Page 3 of 3

FLASHUPDATE WEEK 2 TEAM NOTES/Wednesday, 10 September, 2014
Compiled By FlashUpdate Editor Bob Harris

=========================
ARIZONA CARDINALS
According to AZCardinals.com's Kyle Odegard, Carson Palmer got what he wanted.

Before the regular season started, the Cardinals' quarterback hoped the offense would be put in positions of pressure in 2014. The defense was the backbone of last year's 10-win team, but after it suffered several key personnel losses this offseason, Palmer believed his side of the ball could carry its weight with a year of experience and upgraded weapons.

It didn't take long for that opportunity to present itself, and the offense delivered. Palmer orchestrated an 11-play, 91-yard drive in the fourth quarter to rally the Cardinals to the 18-17 victory over the Chargers in the season opener. The team converted a pair of third downs and John Brownweaved his way through a pack of defenders on a wide receiver screen for the game-winning 13-yard touchdown.

While the offense had its spurts of inconsistency, the confidence didn't waver late.

"I don't think anybody was surprised," Palmer said. "I think we all expected it."

The numbers looked good in the end for the Cardinals. Palmer finished 24-of-37 for 304 yards with two touchdowns and Michael Floyd caught five of those passes for 119 yards. Running back Andre Ellington was limited by a foot injury but still finished with 13 carries for 53 yards and caught five passes for 27 yards.

The Cardinals outgained the Chargers 403-290, but statistics didn't tell the whole story. The team had only six points through three quarters, and Palmer came close to throwing a pair of interceptions as the offense searched for a groove.

"It's not like you draw it up, but it wouldn't be an NFL game without a little adversity," center Lyle Sendlein said.

When it came down to crunch time, the offense was impressive. In addition to the winning drive, the Cardinals went 64 yards on 10 plays early in the fourth quarter to cut a 17-6 deficit to five points. The touchdown was freelanced, as Palmer scrambled right and found running back Stepfan Taylor from five yards out.

"You just keep pecking away," head coach Bruce Arians said.

The Cardinals had trouble running the ball for portions of the game, but Ellington ripped off an 18-yarder on the final drive and the team finished with 26 carries for 109 yards, 4.2 per carry. The usually immobile Palmer had four carries for 29 yards, including a crucial 12-yard scramble on 3rd-and-10 late in the fourth quarter.

"That felt great," a beaming Palmer said. "It's been a long time since I've done that. High school, probably."

Wide receiver Larry Fitzgerald finished with only one catch, but it was an important 22-yard grab four plays before Brown's touchdown. Palmer said he learned after last season it's important not to force-feed Fitzgerald the ball if he is being double covered.

"You want to get him involved, but it can bite you in the butt," Palmer said. "We weren't going to do that tonight."

The Cardinals reeled off some big plays but also had stretches where they couldn't move the ball effectively. There are certainly problems to iron out before next week's game against the Giants, but figuring them out while sitting at 1-0 beats the alternative.

"It wasn't the prettiest game," Arians said, "but a win is a win. ..."

Ellington is expected to miss Wednesday's practice as he continues to rest his left foot, Arians said.

Arians said Ellington would wear a boot Tuesday but is expected to back on the field Thursday and Friday.

The Cardinals play at the New York Giants on Sunday.

"That will be his protocol," Arians said of Ellington. "He'll play on it. He'll be in a boot to calm it back down and then see how it goes."

Ellington ran for 53 yards on 13 carries and caught five passes for 27 yards in Arizona's 18-17 over San Diego on Monday night. He appeared on last Thursday's injury report unexpectedly for a foot injury and sat out Friday's practice, but on Saturday Arians saw enough from Ellington to green light him for Monday's game.

"It was a big step for him," Arians said.

"You're never going to be 100 percent until March," Arians added. "As a running back in the National Football League, you forget about it. It's not happening anymore. He wanted to play."

According to ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss, the Cardinals gave themselves some insurance in case Ellington's injury gets worse by signing running back Chris Rainey to their practice squad Tuesday, replacing Dominique Williams, who was played on the practice squad/injured list.

Defensive tackle Frostee Rucker, who left the game in the first quarter with a calf injury will miss Wednesday's practice and is doubtful for Sunday, Arians said.

Other notes of interest. ... Why, Arians was asked, wasn't Fitzgerald targeted more against the Chargers?

"You have to ask the quarterback," Arians said. "(Larry) is going out for a pass every time. I don't look at that. We don't design plays for guys to get the ball. That's interceptions waiting to happen."

In fact, Arians referred to early last season, when Palmer acknowledged he had been trying to force the ball to Fitz a couple of times, with turnover-laden results. It would seem, however, that Fitzgerald would be in line to be targeted a little bit more. "I learned some lessons last year," Palmer said. "You want to get him involved, but it can bite you in the butt. We weren't going to do that tonight." Arians acknowledged there were a couple of times Fitzgerald was open and Palmer threw the ball elsewhere.

"But I'm not interested in anybody's numbers other than the ‘Ws,'" Arians said. "Those days are long gone."

Fitzgerald was officially targeted four times, with one catch for 22 yards.

Fitzgerald didn't talk to reporters afterward, but Palmer said there was no tension.

"You don't hear a word out of Larry," Palmer said. "You hear Larry leading the huddle, talking at the end of the game, ‘Run the ball behind me,' and we kept running the ball behind him and he's digging guys out and got that last first down."

Of course, as Profootballtalk.com notes, occasionally you hear a word out of Larry's father, who tweeted out a fairly harsh critique of what he saw.

"The world saw on Monday Night Football the politics and business of football," Larry Fitzgerald Sr. wrote. "If its been decided that you are not getting the ball just win."

Fitzgerald took to his own Twitter feed to disavow his dad's tweets.

"My fathers inflammatory comments dont reflect my feelings or mood. We're 1-0 & working tirelessly to be 2-0 this week thats my only concern."

Still, with a looming contract situation, it's worth filing this one away for later, in case the politics and business becomes a trend. ...

And finally. ... One of the best pass rushers in NFL history may be ready to call it quits because of concussions. Defensive end John Abraham, who suffered a concussion on Monday night against the Chargers, has left the team and may not return, according to Adam Schefter of ESPN.

Schefter reports that Abraham has been suffering from memory loss for well over a year, and this could be the end of his NFL career.

The 36-year-old Abraham has 133.5 sacks in his NFL career, ranking ninth in league history. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, Drew Stanton, Logan Thomas 
RB: Andre Ellington, Jonathan Dwyer, Stepfan Taylor 
FB: Robert Hughes 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, John Brown, Ted Ginn, Jaron Brown, Walt Brown 
TE: John Carlson, Darren Fells, Robert Housler, Troy Niklas 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
Matt Ryan has led the Falcons to several dramatic victories. But as the Sports Xchange noted this week, his latest piece of artwork may be have been his best, the 37-34 victory over the vaunted Saints in a shootout with Drew Brees.

"I thought Matt may have played his best game as an Atlanta Falcon," head coach Mike Smith said.

Those are huge words from Smith, who doesn't make it a habit of lavishing praise on an individual player.

"He's played a lot of games for us and has made a lot of plays," Smith said. "I was really impressed with his ability to extend some plays today. (How he was) moving in the pocket, actually getting out and running the football. I thought he was very, very accurate."

Ryan indeed had a career day, becoming the Falcons all-time leader in touchdown passes with 156, passing Steve Bartkowski's 154. He also set the franchise record for total passing yards in a single game with 448. Ryan topped Chris Chandler's single-game record of 431 yards set against the Buffalo Bills in 2001.

The seventh-year signal caller's 448 passing yards were the second most by any quarterback on kickoff weekend without throwing an interception in NFL history.

Ryan finished the game completing 31 of 43 passes (72.1 percent) for 448 yards with three touchdowns and a 128.8 passer rating. He has led the Falcons to a 35-2 record when he posts a passer rating of 100-or-higher.

Ryan tossed three touchdowns for the 17th time in his career on Sunday. During his career, he has led the Falcons to a 19-1 record when he throws three-or-more touchdown passes.

It was enough earn Ryan NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

"When you are out there playing, you kind of see the situation of the game and you just try to go out there and make the plays you need to make in order to win," Ryan said. "I thought, passing-wise we did a great job."

The Falcons got off to a slow start before Ryan got the offense rolling. But it was by no means a perfect outing as the Falcons will have to clean some things up before facing the Cincinnati Bengals. But Ryan was believes the offense can build on the performance as they are getting ready to face a stout Cincinnati defense.

"We have some weapons on the outside and that creates some good matchups for us," Ryan said. "One of the biggest things for us that was a positive, one of the reasons we won the game, our efficiency running the football.

"We were in 11 personnel and 10 personnel a lot of the game and we were able to spread them out and get good looks for our backs and we stuck to it. Credit to Dirk (Koetter) and Mike Tice and our offensive line. Our offensive line did a really good job."

They'll have to do the same thing again this week in Cincinnati, where shutting down A.J. Green might be a tall task (one that might lead to another shootout). ...

Other notes of interest. ... Here is the breakdown on the Falcons' running back by committee the team used against the Saints:

Steven Jackson played 32 of the 72 offensive snaps (44 percent).

Jacquizz Rodgers played 28 snaps (39 percent).

Devonta Freeman plays five snaps (seven percent).

Antone Smith played four snaps (six percent).

They combined for 108 yards on 22 carries and a touchdown on the ground. The combination also proved to be a receiving threat with five catches for 73 yards and a touchdown reception.

"We've got guys who deserve touches that play the running back position," Mike Smith said. "There were some big plays. Hey, we are going to keep rotating our players. That's why I said we don't have 11 starters. We have 14 or 15 on both sides of the football."

Jackson, who missed much of training camp with a hamstring injury, started the game, finishing with 12 carries and 52 yards. Jackson, who was limited to 12 games last season due to hamstring issues, declared himself 100 percent following the season opener.

"I felt really good out there," said Jackson, who had a long run of 17 yards. "The hamstring was not a concern.

