 4-12 mark in 2005 as this franchise's worst record in Tennessee seems more realistic with each loss.

Nobody is happy, and head coach Ken Whisenhunt said Monday they all feel sick about the record.

"We all understand what this business is and what expectations are and that we haven't done what we have wanted to do from that standpoint, and we're going to work to do better," Whisenhunt said.

After having officials at practice last week, the Titans cleaned up some issues such as hands to the face and holding penalties that had plagued the offense. But the offense still had five penalties in Baltimore with special teams getting flagged four times as well. That's why Whisenhunt said officials will be back this week.

Worse, the Titans must wait for tight end Delanie Walker to be cleared from the concussion that knocked him out late in the second quarter against the Ravens. He's the only tight end that has been with the Titans all season long because of injuries.

Walker was not practicing Wednesday.

The Titans were tied at 7-7 when Walker was hit near midfield after a catch by Ravens safety Terrence Brooks. Walker appeared to be knocked out, and teammate Kendall Wright recovered the ball. Officials ruled the pass incomplete, and Titans running back Leon Washington wound up flagged for head-butting one of the Ravens.

Instead of the ball near midfield with 2:16 left before halftime, the Titans punted.

"We didn't respond to that very well, so that's something we have to get better at," Whisenhunt said.

Whisenhunt also said he thought Brooks should have been flagged for using the crown of his helmet when hitting Walker, especially with that type of play being a point of emphasis by the NFL. Walker was carted to the locker room, and Whisenhunt said Monday the tight end must clear the concussion protocol before he can return.

Coming off their bye, the Titans went from holding the ball for 12 minutes, 50 seconds of the first quarter and taking a 7-0 lead to little offense afterward. They had seven three-play drives and ran no more than five plays in a possession after the first quarter.

It was rookie quarterback Zach Mettenberger's first start on the road, and he connected on 8 of his first 11 passes with a touchdown. He was sacked five times and was 16 of 27 for 179 yards with a touchdown and an interception.

As a result, the Titans rank 31st in points per game having scored the fewest through nine games with 144 points just shy of the winless Raiders (146).

Jacksonville has scored 158 with an extra game. Tennessee also ranks 31st in total yards and first downs per game and remain last in the league in third-down efficiency after failing to convert the final eight chances in Baltimore.

It was only Mettenberger's second start, and he has lots of rookie company. The Titans also started top draft pick Taylor Lewan at left tackle and Bishop Sankey at running back -- the first trio to start a game for this franchise since the 1970 NFL-AFL merger. MO< Eight of the Titans' 14 draft picks over the past two years started in Baltimore

"I think it can be a positive for our team in the future absolutely," Lewan said. ...

If it all goes well. ...

As Pro Football Focus put it, "As the season for the Titans dwindles into a flickering light, the Titans are looking to see what if anything they have in Mettenberger as their starting quarterback for the future."

PFF went on to suggest that right now the results have not looked good, especially with passes that have traveled over ten yards, he has completed 12 passes on 30 attempts for 241 yards and 3 interceptions.

Against the Ravens he only attempt one pass over 20 yards (called back for offensive pass interference) this might be due to the play calling or he might be becoming a little hesitant to go deep on teams. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky, Greene and Whisenhunt said the running back played a couple snaps after his goal-line fumble killed the Titans' game-opening drive.

His presence certainly wasn't substantial, even as Whisenhunt said this week Greene would get more chances the more the Titans played in their base personnel. We certainly saw the most we have of fullback Jackie Battle in some time, but we hardly saw Greene.

Greene got three carries at the end of the Titans' 15-play, 79-yard march to open the game. He didn't touch the ball after that.

No one would have blamed Whisenhunt if he did pull Greene after the turnover.

"I thought I did [score]," Greene said. "But I wasn't sure, so I just tried to keep pushing, and that's when I started turning and stuff. I can't put the ball out there for the refs to make that decision, so that's on me."

Meanwhile, Whisenhunt said Washington will continue handling most third downs, while Sankey will keep playing on first and second down.

"I think Bishop will still get a chance to catch passes and protect on first and second down, as well as he did in the red zone, which got us down to the 2-yard line," Whisenhunt said."But one of the things you try to be consistent with is the protection and working together on things on third down. Leon's gotten most of those reps and has done a very good job of understanding it. Because a lot of times when you play a team that is giving you a bunch of different blitzes, like that team would, having a guy that understands that and can do it is important.