Smith's 54-yard touchdown catch was the longest receiving touchdown by a Falcons running back since Michael Turner posted a 60-yard catch-and-run touchdown against Carolina on Sept. 30, 2012. ...

According to the Associated Press, before the Falcons decided to sign Devin Hester, they wanted to make sure he wasn't content just returning kickoffs and punts.

Hester persuaded the team there was more to his game.

Then he went out and proved it in his debut with the Falcons.

Hester made five catches for 99 yards, including a key reception in the final minute of regulation that set up the tying field goal against the New Orleans Saints.

The Falcons seemed largely set at that position, with Julio Jones and Roddy White both healthy, joined by emerging third receiver Harry Douglas, who had a career-leading 85 receptions last season when the two starters were hit with injuries.

But Hester, who is only 5-foot-10, still has plenty of speed and shiftiness. He gives Ryan another target who can work out of the slot in much the same way as Douglas, helping to compensate for retirement of tight end Tony Gonzalez.

For one game, at least, it went about as well as the Falcons could've hoped. The Falcons don't expect those numbers from Hester every game, but hope the opener will lead teams to shade more coverages in his direction. That would open up more opportunities for Jones and White.

According to ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure, Jones played 67 of 72 offensive snaps in his return from foot surgery. He had a team-high seven catches for 116 yards while being targeted nine times. ...

White's 3-yard touchdown reception tied wide receiver Andre Rison for the second most receiving touchdowns in team history with his 56th career score. He now sits one touchdown shy of wide receiver Terance Mathis' club record of 57. Additionally, White and Rison are tied for the third most overall touchdowns in Falcons history behind Turner (61) and Mathis (57).

He's no Gonzalez, but Levine Toilolo caught three passes for 19 yards and a touchdown against the Saints.

Kicker Matt Bryant made all three of his attempts, including the game winner from 52 yards out. Bryant was named the NFC special teams player of the week on Wednesday.

And finally. ... The Falcons were relieved to learn Monday that X-rays were negative on the left ankle of prized rookie offensive tackle Jake Matthews. Sources close to the player confirmed to the Xchange that results from an X-ray and MRI were negative, showing no structural damage. Matthews' ability to play against Cincinnati Sunday will depend on how well he is able to move and how sore the injury is. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, T.J. Yates, Sean Renfree 
RB: Steven Jackson, Jacquizz Rodgers, Devonta Freeman, Antone Smith, Patrick DiMarco 
WR: Julio Jones, Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Devin Hester, Courtney Roby, Eric Weems 
TE: Levine Toilolo, Bear Pascoe 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
The Ravens announced the release of Ray Rice on Monday. Shortly after, an NFL spokesperson announced that the running back has been suspended indefinitely.

As NFL.com's Gregg Rosenthal recounted the story, video emerged on TMZ of Rice punching his now-wife in an Atlantic City casino elevator. Rice was previously suspended two games on July 24 for violating the league's personal conduct policy for the same incident.

The Ravens supported Rice as an organization in the immediate aftermath of the incident back in March, but the release of this video changed their stance. NFL Media's Judy Battista was told the Ravens heard a "softer" version of the events included on the videotape. The NFL said Monday that they had not seen the video during their investigation.

"We requested from law enforcement any and all information about the incident, including the video from inside the elevator. That video was not made available to us and no one in our office has seen it until today," the league said in a statement released to NFL Media Insider Ian Rapoport.

TMZ reported Tuesday morning that the NFL did not ask the Atlantic City casino for the Rice elevator tape.

The league released the following statement in response: "Security for Atlantic City casinos is handled by the New Jersey State Police. Any videos related to an ongoing criminal investigation are held in the custody of the state police. As we said yesterday: We requested from law enforcement any and all information about the incident, including the video from inside the elevator. That video was not made available to us."

Head coach John Harbaugh said Monday it did not take long to decide to release Rice after seeing the video.

"It's something we saw for the first time today -- it changed things," Harbaugh said.

According to NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reported, according to a league source, that teams were informed that any contact between them and Rice won't be approved or take effect until direction from NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell's office.

Since Rice's suspension, Goodell announced sweeping changes to the personal conduct policy concerning domestic violence cases. Violations regarding assault, battery, domestic violence or sexual assault that involve physical force "will be subject to a suspension without pay of six games for a first offense." A second offense will result in banishment from the NFL for at least one year.

Goodell expressed regret about the league's handling of Rice's suspension in a letter to NFL owners on Aug. 28.

"My disciplinary decision led the public to question our sincerity, our commitment, and whether we understood the toll that domestic violence inflicts on so many families," Goodell wrote. "I take responsibility both for the decision and for ensuring that our actions in the future properly reflect our values. I didn't get it right. Simply put, we have to do better. And we will. ..."

And now we'll all move forward with Rice. ...

Meanwhile, the unveiling of Baltimore's new offense under coordinator Gary Kubiak didn't get off to a great start.

"We just played about as bad as you can, in terms of just simple fundamental things -- throwing, catching, running routes, staying up, just running the ball, couple mental busts," quarterback Joe Flacco said after the 23-16 loss to the Bengals on Sunday. "Just fundamental things that you do every day, and it's just part of the routine, and we just weren't doing (them) well."

The Ravens' offense gained just 97 yards and zero points in the first half. Flacco ended up throwing for 345 yards, thanks to 62 pass attempts.

Flacco was off-target for most of the day and didn't seem in sync with his receivers. He attributed some to it being the first game in a new offense, but added he needs to play better.

The seven-year starter also needs to play smarter. He cost his team points at the end of the first half by taking a sack instead of throwing the ball away and allowing a field goal attempt.

"That was probably the stupidest play I've ever made in football," Flacco said.

Part of the problem was a lack of a consistent rushing attack.

Harbaugh declined to name a starting running back after the team released Rice on Monday. Asked who would start Thursday night against the Steelers, Harbaugh said, "Bernard Pierce, Justin Forsett -- they'll both play a lot. Lorenzo Taliaferro will be a big part of it, too."

But ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley believes Forsett earned the right to start against the Steelers.

After the Ravens benched Pierce in the second quarter for fumbling deep in his own territory, Forsett capitalized on the opportunity by running for 70 yards on 11 carries.

To put it in perspective, Forsett averaged 6.4 yards per carry and Pierce's longest run was 6 yards. Unlike Pierce, Forsett showed more elusiveness and burst when he got to the edge. That was apparent on his 13-yard touchdown run in the third quarter.

It was an abrupt exit for Pierce after he fumbled for the first time in his career. He was stripped by linebacker Vontaze Burfict at the Ravens' 20-yard line. The Bengals converted that turnover into their fifth field goal, which increased their lead to 15-0.

"We're not too enamored with fumbles," Harbaugh said. "It's not what we're looking for from our running backs."

Pierce stood behind Kubiak for the rest of the game with his helmet on. But he never got another snap.

"[Harbaugh] said, 'Being a running back in this league, if you're trying to stay in this league, you can't fumble the ball," Pierce said. "And I agree with him 100 percent."

Even if Forsett starts, it's probably safe to assume that since no one in the backfield is an established starter, Harbaugh will likely go with the hot hand each game with Forsett the most likely to get the first shot at that Thursday night. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Steve Smith made the type of impact the Ravens envisioned when they signed him in the offseason. Smith had seven receptions for 118 yards, including an 80-yard touchdown reception, which tied a career-high for his longest catch. He also threw aside Bengals cornerback Adam Jones on his way to end zone.

Throughout preseason and the opener, Smith has already shown he is a favorite target for Flacco. "The AFC North is hard, tough-nosed football as they say. So I'm trying to adapt to that," Smith said.

Tight end Dennis Pitta caught 10 passes for 83 yards. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Bernard Pierce, Justin Forsett, Lorenzo Taliaferro 
FB: Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Torrey Smith, Steve Smith, Marlon Brown, Jacoby Jones, Kamar Aiken, Deonte Thompson, LaQuan Williams 
TE: Dennis Pitta, Owen Daniels, Crockett Gillmore 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As the Sports Xchange suggested Tuesday, when the Bills signed Kyle Orton on Aug. 31 to be their backup quarterback after cutting four backups in the previous week, a red flag began waving over starter EJ Manuel's locker.

Orton, a 10th-year veteran, represented the first player behind Manuel on the depth chart since Kevin Kolb in training camp 2013, who could actually play, and win, in the NFL.

Immediately, the rumors began swirling that if Manuel struggled early, the Bills would waste no time turning to Orton because the Bills -- a team currently for sale -- needed to win more than ever this year so that jobs might be saved when the new man takes over.

One week into the season, that red flag is at half-mast.

Manuel, ignoring his struggles in the preseason, played an efficient game in Buffalo's 23-20 overtime victory over Chicago, and perhaps just as impressive as his performance at Soldier Field was his effort in the team hotel the night before. Manuel, who is not typically a vocal leader due to his young status in the NFL, stood up and delivered a stirring oration to his offensive teammates.

"He stood up in front of the whole offense, had everyone's ears about five minutes," said wide receiver Robert Woods. "Shut the whole meeting down pretty much. He just released what he felt about this offense and what we could do, all these weapons. There was nothing else that needed to be said after he spoke."

Center Eric Wood, who is one of the vocal leaders on the team and, unlike Manuel, is one of the offensive captains along with veteran Fred Jackson, said it was a big step for Manuel to take. "We were fired up," Wood said. "We've taken a lot of heat lately. I think it all culminated in the past couple days. I think we were kind of fed up with everybody talking about us as poorly as they were."

Manuel struggled in the preseason with his accuracy and decision-making, the same problems that afflicted him as a rookie in 2013. He kept saying that he was getting better, even though the results didn't show it, and Sunday, he didn't exactly play lights out.

However, Manuel threw the ball downfield, he scored a rushing touchdown on a read-option play from the 2-yard-line, he took only one sack, and he generally looked like he knew what he was doing. Also, he stayed calm, especially after the Bills went three-and-out on their first series of the game, then watched the Bears take a 7-0 lead four plays later.