"Now Bishop's got to be prepared, because obviously with an injury he goes in there. He does work at it. But you also don't want to give Bishop every snap."

According to the ESPN.com, Washington has played 75 of the team's 107 third downs. Dexter McCluster has played 22, Sankey six, Greene three and Battle three.

Whisenhunt said McCluster has a knee bruise with swelling that forced him to the sideline. He didn't practice Wednesday and is considered day to day this week. 
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QB: Zach Mettenberger, Jake Locker, Charlie Whitehurst 
RB: Bishop Sankey, Leon Washington, Shonn Greene, Dexter McCluster, Antonio Andrews 
FB: Jackie Battle 
WR: Kendall Wright, Justin Hunter, Nate Washington, Derek Hagan, Kris Durham 
TE: Delanie Walker, Chase Coffman, Richard Gordon, Brett Brackett 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Joseph White, DeSean Jackson sensed that perhaps not all of his teammates were supportive of Robert Griffin III.

Jackson also felt that the team could use some more vocal leaders.

So last week, before the team broke for the bye, the talented but usually quiet veteran receiver raised some eyebrows when he stood up at the end of a full team meeting in the Redskins Park auditorium. Jackson made a quick speech stressing that everyone needs to unite behind the coaches' decision and support the quarterback.

"It was very surprising," tight end Niles Paul said, "because he's one of those I-lead-by-example type of guys, doesn't really speak up that much. So to see him get up there and kind of address the situation and kind of end the situation, it was very impactful on this team."

Jackson and his teammates talked about the moment as they returned Monday from their five-day bye break. Jackson spoke of how hard it can be to win if "everybody's not on one page" and why he felt the need to step out of character.

"Never really been a vocal guy to yell at another player or get on another player, that just wasn't me," Jackson said. "Now I'm in my seventh year in the NFL, so I've been through a lot and I understand how things can be portrayed and. ... RG3 being a quarterback and what he's been through in his career. So far as far as myself, I just wanted to stand up and let him know that I'm supporting him, and hopefully everybody else can support the situation as well."

Jackson brought to a head two distinct but interwoven issues as the Redskins (3-6) try to salvage their season: the decision to restore Griffin as the starting QB, and the debate over whether there is a leadership void in the locker room.

Griffin, healthy after missing six games with a dislocated ankle, got the call for the pre-bye Minnesota Vikings game over Colt McCoy, who had led back-to-back victories. Griffin played OK, but had two bad throws at crucial times and took too many sacks in the 29-26 loss.

Players said Monday that the team has always had Griffin's back. Yet Jackson obviously felt there was a fire that needed to be put out -- and that no one else was going to do it.

"I think it's a good situation for us, for a guy like that who's established to step up. ... We need guys to speak up," fullback Darrel Young said. "No one's really spoken up. Everyone's just kind of said it here and there."

Although he's in his first season in Washington, Jackson has quickly earned respect by producing on the field. He has 781 yards receiving through nine games in which the Redskins have shuffled through three quarterbacks.

In past years, his speech might have been delivered by longtime captain London Fletcher, who retired at the end of last season. There are no Fletcher-types on the current roster who have been both healthy and productive throughout the season.

"DeSean doesn't say a whole lot. He usually sits there with his hood on," head coach Jay Gruden said. "But it's good. He's starting to open up a little bit. People have a lot of respect for him as a football player, obviously, for what he does when the lights are on, but now that he's starting to be a little more vocal behind the scenes, it's good to see."

Asked if there was enough leadership on the team, Jackson said: "I wish I could say there was a lot more. I wouldn't say (it's) lax. But, you know, to be a leader in the NFL, that comes with a lot. You just can't wake up one morning and just expect to be a leader."

Jackson also said he had a message specifically for Griffin.

"It's understandable for him sometimes to have a lot on himself to try to go out there and do little more than what he's asked to do, but in reality we just need him to be himself," Jackson said. "You can't have the world on your shoulders."

Still, as ESPN.com's John Keim suggested, despite Jackson standing up for his QB, it's hard to imagine the wideout morphing into a team leader. It's not his personality and that's OK; that's not why Washington signed him.