"This was the most prepared I've ever seen him to play this game," said Jackson. "I think he's ready now, he knows what it takes, being in year two. He did a tremendous job. He's a young quarterback that looks like a poised veteran. He never got shook. As long as he continues to play the way he did today, we're going to win some games. ..."

Indeed, the Bills are off to a 1-0 start for just the second time in six years.

The Bills, who host Miami on Sunday, won in Chicago for the first time in team history despite falling behind 7-0 early and squandering a 17-7 halftime lead.

Buffalo won despite running just 56 offensive plays, fewer than in any game last season, and giving up 29 first downs and 341 net passing yards, more than in any game a year ago.

The defense produced three turnovers that led to 13 points. And Manuel completed 10 of his first 12 passes to help the Bills build out a 17-7 halftime lead.

Manuel, who finished 16 of 22 for 173 yards, one touchdown and one interception, also gave a rousing pregame speech, a first for the second-year quarterback.

"He took his headphones off and just turned into a beast running through the locker room," Williams said. "It hyped everyone up and helped us with that start."

Jackson, whose 38-yard run in overtime set up the winning field goal, said this was the biggest road win he's been a part of in seven years with the Bills.

"When you look back at it and realize that we haven't won a game there, that definitely puts some icing on the cake for that," Jackson said. "To be able to have everyone come out and compete the way we did and everybody come together and make plays on both sides of the ball, even special teams, was big for us and something we can definitely build on. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... General manager Doug Whaley told WGR-AM on Tuesday morning he had a sit-down meeting with C.J. Spiller's representatives about a long-term contract extension for the running back, per the team's official Twitter feed.

"He's a playmaker, and we're trying to keep as many playmakers as possible," Whaley said.

Spiller's future in Buffalo has been murky as he enters the final season of his rookie deal. This offseason, the team gave Jackson a one-year contract extension, traded for Bryce Brown and signed Anthony Dixon for three seasons.

The 27-year-old Spiller's usage in head coach Doug Marrone's system has been in question for more than a year now, as the scheme doesn't seem to mesh well with his skill set.

Against the Bears, Spiller carried the ball twice as many times (15) as Jackson (7) and Dixon (5). Yet, he gained just 53 yards, compared to 61 yards for Jackson and 60 yards for Dixon.

Still, Spiller possess the most talent of anyone in the Bills' backfield and Whaley can't just watch skill walk out the door. ...

As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak suggested, for all the talk about Sammy Watkins and Mike Williams in recent weeks, it was easy to forget about Woods, a second-round pick last season. He started over Williams and made a 25-yard catch late in the fourth quarter that set up Dan Carpenter'sgo-ahead field goal in the fourth quarter. It wasn't a pretty throw from Manuel, but Woods showed impressive leaping ability in coming down with the catch. It would've been a game-changer if the Bills' defense didn't allow the Bears to respond with a game-tying field goal that sent the contest to overtime.

Watkins, who played Sunday after reinjuring his ribs last week in the preseason finale, had three catches for 31 yards in the first quarter but didn't record any statistics after that. Manuel overthrew Watkins on a deep ball in the third quarter. ...

Carpenter was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week after hitting the game winner. It was Carpenter's third make of the day and he also hit both of his extra point attempts. Among those made field goals was a 50-harder, which was the longest of the week in the AFC. ...

And finally. ... Buffalo Sabres owner Terry Pegula has reached an agreement to buy the Bills. The Pegulas have garnered great support from public officials and business leaders for their commitment to keep the Bills in Western New York. The 63-year-old billionaire found success as a natural gas and real estate mogul.

The league finance committee meeting is next week and Pegula could be in place as Bills owner by the Fall League Meeting in early October.

The Bills hit the market after Ralph Wilson, the franchise's founding owner, passed away in March. Team president Russ Brandon has been running the team's operations. 
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QB: E.J. Manuel, Kyle Orton 
RB: Fred Jackson, C.J. Spiller, Anthony Dixon, Bryce Brown 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Mike Williams, Marquise Goodwin, Marcus Easley, Chris Hogan 
TE: Scott Chandler, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
Cam Newton will be back under center for the Panthers' home opener Sunday against the Detroit Lions.

Coach Ron Rivera made the announcement Monday after the two-time Pro Bowl quarterback was held out of Carolina's 20-14 win Sunday at Tampa Bay while recovering from fractured ribs.

According to Associated Press sports writer Steve Reed, Newton was scheduled to return to practice Wednesday after his streak of 48 consecutive starts was snapped and he indeed met that schedule by taking the field with teammates for the week's first practice.

That means it's won and done for Panthers backup quarterback Derek Anderson.

Anderson, a 10-year NFL veteran, stepped in and threw for 230 yards and two touchdowns in a 20-14 victory, giving Carolina its first win in a season opener since 2008.

Rivera said Newton desperately wanted to play -- and tried to convince coaches to let him. He said having to keep the competitive quarterback out against the Buccaneers was "one of the hardest decisions I've ever had to make."

But he was confident he made the right decision when he informed Newton on Saturday night he wouldn't dress.

"In the long run, win or lose, we're better off now," Rivera said Monday. "He will be another week into his recovery. The doctors were all saying if we can get to this (week) we will all feel more comfortable about his situation."

Newton didn't talk after the game, telling reporters he didn't want to steal the attention away from Anderson.

Rivera said Newton told him watching from the sidelines made it the longest game of his life.

At times, Newton couldn't stand sitting still.

During a television commercial break in the second quarter, Newton, wearing cut off black sweatpants, a long-sleeve black shirt and a Panthers baseball cap, ran on to the field and into the team's huddle. There he shouted encouragement to his teammates before retreating to the sideline.

The referees had to warn Rivera to keep Newton off the field.

Rivera said he received a call from an NFL spokesman on Monday instructing him to remind him that action is not acceptable. Rivera said he was told Newton would not be subject to a fine.

"That's who Cam is -- he's excitable guy and he wants to be a part of it," Rivera said. "It's hard to stop him."

For Anderson, it's back to the bench.

However, Rivera now knows he has a reliable backup he can count on to win a big game. Anderson looked sharp all day, completing 24 of 34 passes with no interceptions.

Anderson has served as Newton's backup the last three seasons, but has only thrown four passes during that span.

Rivera said he's always had faith in Anderson, who was a Pro Bowl quarterback in 2007 for the Cleveland Browns and has started 44 career games.

When he informed Anderson on Saturday night that he would make his first start since 2010, he said the 31-year-old quarterback simply responded "I'm ready to go."

"We are very fortunate," Rivera said. "We have got a couple of really good backup quarterbacks. Derek's an established quarterback in this league and Joe [Webb] had a great preseason for us, so I felt very comfortable with the situation we were going to have. It gave me some comfort, but at the same time I know who Cam Newton is and I want him on the football field as well.

"Having known that Derek has played in this league and has had a lot of success in this league, I was very comfortable and very confident."

Anderson battled through cramps in his forearms and calves in the second half from the intense Florida heat, but all things considered thought he played pretty well.

He got plenty of help from his defense, which shutout Josh McCown and the Bucs for three quarters.

"It was big," Anderson said. "Personally, I know a lot of those guys in the locker room got my back, so to go out there and not let those guys down, that's something that pushes me every day."

"It just says a lot about the kind of guy he is and how much pride he takes in preparing every week," said tight end Greg Olsen, who had eight catches for 83 yards and a touchdown. "It's been years and he hasn't gotten his number called, but he's always been prepared and then a day like today he's worth his weight in gold."

Rivera said even with Newton on the way back, the team will continue to carry Webb on the roster as a third quarterback. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's David Newton reminded readers, critics wondered who would catch passes when the Panthers cut all-time leading receiver Steve Smith and lost their next three receivers to free agency? Here's your answer. Olsen and wide receiver Kelvin Benjamin.

Each makes the other more effective.

According to Newton, the reason Olsen was so open over the middle on his second-quarter touchdown was because the safety cheated over toward Benjamin. With Olsen a threat, Benjamin was left single covered on the outside, which allowed him to catch six passes for 92 yards and a touchdown. The touchdown in particular was impressive, as the 6-5 rookie made a spectacular 26-yard catch down the left side with the defender draped all over him. Olsen finished with eight catches for 83 yards and a touchdown. He let a second slip through his hands in the fourth quarter.

Benjamin's 92 yards were the seventh-most for a wide receiver in the first game of his rookie season since 2001. Were it not for a 110-yard receiving effort by undrafted Allen Hurns for Jacksonville on Sunday, Benjamin would be sixth on the list.

And it's an impressive list: Anquan Boldin 217 yards, Eddie Royal 146, DeSean Jackson 106, Julian Edelman 98 and Demaryius Thomas 97.

Benjamin was targeted eight times by Anderson. He had no drops and made a first down on 63 percent of his six catches. All other Carolina receivers accounted for first downs 35 percent of the time. The former Florida State star averaged 11.5 yards a catch, making most in tight traffic over the middle. The rest of the team averaged 5.8 yards a catch. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, since Cam Newton is a huge part of the Panthers ground game, his absence took away a good portion of the game plan. Running back DeAngelo Williams ended up with a fine 5.1 yards per carry average on 14 carries. Running back Jonathan Stewart struggled to find any room at all, finishing with 20 yards on nine carries. ...

And finally. ... Placekicker Graham Gano knew his run-in with the Bethune-Cookman trombone player as he tried to warm up for the second half had drawn more than casual interest when he saw his cell phone. "It blew up," he said.

Williams refused to believe Gano would get physical with a trombone player. He also refused to talk about his hair, died pink in memory of his mother who passed away in May after a long battle with breast cancer. "Football. Only football," he said. 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Jonathan Stewart, Fozzy Whittaker 
FB: Mike Tolbert, Richie Brockel 
WR: Kelvin Benjamin, Jerricho Cotchery, Jason Avant, Brenton Bersin, Philly Brown 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Brandon Williams, Richie Brockel 
PK: Graham Gano 
=========================

=========================
CHICAGO BEARS
As Associated Press sports writer Andrew Seligman framed it Monday: "So much for all that optimism hovering over the Chicago Bears. The mood is decidedly different after a surprising season-opening loss at home to Buffalo. ..."