"The Redskins would be happy with a just-doing-your-job approach for as long as Jackson is in Washington," Keim wrote. "If he feels the urge to say something once in a while, that's fine. It came across well last week."

But Keim believes the Redskins still need a player, or two, to be a strong leader.

But they also need some wins.

"If we win, there's no talk about leadership," Young said. "End of conversation. You win games, there's no talk about the locker room or no talk about what guys are doing and what needs to be fixed or who needs to be replaced. There's none of that. You eliminate all the noise and the distractions that come with football. Wins and losses. That's what you're judged on at the end of the day."

Had the Redskins won in Minnesota, and held onto a late lead, then the discussion this week would be on a chance to reach .500 and whether they could then contend for the playoffs. Instead, no one makes a play late in the game, especially on defense, and the talk centers around leadership.

They didn't lose that game because they lacked leaders. They lost it because they didn't have anyone make a play when needed.

But when you're 3-6, and trying to establish a program, you need to have players who can help guide you through turbulent times, keeping players focused and heading off issues. As Keim summed up: "They have a lot of good lieutenants. They need a general. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Alfred Morris ran for more yards than any back except Adrian Peterson the past two seasons. This year hasn't been as productive for Morris although Gruden retained predecessor Mike Shanahan's running game.

However, Morris' last six quarters were his best of the season so perhaps he has turned a corner while gaining 605 yards so far on a 4.0-yard per-carry average and scoring six times. Helu has averaged 5.1 per carry on 33 attempts.

Morris needs just 19 yards Sunday against Tampa Bay to pass Hall of Famer Cliff Battles (1932-37) for seventh place on Washington's career rushing list.

According to Pro Football Focus' Mike Clay, after seeing at least 22 percent of Washington's targets in three consecutive games, Jordan Reed managed only one target in Griffin's first game back from injury on Sunday.

But Clay advised readers there's little reason for concern.

In eight full games together last season, Reed averaged 7.0 targets, 5.3 receptions and 57.3 yards. He scored three times during the span. Extrapolated over a full season, that's decent TE1 numbers. Griffin has looked Reed's direction twice in two games this season, but both Houston and Minnesota have fared well against opposing tight ends.

Clay summed up "Reed will be a midpack TE1 with Tampa Bay on tap following Washington's Week 10 bye. ..."

Leonard Hankerson will play his first game this season on Sunday, after missing the first nine thanks to ACL surgery last December. Now that he's back, the Redskins have seven receivers.

And that means someone will get less playing time. Clearly it won't be any of the top three wideouts -- Jackson, Pierre Garcon and Andre Roberts. It's hard to imagine much changing with how they've been used and how many targets they receive.

If Hankerson is comfortable in the offense, he provides the Redskins a receiver who can run routes from various positions and, at 6-2, he's also their tallest. His blocking isn't bad, either.

It could be -- and should be, if he's right -- that Hankerson plays ahead of Santana Moss and even Ryan Grant. It's hard to see how Aldrick Robinson would be active with Hankerson around if he couldn't be without him on the roster.

"It's a tough deal," Gruden said. "The receiving room is very full, and they're all very good. Santana can be productive in a lot of offenses. Same with Aldrick, and now you throw Leonard into the mix, and he's another one [who] is a big receiver that has great hands and runs good routes. So, how we are going to use him, I don't know yet. ..."

Forbath needs two field goals against the Bucs to tie Brett Conway (1998-2002) for eighth in Redskins history with 50.

Running back Silas Redd was inactive in Week 9 at Minnesota after suffering back spasms in the pre-game bus crash but should be ready to face Tampa Bay. Logan Paulsen suffered plantar fasciitis against the Vikings but hasn't been ruled out of the game with the Buccaneers. He didn't practice Wednesday.

And finally: The Redskins made it official on Tuesday when they activated nose tackle Barry Cofield off short-term injured reserve, giving them the line they hoped to have a long time ago.

To make room, the Redskins cut linebacker Jackson Jeffcoat. 
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DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image63]
QB: Robert Griffin, Colt McCoy, Kirk Cousins 
RB: Alfred Morris, Roy Helu, Silas Redd 
FB: Darrell Young 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Pierre Garcon, Andre Roberts, Aldrick Robinson, Ryan Grant, Santana Moss, Leonard Hankerson 
TE: Jordan Reed, Niles Paul, Logan Paulsen 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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