Besides making some questionable plays against the Bills, the Bears got banged up. Pro Bowl receivers Alshon Jeffery and Brandon Marshall got hurt along with center Roberto Garza and left guard Matt Slauson.

A person familiar with the situation confirmed to Seligman the reports that Garza has a high ankle sprain. Slauson also exited with an ankle injury, leaving the Bears without two starters on the line. Jeffery spent most of the second half on the sideline with a hamstring injury and Marshall limited down the stretch after twisting his right ankle.

"All that will be ongoing for the rest of (Monday) and (Tuesday) while these guys get evaluated," head coach Marc Trestman said. "All these guys are in the training room and they'll all be evaluated and as soon as we get good data and information we'll get it to you."

It all added up to tempered optimism in the wake of a 23-20 overtime loss that will test the Bears' resolve and maybe their depth. The last thing the Bears need coming out of a rough opener is to be short-handed, particularly with a trip to San Francisco for a game Sunday night.

Six of Chicago's first nine games are on the road, including trips to New England and Green Bay. They also play the Packers at home at the end of this month.

A loss to the Bills wasn't the sort of start the Bears had in mind. They have their sights set on a run to the playoffs after missing out six of the past seven seasons, with a prolific offense back intact and the defense sporting a new look after a makeover.

But the optimism that was surrounding this team is a bit dimmer.

"It's too early to start blowing your top and losing focus of what's important here," defensive end Willie Young said. "What's important is making corrections and moving on to San Fran for the next week."

Against Buffalo, the defense applied little pressure and gave up 193 yards rushing. Still, the Bills only managed 20 points in regulation, but they scored 13 off three turnovers by Chicago.

One in particular that stood out came in the fourth quarter with the game tied at 17-all.

The Bears had third-and-1 at the Buffalo 34 when Jay Cutler attempted to throw the ball across his body to Martellus Bennett even though he appeared to have room to run. The result was an interception for defensive tackle Kyle Williams, leading to a field goal that gave Buffalo a short-lived 20-17 lead.

Trestman said Cutler pointed the finger at himself during Monday's video review for not throwing the ball away. Trestman also said the Bears would have gone for it on fourth down.

Still, the interception had a familiar and uncomfortable feel for Bears fans who have seen Cutler's gambles backfire. The payoffs are also big, though.

"I've seen Jay in my time here do a lot of the right things with the football," said Trestman, who is in his second season. "I can't speak for anything else. I'm disappointed for the team and I see how hard he works and he puts into it. He lost himself for a minute and made a decision that I know we've seen other great quarterbacks make and he certainly made it there."

It didn't help the Bears that they were missing some key components for chunks of the game. They were forced to play stretches with Santonio Holmes, Josh Morgan and Michael Spurlock at receiver, and with Garza and Slauson injured, they turned to Brian de la Puente and Michael Ola.

Still, those looking for positives can take some solace in the fact that Chicago reeled off more than 400 yards of offense and converted 42 percent on third down.

Also, as ESPN.com's Michael C. Wright notes, Matt Forte in Pro Bowl form. ... Running backs tend to fall off a cliff in terms of production when they reach a certain age. Forte, 28, looks as fresh as ever. The tailback can do everything. Forte ran the ball 17 times for 82 yards and caught eight of the nine passes thrown his way for 87 yards. He flashed impressive moves in the open field and displayed a knack for making defenders miss. The Bears' running back depth chart is full of question marks, except at the very top.

If he stays healthy, Forte could be poised for another record-breaking year. ...

Meanwhile, the club begins preparation Wednesday for Sunday's matchup against the 49ers. Limiting turnovers will likely be a focus.

Other notes of interest. ...Bennett caught eight passes for 70 yards and a touchdown and bailed Cutler out of a couple of sticky situations when the quarterback was under duress. In Bennett, Cutler has a sure-handed 6-6 security blanket the quarterback can find on crossing routes when under pressure.

Marshall also caught a eight passes for 71 yards and a touchdown and showed plenty of grit and toughness doing it. As noted above, Marshall suffered what appeared to be an ankle injury on the final play of the third quarter making a 7-yard reception. As the quarter changed, he left the field to have trainers tape up the injured ankle. Marshall re-entered the game and limped off again after failing to haul in a third-down pass from Cutler. He returned to the sideline to undergo another tape job from the athletic trainers before coming back and finishing the game.

On Tuesday, Marshall vowed to be ready to start Sunday night.

"I'll be ready to play," Marshall told the Chicago Tribune. "I'll be ready to play."

I'll be following up on Marshall, Jeffery -- neither of whom practiced Wednesday -- and the rest of the Bears' walking wounded in coming days. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Jimmy Clausen, David Fales 
RB: Matt Forte, Ka'Deem Carey, Shaun Draughn, Senorise Perry 
RB: Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Alshon Jeffery, Josh Morgan, Santonio Holmes, Micheal Spurlock, Marquess Wilson 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Dante Rosario, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
As Associated Press sports writer Joe Kay framed it: "No playing this one down. The Bengals got off to a good start by making a significant breakthrough for a team that has only a few more of those left to make during the regular season. ..."

Kay went on to note the offense came up with a big play at the end and the defense was tough all along during a 23-16 win in Baltimore on Sunday that suggests the Bengals are in good shape to defend their AFC North title. They also ended a four-game losing streak in Baltimore to put themselves one-up on the team that's been their closest competition the past few years.

And they did it by rallying instead of crumbling after blowing a big lead.

"You never know when the time will come that you have to make a play, and it came at the end," Andy Dalton said. "We made a big one at the end. There was a lot of fight in this team, and that's what we love to see."

The Bengals settled for five field goals and a 15-0 lead before the Ravens went ahead 16-15 on Joe Flacco's 80-yard pass to Steve Smith with 5:46 left.

Dalton and A.J. Green hooked up on a 77-yard touchdown to match it -- the Pro Bowl receiver juggled the ball before pulling it in -- and the defense held on in the closing minutes after Baltimore reached the 16-yard line.

Dalton and Green had never won in Baltimore, going 0-3. They'd won in Pittsburgh and Cleveland, the two other division sites, but Dalton has played some of his worst games in Baltimore.

He was 25 of 38 for 301 yards with one touchdown, no interceptions and no sacks on Sunday, by far his best performance there.

Several times he got rid of the ball instead of trying to force a throw or taking a sack.

"It starts with your quarterback," head coach Marvin Lewis said on Monday. "Our quarterback made some good decisions to throw the ball away yesterday and come back the next play."

As Kay suggested, it was a pronounced change for Dalton. In his first three games in Baltimore, he completed only 53 percent of his passes with three touchdowns, seven interceptions, 11 sacks and a passer rating of 58.7.

The Bengals were able to give him some time, and Dalton avoided the game-turning mistake.

"Being able to be physical with those guys and not give them the opportunity to just tee off on you is the key," left tackle Andrew Whitworth said. "In the past, they've been able to bring rushers on the field and really tee off on us there on third down and stuff."

Now Cincinnati has its home opener on Sunday against Atlanta (1-0), which beat New Orleans 37-34 in overtime for its own breakthrough. The Bengals went unbeaten at Paul Brown Stadium during the regular season last year, only to lose their playoff game at home to San Diego. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange notes, all the hype about new coordinator Hue Jackson wanting to run the ball seemed like nine months of misdirection as the Bengals came out and threw passes on seven of the first 10 snaps on the opening drive and never seemed truly committed to running the ball. Neither Giovani Bernard nor Jeremy Hill did much -- but in Hill's case it was lack of opportunity.

Jackson's decision to give Hill just four carries is another example of how Jackson plans to adjust week-to-week.

"In that first game AFC North on the road in Baltimore, not that I don't have confidence in Jeremy yet, I just know what I'm getting from Gio every time I hand it to him," Jackson told the team's official web site. "I didn't want to put the other young man in a tough situation where something could have happened and all of a sudden you look back and say, ‘What did you do that for?'

"He understands. I talked to him after that game and said, ‘Hey, you will play more as we go forward.' First game, first situation, I think Gio will tell you in the Chicago game he didn't play very much neither last year. The way it is a comfort ability with the people you know. Not that Jeremy hasn't earned the right but I think as we move forward he will get those opportunities."

Hill had 19 yards on four carries in 10 snaps. Last year in the opener in Chicago Bernard had four carries for 22 yards on 21 plays. As Bengals.com's Geoff Hobson noted, it was the next week Bernard had his coming out when he caught a touchdown pass against the Steelers. ...

Tyler Eifert dislocate his elbow on Sunday and Adam Schefter of ESPN reports that the team is placing Eifert on injured reserve with the designation to return. That means he'll miss the next eight weeks and will be eligible to return for the team's Week 10 game against the Browns.

Not only was Eifert a favorite target of Dalton on Sunday, catching three of the team's first 10 passes for 37 yards, but Jackson built his game plan around a two tight end offense.

"It hurt because we had a lot of things planned," Jackson said. "Even that throw when he caught the ball, we had several more things in the scoring zone that we thought would give us an advantage that we had to take out. It's not that the other guys can't do it, they just hadn't had the opportunity to practice it."

The Bengals ran the ball seven times for 27 yards (3.9 per carry) before Eifert went out but only managed 52 yards on 19 rushes (2.7) afterward.

"Obviously, when Eifert went down, we changed a little bit offensively from the original plan," Lewis said "You have to credit the offensive coaches to keeping on rolling like that. But Alex (Smith) knows his spots, so we've got some depth there."

Jermaine Gresham with the lion's share of work at tight end for the Bengals over the next two months. Alex Smith and Ryan Hewitt are the other options on the 53-man roster and Kevin Greene is on the practice squad.

Smith played 11 snaps after the Eifert injury, while Hewitt played 10. Neither are the receiving threat that Eifert is, so it will be interesting to see how Jackson adjusts while Eifert is out. Don't be surprised if Bernard winds up playing a greater role in the passing attack with Eifert out. ...

LB Vontaze Burfict is under concussion protocol after hitting his head while taking Flacco to the ground late in the second quarter Sunday. His status for Sunday's home opener against Atlanta is unclear. DT Geno Atkins left the field on a cart Sunday after the game had ended. Lewis said Atkins, who tore his ACL on Oct. 31 last year, was simply dehydrated and not injured.

I'll be following up on the status of Eifert and Burfict in coming days; those interested should watch the Late-Breaking News section for more. ...

Kicker Mike Nugent tied his career high with five goals Sunday at Baltimore. All five came in the first two quarters, tying the NFL record for most field goals in a half. The only other time Nugent kicked five field goals in a game was in 2010, his first season in Cincinnati, when he accounted for all of the team's points in a 15-10 victory against the Ravens. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, Jason Campbell 
RB: Giovani Bernard, Jeremy Hill, Cedric Peerman, Rex Burkhead 
WR: A.J. Green, Mohamed Sanu, Dane Sanzenbacher, James Wright, Brandon Tate, Marvin Jones 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Alex Smith, Ryan Hewitt, Tyler Eifert 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
In case the Browns missed his message Sunday, first-year coach Mike Pettine reminded them that their comeback at Pittsburgh wasn't enough.

As he reviewed the 30-27 loss to the Steelers, Pettine told his players they need to do more.

"There's a phrase for almost winning," Pettine said. "It's called 'losing."'

As Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers suggested, "This guy isn't nicknamed 'Blunt Force Trauma' for nothing."

Pettine did find some positives in Cleveland's last-second loss, but would have preferred to extract negatives from a win. The Browns showed some fight in rallying from a 27-3 halftime deficit, but they dug themselves too deep and dropped their 10th straight season opener.

Still, as ESPN.com's Pat McManamon pointed out, in erasing a 24-point halftime deficit the Browns were in some extremely rare air.

According to Elias, the biggest halftime deficit ever erased in a road win 24 points -- and that happened just four times since 1946.

According to Pro Football Reference, teams had a halftime lead of 24 points or more 588 times since 1946. The teams with that lead lost only six times. Which means that in NFL history teams are 582-6 when leading by 24 or more points at halftime.

The Browns not only erased a 24-point deficit, they did it in less than 19 minutes.

They did it by abandoning their methodical game plan and went to an up-tempo no-huddle offense to produce three touchdowns and a field goal.

Nonetheless, Pettine didn't sugarcoat things when he addressed his team for the first time following a game.

"I talked about no moral victories and when you guys (media) publish the standings it's wins and losses," he said. "There's no third column for moral victories. It's something that we take some lessons from, some hard ones."

One of the positives to come out of the loss was starting quarterback Brian Hoyer, who brought the Browns back after halftime. With speculation rampant that Pettine would turn to rookie quarterback Johnny Manziel at the first sign of trouble, Hoyer displayed some of the qualities he showed last year while going 3-0 before suffering a season-ending injury.

Pettine praised some of Hoyer's passes, including a touchdown to speedy wideout Travis Benjamin, but said the QB also missed some potentially positive plays.

"There were some throws that, he'd be the first one to tell you, he would want to have over again -- a couple he threw low," Pettine said.

Perhaps Hoyer's best connection came at halftime, when he and a few other veterans challenged their teammates to keep fighting.

The Browns did just that in the second half with a solid running game, led by rookie backs Terrance West and Isaiah Crowell after starter Ben Tate went down with a knee injury. West, a third-round pick from Towson, rushed 16 times for 100 yards. Crowell, an undrafted free agent, had 41 yards and scored twice.

"West has come a long way in this system, and I think Crowell is built for it," Pettine said. "You could see when their defense got tired, both of those guys were just what the doctor ordered."

On Wednesday we learned that Tate suffered a sprained knee and will likely miss 2-4 weeks. Tate will not require surgery, a source told Ian Rapoport of NFL Network.

Fantasy owners can obviously expect West and Crowell to handle the bulk of the workload during Tate's absence. Pettine said that West will be the starter, but Crowell will certainly contribute. There was concern from outside the team about the two rookies given Tate's injury history, but the Browns and general manager Ray Farmer never wavered in their belief in West and Crowell. The pair showed why in the second half on Sunday.

Meanwhile, Pettine said Jordan Cameron is "day to day"

Cameron said he aggravated the unspecified AC joint injury in his right shoulder on a 47-yard reception on the Browns' first possession. As for how he felt, he said, "We'll see."

I'll be following up on the Cameron via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses, but the Browns signed tight end Gerrell Robinson off the Broncos' practice squad and worked out free agent tight end Kellen Davis on Tuesday, perhaps an indication that Cameron's status is shakier than Pettine is letting on. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As for the no-huddle attack that pulled them out of the hole last weekend, the question is whether they can they play that same style for the next 15 games?

The answer, the Browns are saying, is not realistically.

"I think we have to improve on just playing normal football, too." Hoyer said on Monday. "You can't always rely on that, so we just have to get better at the things we didn't do so well, and the things we did do well, we just have to continue to get better at it because now it's out there.

"We never ran no-huddle in the preseason but the rest of the league knows us now because we put it on film."

The call to go to the no-huddle was made by offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan. Pettine has been on the defensive side since becoming an NFL assistant in 2002 and defers to his coaches without apology on all things offensive. Pettine would make the call whether to go for it or punt on fourth down and he'll make the call on whether to kick a field goal or punt, but a dramatic switch like the one made in Pittsburgh he'll leave to the coaches with experience on that side of the ball.

If nothing else, the Browns are giving the Saints more to prepare for on Sept. 14 when they host New Orleans in the home opener in FirstEnergy Stadium. The same goes for Manziel. The mystery to the build-up to the game against the Steelers was whether Shanahan had a Manziel Package to spring on the Steelers. If he did, he didn't use it. ...

Hoyer showed why the coaches trusted him with the starting job as he turned a 4-for-11 first half into 24 second-half points. In the first half, Hoyer struggled with the team. But the Browns' decision to go with a quicker pace brought things together. Hoyer was outstanding, both in his handling of the offense and in his throwing. He guided the team confidently, never quit and threw a perfect pass for the game-tying touchdown in the fourth quarter. Hoyer established himself firmly as the starter as Manziel never saw the field.

Rookie CB Justin Gilbert had a rough debut and Pettine said he may cut the first-round draft pick's playing time. . "We're not looking to bench him, but maybe scale back his reps this week."

The Browns activated receiver Marlon Moore from the reserve/suspended list. Moore will be No. 6 receiver. ...

And finally. ... According to CBSSports.com's Jason La Canfora, the Browns' discussions to deal troubled wide receiver Josh Gordon last year were curtailed at the request of owner Jimmy Haslam, who served in essence as a tie-breaker between the front office and coaching staff.

Gordon, who the San Francisco 49ers in particular expressed continued interest in last season, was recently suspended for a year based off his latest failed drug tests this offseason.

Gordon's pattern of behavior and decision making dated back to his erratic college years, and, with him progressing through the NFL's drug program and subject to increasingly stiff penalties, Cleveland's former regime, led by ex-team president Joe Banner, was very open to dealing the youngsters even in the midst of 2013's breakout season.

Former Browns coach Rob Chudzinski worked diligently with Gordon, on a personal level, and was heavily invested in seeing him flourish, sources said, and he and his staff were not nearly as willing to entertain dealing Gordon. Ultimately, Haslam put an end to any lingering trade discussions leading up to last October's trade deadline, sources told La Canfora.

In a related note. ... A proposal on a new drug policy arrived from the NFL on Tuesday evening. The NFLPA board of player representatives, however, decided not to vote on it. "There was no vote tonight," NFLPA spokesman George Atallah told Profootballtalk.com. "There are still unresolved issues. We will continue to work toward a comprehensive agreement on the drug policies."

The NFLPA convened a conference call of the 32 player representatives in order to vote on the league's proposal. The matter wasn't put to a vote, which indicates that union leadership did not believe the proposal was strong enough to merit consideration by the full body of representatives. Negotiations presumably will continue. It's unclear when or if a new agreement will be reached. And that means it's unclear if Gordon and Wes Welker will be reinstated from suspension. 
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QB: Brian Hoyer, Johnny Manziel 
RB: Terrance West, Isaiah Crowell, Ben Tate 
WR: Miles Austin, Andrew Hawkins, Travis Benjamin, Taylor Gabriel, LaRon Byrd, Marlon Moore 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Gary Barnidge, Jim Dray 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
As Associated Press sports writer Schuyler Dixon noted this week, Tony Romo made plenty of bad decisions and bad throws before he was a 34-year-old quarterback in the first real test for his surgically repaired back.

It's just that his three interceptions in a disastrous return for Dallas raised all sorts of questions that haven't come up before.

Was he ready or rusty? Can he still make all the throws coming off a herniated disk? Will he ever be the same?

Maybe the more important issue is how he bounces back from a 28-17 loss to San Francisco with the Cowboys needing the good Romo more than ever because of big questions about their defense.

"I think that it's easy to be critical because of those turnovers there, the early turnovers," owner Jerry Jones said after Romo threw all three picks in the first half Sunday.

"I don't know if the turnovers hurt us any worse than when we had turnovers in the years when he didn't have back problems."

Romo had issues beyond the interceptions. He was jumpy in the pocket at times, and a relatively easy target on all three sacks for the 49ers. He wasn't in sync with his receivers several times, and missed badly on some throws.

Watching him struggle made it difficult to forget that he didn't get any competitive work in the offseason and took frequent days off during training camp. Most starters get three preseason games, even if for just a handful of snaps in the first one. Romo only played in two exhibition games this year.

Still, head coach Jason Garrett isn't a big believer in the rust factor.

"You guys can go back and count up the plays he played last year in the preseason relative to the plays he played this year. I bet it's pretty similar," Garrett said Monday. "Was he as sharp as he's been in his life? No. He made some bad decisions in this game that really hurt us. There were some other throws that weren't perfect. But there were some good throws too."

Indeed, Romo sat out two of the Cowboys' four preseason games this summer. He played 50 snaps in games against the Baltimore Ravens and Miami Dolphins, a total commensurate with preseason snap totals in 2013 (69), 2012 (55) and 2011 (60).

Still, before Sunday, Romo had never thrown more than one interception in an opener. And only once in his eight previous seasons has he followed a three-interception game with more than one pick.

So he generally bounces back, and it's interesting to note that one of his two years with a career-high 19 interceptions ended with the best Dallas record in the past 22 years.

But that 2007 team had one of the top 10 defenses in the NFL. The Cowboys were the league's worst a year ago. And while they shut out San Francisco in the second half, they gave up big plays in the passing game to Colin Kaepernick and couldn't stop a steady touchdown drive that put the 49ers ahead 28-3 just before the half.

Jones has acknowledged that Dallas will have to outscore teams, and said after losing to the 49ers that his team wasn't good enough to overcome the kinds of mistakes that have plagued Romo at times throughout his career.

"It comes down to two or three throws, and at the quarterback position you can be exact on 15 throws and if the 16th one is bad, you probably didn't play that well," said Romo, who was 23 of 37 for 281 yards with a late touchdown. "There were a couple of bad decisions that I made that I have to go back and correct going forward."

That starts Sunday at the Tennessee Titans, who intercepted Alex Smith three times in a 26-10 win over Kansas City.

"Tony will be fine," said tight end Jason Witten, who was limited to two catches for 14 yards. "He'll bounce back. He's his own worst critic, and he's an elite quarterback."

And as NFL.com's Dan Hanzus suggested, the most likely explanation for Romo is also the simplest one: He had a bad day at the office against one of the best teams in football. The Cowboys need to see more evidence before they begin to worry about one of their most consistent players. Fantasy owners should take the same approach -- but don't be afraid to start a quality backup in Romo's place until you see that desired evidence to the contrary. ...

Other notes of interest. ... DeMarco Murray finished with 118 yards and a touchdown on 22 carries, but his fumble on the opening drive played too big of a part in the loss. "I can't let that happen," Murray said. "It gave them a huge spark, and you can't start the game off like that. It was all me."

Dez Bryant had four catches for 55 yards against the 49ers as he could never free himself from constant double coverage to make the big play. Witten said before the season that his numbers may drop in 2014 because of a greater emphasis on the running game. He caught two passes for 14 yards.

Bryant left the game regularly in the second half as he battled dehydration.

Bryant's self-imposed deadline for a new contract has come and gone without a new deal. Bryant said he "plans" on sticking to the deadline. "Truthfully, man, I really understand this is a business and only worry about things I can control." Bryant is set to be a free agent after the season. ...

And finally, as ESPN.com's Todd Archer pointed out, when the Cowboys had a chance to keep it close in the first half they imploded in the red zone. On the drive after Murray's fumble, Romo appeared to check out of a running play at the San Francisco 2 and was dropped for a 9-yard sack. The Cowboys settled for a field goal on the drive. On first-and-goal from the 5 in the second quarter, Romo was intercepted in the end zone when he forced a throw to Witten.

It wasn't until the second half that the Cowboys ran it inside the 5 and they waited until fourth down to give the ball to Murray, who scored on a 2-yard run with 29 seconds left in the third quarter.

That has to change as well. 
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QB: Tony Romo, Brandon Weeden, Dustin Vaughan 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Lance Dunbar, Joseph Randle 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Dez Bryant, Terrance Williams, Cole Beasley, Dwayne Harris, Devin Street 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
According to the Sports Xchange, tight end Julius Thomas knew when he was handed the game plan that Week 1 could be special for the offense and for him.

"On Wednesday you're always saying, 'Man, look at this game plan. There's five touchdowns," said Thomas. "It doesn't always happen but the first one (a 3-yard catch) was a play just down in the low red (zone)."

That was just the beginning for Thomas, who caught a career-high three touchdown receptions, the most for any Broncos tight end in 11 years. All came in the second quarter, powering the Broncos to a 24-0 lead that allowed them to withstand the Colts' second-half surge.

Indianapolis tried covering Thomas with different defenders: linebackers Jerrell Freeman and D'Qwell Jackson and safety LaRon Landry. None succeeded. He beat the Colts short, and long, with a 34-yard catch late in the first quarter that set up his first touchdown.

His only blemish came on a fourth-quarter on-side kickoff. Thomas is filling the role handled by Eric Decker last year. Sunday, he failed to finish the job, losing his grip on Pat McAfee's kickoff. The Colts recovered and scored to narrow the deficit to seven points.

"Your team's depending on you. You have to make that play," he said. "It's something I'll look at, something I'll improve upon and I can't do anything about it now, I can just try to do better next time."

But at the rest of his game, it's hard to imagine Thomas being much better or more dangerous to a defense.

As Associated Press sports writer Arnie Stapleton noted, Thomas' size and speed, along with his power forward DNA -- he led Portland State to the NCAA basketball tournament twice -- makes him a prime target for Peyton Manning, especially near the goal line.

He set a franchise record for tight ends with a dozen TD grabs last season, and then was Manning's safety valve in wins over San Diego and New England in the playoffs.

"He's a monster. A really, really good player," Colts coach Chuck Pagano said. "He is a match-up nightmare."

After earning his first Pro Bowl honor last year, Thomas spent time in the offseason with Tony Gonzalez to work on fine-tuning his game, especially his run-blocking.

That work shows.

"His feel for the game" is better, head coach John Fox said. "He's been in a lot more situations now, whether it's in the blocking element or in the passing game. He's improved, and I'm sure he's a lot more confident."

He will soon be a lot richer, too.

He is making $645,000 this season in the final year of his rookie contract. The Broncos wanted to get long-term deals done with both Thomas and wide receiver Demaryius Thomas during training camp but failed to reach agreement with either.

Meanwhile, the Kansas City Chiefs surrendered 266 yards passing and two touchdowns to Tennessee Titans quarterback Jake Locker on Sunday. They'll come to Denver next Sunday without linebacker Derrick Johnson or defensive lineman Mike DeVito in the defense, as both players suffered season-ending Achilles tendon injuries in the loss to the Titans.

Manning threw six touchdown passes in two meetings against the Chiefs this past season. Get your popcorn ready. ...

Other notes of interest. ...

Many teams would be happy gaining 259 yards on 37 pass plays, with three touchdown passes, no interceptions and just one sack. But the Broncos' performance through the air was at times frustrating. Five of Manning's 36 passes were dropped, with bobbles plaguing Demaryius Thomas' performance, and in the fourth quarter, two potential game-clinching passes were misfired for incompletions, setting up the Colts' last chance.

With Ronnie Hillman inactive, Montee Ball and C.J. Anderson combined for 94 yards on 27 carries and picked up seven first downs, including all three instances when the Broncos ran the football on third-and-short. But the ground game sputtered in the second half when the Broncos were trying to protect their lead and keep the Colts' offense off the field.

There were moments of promise, but the Broncos' power game still has some work to do. ...

Hillman was inactive after coming down with an illness early last week. The issue kept him from taking part in the necessary preparation. He should return this week.

Cody Latimer wasn't on the field for a single offensive snap in this one. According to the Denver Post, Latimer is coming along nicely, but he's not quite up to speed in the no-huddle offense. Andre Caldwell came in to join Emmanuel Sanders and Demaryius Thomas in three-receiver sets.

The Broncos waived wide receiver Nathan Palmer from their active roster and signed tight end Dominique Jones to their practice squad.

Jones takes the place of tight end Gerell Robinson, who was signed to Cleveland's active roster Tuesday.

And finally. ... New kicker Brandon McManus was perfect on four extra points and a field-goal attempt, and blasted every kickoff through the end zone for a touchback. 
[image: image18]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image19]
QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler 
RB: Montee Ball, Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Cody Latimer, Andre Caldwell, Isaiah Burse, Wes Welker 
TE: Julius Thomas, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green 
PK: Brandon McManus, Matt Prater 
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DETROIT LIONS
As Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister suggested, for all the talk about Matthew Stafford and how quickly he would pick up a new system in Detroit, it was easy to forget one crucial factor.

He and Calvin Johnson are now in their sixth season together.

Talk about a comfort level.

"I think through the years and the number of reps those guys have had together, you do establish a pretty strong rapport," Lions coach Jim Caldwell said. "When you're throwing the ball accurately and you have a guy that can run and get it and stretch and get it the way that Calvin can, it allows Matthew to put the ball in a position where it's our ball and nobody else's ball.

"Most of the time (Johnson) can get his hands on it in those situations. They do have great synergy."

Stafford threw two early touchdown passes to Johnson on what looked like broken plays, and the Lions beat the New York Giants 35-14 on Monday night. Caldwell won his first game as Detroit's coach, and Stafford threw for 346 yards.

Johnson had seven catches for 164 yards.

When the Lions collapsed down the stretch last year and missed the playoffs, Johnson wasn't fully healthy. He looked fine against the Giants in Detroit's first Monday night opener since 1971.

"There were some opportunities there where we had some single coverage, you know, but it wasn't all the time," Johnson said. "But there were some opportunities. It's the NFL, you get the best playing against the best, so you are going to get those opportunities."

Meanwhile, the Lions committed too many penalties in the first half, but aside from that, it was a pretty clean performance. They didn't have any turnovers after averaging more than two per game last season.

"I'm just trying to be as smart as I possibly can," Stafford said. "Our defense was playing outstanding. They were getting us the ball back and stopping New York."

One shortcoming?

According to ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein, Joique Bell and Reggie Bush, the team's two-headed running back, touched the ball 11 times. They gained a total of 12 yards -- 10 of them coming on one run from Bell. While the Lions were able to pass the ball easily, they couldn't get either of their running backs going.

Yes, Detroit finished with 76 yards on 30 carries, but other than one elongated drive in the second half, neither Bush nor Bell looked particularly productive. Considering what is to come for the Lions, this is an area that needs improvement, as the opponents become tougher starting Sunday against Carolina.

"I really felt like New York was playing well up front," left guard Rob Sims said. "They were stuffing us, and it was always an extra safety. They were really loading our box up. We just kept after it, and when we needed to run, we ran it."

Detroit was particularly good rushing in a pass-first offense last season under Scott Linehan, with both Bush and Bell getting 500 yards rushing and 500 yards receiving. Bush rushed for more than 1,000 yards, the first time that happened with the Lions in a decade.

On Monday night, though, the run game looked bad until Detroit had a lead at the end of the game and went run heavy both in play-call and to grind clock. That this is one of the Lions' biggest issues at this point -- and it was still at least mildly successful -- is a good sign for Detroit after the first week of the season.

But as good as Stafford and Johnson looked Monday night, Detroit knows it needs running back production similar to last season for there to be continued success for the Lions this season.

Other notes of interest. ... Bell was on the field for 35 snaps, Bush for 40 and Theo Riddick for five. At least a third of Bush's snaps came with him lined up as a wide receiver, indicating his Darren Sproles-esque role in the Lions offense. Riddick saw more time on special teams (18 snaps) than he did as a running back.

Golden Tate 55 snaps (82 percent); Johnson 54 snaps (81 percent); Jeremy Ross 35 snaps (52 percent); Corey Fuller 15 snaps (22 percent)

One of the biggest takeaways from Monday night was how the Lions used Johnson. He was on the sidelines more than usual in recent memory (when healthy), but that's part of the plan. Still surprising to see Tate with more snaps (55 to 52) than Megatron, though.

Rookie tight end Eric Ebron played only 20 snaps and finished with zero catches in his regular-season NFL debut Monday against the Giants. Despite the disappointing debut, Ebron was pleased with his performance, according to the Detroit Free Press.

"I think I played, overall, good," Ebron said. "You're still working out kinks and things like that, and it comes with time. It's Game 1, so we're going back to the drawing board tomorrow and we'll fix anything that needs to be fixed, stay after practice with Matt (Stafford) and work on a few things and get ready for Sunday."

Ebron was targeted three times Monday, including one red-zone target. Ebron is not upset he finished with no catches, but he vows that won't happen again.

"When my number is called next time, just them passes, just come down with them," Ebron said. "It's great location by Matt. I just got to be more aggressive and attack the ball and come down with it. So I'm not too upset with zero catches. It's my first game experience, but next game, I highly doubt I'll have zero catches."

For the record, Brandon Pettigrew (with 39 snaps) and Joseph Fauria (29) were on the field more than Ebron.

As Rothstein notes, Pettigrew played more as a blocking tight end, only seeing one target for a nine-yard catch. Fauria lined up a bunch of places on the field, as did Ebron. Expect to eventually see Ebron's snaps increase, but a good amount for the rookie in his first game. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Dan Orlovsky, Kellen Moore 
RB: Reggie Bush, Joique Bell, Theo Riddick 
FB: Montell Owens, Jed Collins 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Golden Tate, Jeremy Ross, Corey Fuller, Kevin Ogletree, Ryan Broyles 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Eric Ebron, Joseph Fauria 
PK: Nate Freese 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
While they received relatively good news on the injury front last Friday, the Green Bay Packers still must fix all that went wrong during a season-opening loss to the defending Super Bowl champion Seattle Seahawks.

Head coach Mike McCarthy confirmed that starting right tackle Bryan Bulaga escaped major damage to his surgically repaired left knee. He said running back Eddie Lacy, who suffered a concussion late in the Packers' 36-16 loss last Thursday, had already passed one of the initial post-concussion tests.

Although Lacy did not practice Wednesday, Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio, citing a league source, reported that Lacy is optimistic he'll clear all the tests in advance of this week's game against the Jets.

Still, Lacy has now sustained two concussions in 16 career regular-season games. The Packers have high hopes for Lacy in 2014; if he develops a concussion problem, it will be difficult for him to meet those goals.

It's already going to be difficult to meet those goals, given that Lacy gained only 34 yards rushing on Friday night against the Seahawks.

If Lacy doesn't pass all those tests, James Starks would probably be the starter.

"I think James had a very good game," offensive coordinator Tom Clements said of Starks' seven-carry, 37-yard day. "James ran hard, broke some tackles, so he's performing well.

"I think DuJuan (Harris), he only had the one carry but he gained 7 yards, and he's had a good preseason. He ran the ball very well and he was good in pass protection. We'll see what happens with Eddie. Hopefully, we'll have all three of them but if we don't, we'll make do."

Meanwhile, from shoddy tackling to poor communication from the sideline to an uneven performance from what was supposed to be one of the NFL's top offenses, McCarthy acknowledged that there is much to be done before this week's game.

"Everybody puts so much into the opener. We understand that," McCarthy said, one day after the defense gave up 398 yards, including 207 yards rushing, to the Seahawks.

"We'll take a hard look at everything, we'll correct it, but (then) we will move onto the Jets. This is not a one-game season.

"We're not going to sit here and dwell on it. Trust me, I get the disappointment. I felt very good going into the game. But I had to go back and check my preparation, because I think anytime as a coach when you feel your team's prepared and they don't perform, I think the first guy you have to look at is yourself and look in the mirror. That's what we spent a lot of time doing today.

"We're not making crazy changes. We don't feel that's the right answer. We have a program, we have a process and I promise you our team will be better this coming week against the Jets."

It would help if they have both Bulaga and Lacy on the field. Bulaga, who missed all of last season after tearing the anterior cruciate ligament in his left knee during a team scrimmage at the start of training camp, was rolled up on during the first half against the Seahawks and did not return.

With Bulaga out, the Packers turned to 2011 first-round pick Derek Sherrod, who hadn't played a meaningful snap in regular-season play since a career-threatening leg injury in December 2011.

Sherrod gave up two sacks -- one by Cliff Avril on a critical fourth-and-5 play from the Seattle 41-yard line midway through the third quarter.

And then another by Michael Bennett that resulted in a sack and fumble that Sherrod recovered in the end zone for a safety. He was also pushed into quarterback Aaron Rodgers on a 2-point conversion failure.

McCarthy said Bulaga wants to give it a go when the Packers return to practice on Wednesday, but if he can't go against the Jets, McCarthy said Sherrod would get the start.

"I think Derek will play better than he did this week," McCarthy said. "There's some things that we weren't totally in tune with (as a group). That first sack, we had a protection call there that everything wasn't done correctly so Avril was able to get the edge there.

"The second sack, you know, really, we were playing uphill there. That's something that we could probably do a better job of as we move forward."

But on defense is where the Packers must do significantly better. After working on a 4-3 look all offseason and throughout training camp, McCarthy and defensive coordinator Dom Capers unveiled it against the Seahawks, and it was ineffective.

Whatever the case, that one game has left the Packers with a lot of room for improvement.

"I mean, you are what you are," McCarthy said. "And after one game, we've put out there our performance and our next opponent will stress us in those areas that we did not perform very well in. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... According to Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel staffer Tom Silverstein, tight end Brandon Bostick ran through a series of agility drills prior to pregame warm-ups Thursday night and got through it without suffering a setback. On Wednesday, Bostick is expected to meet with the medical staff again to find out whether this week his warm-ups will be for real. He subsequently practiced on Wednesday.

Bostick, out since suffering a slight fracture in his right leg against St. Louis on Aug. 16, was slated to be the team's starting tight end and a key outlet down the middle of the field for Rodgers this season.

His absence was felt in the loss to the Seahawks, although enough went wrong on offense that it's doubtful he would have been the difference between winning and losing. Still, the Packers are used to having a fast, pass-catching tight end in their offense and they need one to keep opposing defenses mindful of the middle of the field.

Bostick said he came through the pregame workout Thursday in good shape.

"I felt fine," Bostick said. "I was just getting in a little work to see where I was and I thought I progressed. I don't know where I'm at. But I hoped I could play last game, but obviously I wasn't ready.

"So, I think I'm just going to take it week by week and see how it feels."

Rookie Richard Rodgers started the game and played 20 snaps, but he did not catch a pass or have one targeted to him. Veteran Andrew Quarless played 46 snaps and caught three of four passes thrown to him for 26 yards.

No other tight end played.

Those interested in Lacy and Bostick will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more in coming days. ...

The Seattle defense got the best of Aaron Rodgers, whose 81.5 passer rating was his worst since posting a 64.5 in a loss at Cincinnati last season.

Rodgers threw 14 passes to receiver Jordy Nelson and completed nine for just 83 yards. His longest completion was to Randall Cobb for 23 yards, which marks the first time since a victory over New Orleans on Sept. 30, 2012, that he failed to complete a pass of 25 or more yards.

"Well, I think if you look at it, we were very close on a couple plays to Randall that could have been big plays," Clements said. "The one to Jordy that resulted in an interception, that was off just a hair. And unfortunately, it got tipped up and they intercepted it.

"But there's a fine line between playing well and not being effective. And as an offense, we weren't effective enough."

Also according to Silverstein, one guy the offense might see more of its second-round receiver Davante Adams.

After a slow start in training camp, Adams started to take off in the final weeks, earning him a spot on the 46-man game day active list as the fourth receiver. Adams wound up going against Sherman and had him beat deep on a scramble play, but Rodgers didn't see him.

"Davante had about eight or nine offensive snaps (nine); he played more on special teams as well," Clements said. "I thought the week of preparation for Seattle, he had a very good week.

"He showed up a bunch in practice and he's continuing to get better, and hopefully he can get on the field and make a contribution."

Neither Adams nor Jarrett Boykin had a ball thrown his way.

And finally. ... McCarthy and general manager Ted Thompson should be thankful they released rookie tight end Colt Lyerla with an injury settlement last month. Otherwise, his arrest over the weekend on suspicion of driving while under the influence of intoxicants near his hometown of Hillsboro, Oregon, would have been their problem.

Instead, they can breathe a sigh of relief something like that did not happen on their watch.

If there was any chance the Packers would have considered bringing back Lyerla after his injury settlement expired, that is almost certainly gone. 
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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, Jarrett Boykin, Davante Adams, Jeff Janis 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Andrew Quarless, Ryan Taylor, Brandon Bostick 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli noted this week, the Texans offense was sufficient in Sunday's win, and there were milestones for a few players. DeAndre Hopkins scored on the longest touchdown catch of his career -- the Texans' longest since 2011. Andre Johnson rose to 16th on the league's list for all-time receiving yards with six catches for 93 yards. Arian Foster had his 26th career 100-yard game.

But it wasn't until late in the third quarter that the Texans offense started moving. Prior to their final two drives, Houston had only one possession in which it ran at least six plays. Three of its first four drives lasted only three plays. And its second-to-last drive ended when Foster fumbled at Washington's 8-yard line.

"I thought we progressed well," left tackle Duane Brown said. "We started slow. That was a bit frustrating, but that's kind of the game we expected. Our defense did a great job of holding those guys. We just wanted to get going, and I think we did that when we had to the most. Toward the end of the game, we put together a good drive, ate some time off the clock and came away with some points. We just need to work on doing that more consistently throughout the game."

Playing a Washington team whose offense struggled against the Texans defense, the low-scoring affair was enough Sunday. But that kind of slow start won't work for the Texans as they get into the meat of their schedule.

On this front, there are two pieces of good news for the Texans. First, their early slate of games isn't particularly formidable. They will face the Raiders, Giants, Bills and Cowboys next.

Second, Sunday was the first game for a new offense in a new system and the first time that group of starters has played together under it. Growing pains were likely part of that slow start. And as Brown said, the progression went in the right direction.

Meanwhile, as Houston Chronicle staffer Brian T. Smith notes, Ryan Fitzpatrick took all the preseason criticism, collected the doubt and trashed it all Sunday with four gutsy, pro quarters of no-turnover football.

His numbers: 14-of-22 passing for 206 yards and one touchdown, a 76-yard broken-play bomb to Hopkins.

Guiding the Texans to their first victory in 357 days, first-year coach Bill O'Brien's handpicked solution to the team's 2014 quarterback problem delivered the type of victory for which he was brought to Houston. "He did exactly what we asked him to do. He played a smart game," O'Brien said.

A sparkling 109.3 passer rating without a game-changing interception was the equivalent of quarterback gold for a team that saw its NFL-worst 2-14 season in 2013 wrecked by four pick-sixes and two shaken field leaders, the departed Matt Schaub and Case Keenum.

As Smith suggested, Fitzpatrick was rarely magical Sunday.

But Fitzpatrick had been good enough, talented enough and tough enough. For a much-doubted quarterback and a team that hadn't won in nearly a year, that's enough. ...

Next up, the Texans go on the road to face Derek Carr and the Oakland Raiders. ...

Other notes of interest. ... After missing preseason and almost 10 full games last season, Arian Foster carried 27 times for 103 yards. As the Sports Xchange suggested, Foster reached triple digits the hard way: His longest run was only 10 yards. His only blemish was losing a fumble on first down inside the Redskins' 10-yard line. Most of his carries were against eight-man fronts.

Andre Johnson had one catch in the first half and five in the second.

Tight end Garrett Graham didn't play because of a back injury. He was replaced by rookie C.J. Fiedorowicz, who spent most of his debut blocking for the running game.

Receiver DeVier Posey, who was so impressive in preseason, was inactive because he was caught in a numbers game. Four receivers were active compared to 10 defensive backs.

No. 1 overall pick Jadeveon Clowney had arthroscopic surgery on his right knee Monday and will be out four to six weeks.

O'Brien didn't disclose details about the injury, but multiple reports indicate that Clowney suffered a torn meniscus. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Tom Savage, Ryan Mallett 
RB: Arian Foster, Jonathan Grimes, Alfred Blue, Ronnie Brown 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: Andre Johnson, DeAndre Hopkins, Keshawn Martin, DeVier Posey, Damaris Johnson 
TE: Garrett Graham, C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
Robert Mathis likely won't get a chance to defend his NFL sacks title.

Less than two weeks after starting a four-game, league-imposed suspension, the Colts' best pass rusher sustained an Achilles' tendon injury while working out privately in Atlanta.

A person with knowledge of the injury told Associated Press sports writer Michael Marot on Monday that Mathis tore the tendon, which would keep him out the entire season. The person spoke on condition of anonymity because the team has not confirmed the diagnosis.

The injury occurred while Mathis was away from the team, serving his suspension.

League rules prohibit Mathis from working out at the team complex or communicating with those inside the organization during his absence, so the Colts sent Mathis home with a workout regimen.

On Monday, Mathis contacted head trainer Dave Hammer to inform the team that he had injured the Achilles and had already been seen by one doctor.

Head coach Chuck Pagano said league rules do allow suspended players to contact their team if they are injured.

So the Colts (0-1) must now figure out how to cope without their best pass rusher.

A year ago, Mathis' teammates combined for 22 1/2 sacks.

On Sunday night at Denver, it was obvious how much Indianapolis missed Mathis.

Indy struggled to consistently pressure Peyton Manning and wound up with only one sack, and Bjoern Werner, Mathis' replacement as the rush linebacker, had three tackles but no quarterback pressures. They host the up-tempo Eagles next Monday night.

"You can't replace a guy like Robert," inside linebacker D'Qwell Jackson said. "But we trust our guys, we trust the guys next to us."

Mathis is the second Indy player to sustain an Achilles tendon injury this season, joining running back Vick Ballard who is already on injured reserve after tearing his left Achilles in late July.

Indy already has 10 players on injured reserve, including offensive lineman Xavier Nixon, who was designated for a possible return later this season.

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Mike Wells notes the Colts had eight trips inside Broncos territory Sunday. They scored on only half of those trips because of mistakes or bad decision-making. The Colts squandered several opportunities that would have allowed them to put pressure on the Broncos early in the game and a few more that hurt them while trying to come back.

Quarterback Andrew Luck finished 35-of-53 for 370 yards and two touchdowns, but he wasn't mistake-free, either. He put too much air under several throws and he tried to force the ball into tight end Dwayne Allen on his first interception.

Luck (who later admitted it was a mistake) rushed the offense to the line of scrimmage on fourth-and-goal from the Broncos' 1-yard line. Luck tried a quarterback keeper up the middle but was stuffed by a handful of Denver defenders.

Luck's second interception was tipped at Denver's 32-yard line when the Colts were down 31-17.

A false start put the Colts in a third-and-15 situation. Receiver T.Y. Hilton got 9 of those yards back on third down before the Colts' comeback attempt ended on an incomplete pass from Luck to Reggie Wayne at Denver's 39 on fourth down.

Also, early in the fourth quarter the defense caused a fumble, but the Broncos ended up recovering the loose ball because two defenders failed to fall on it. Denver scored a touchdown several plays later to go up 31-10.

As Wells suggested, those mistakes have to be limited because, like Denver, this week's opponent, the Eagles have a quick-strike offense that puts up a lot of points and works quickly to make teams pay for their mistakes. The Eagles came from 17 points down at the half to beat the Jacksonville Jaguars 34-17 on Sunday. The two sub-par defenses leave open the potential for a shootout next Monday night. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange noted, Pagano liked what he saw of Wayne, who missed the second half of the 2013 season with a torn ACL.

Wayne had nine catches for 98 yards in his first game back.

"He was like the Reggie of old," Pagano said. "We didn't have to monitor how many plays here and there. He just went out and played. It was great."

Wayne has caught at least one pass in 120 consecutive games. Wayne has also had 72 consecutive games with three or more receptions.

Wayne gave everybody a scare when he slipped and his knee bent awkwardly after making a catch in the third quarter. Wayne left for a play but returned and finished the game.

"Man, it held up," Wayne said. "It scared me more than anything. It kind of aggravated a little bit, but I was able to tough it out and finish the game."

Wayne was pleased that he wasn't on a "pitch count" during the game. "That's the way I wanted it," he said. "I'm not the most flexible guy in this locker room, so when my heel touches my butt, it's going to hurt, regardless of good knee, bad knee. That's what happened and kind of woke me up a little bit. I was able to finish it out."

Wayne bit his tongue when asked if he slipped on Luck's incomplete pass on fourth down that ended the Colts' chance of tying the score. Wayne was defended by Broncos cornerback Bradley Roby on the play.

"Yeah, let's just say I slipped," Wayne said. "I have to keep my feet. I keep my feet, I catch that ball. That's something we work on every day. I just lost my footing and couldn't get to the ball."

Wayne's return was obviously the biggest highlight for the Colts Sunday. But running back Ahmad Bradshaw was also making his debut after having his 2013 season end after Week 3.

Bradshaw averaged 5.0 yards on his three carries and contributed 70 yards on five receptions out of the backfield against the Broncos.

"I just want to increase my role and help the team out as much as I can," Bradshaw said. "It felt great getting out there again trying to help the team."

Bradshaw didn't play like a player who was coming off neck surgery. He embraced taking hits instead of avoiding contact by going out of bounds if the opportunity presented itself.

"That's the way I am," Bradshaw said. "It's just instincts. I can't go out of bounds. I love trying to get that extra yard."

Starting running back Trent Richardson had six rushes for 20 yards to go with three catches for 31 yards.

Richardson's ongoing shortcomings might explain why the team signed free-agent running back Dion Lewis to a two-year contract on Tuesday. The team released RB Zurlon Tipton to make room for Lewis. ...

Hakeem Nicks had a good first game for the Colts. The former New York Giants wide receiver caught five passes for 41 yards and a touchdown Sunday night against Denver. Nicks was targeted five times and caught each ball thrown to him.

Allen returned from his season-ending hip injury to catch four passes for 64 yards and a touchdown. Allen scored on a 41-yard pass play late in the fourth quarter to bring the Colts to within 31-17 with 7:46 remaining in the game. ...

Also according to Wells, the Colts, as in each of the past two seasons, had questions about their offensive line. Those questions remain after Denver's defense, which was led by DeMarcus Ware, kept pressure on Luck. The Colts gave up three sacks, which increased Luck's career sack total to 76. Center A.Q. Shipley, guard Hugh Thornton and left tackle Anthony Castonzo were beaten on the plays on which Luck was sacked. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck, Chandler Harnish 
RB: Trent Richardson, Ahmad Bradshaw, Dan Herron, Dion Lewis 
FB: Mario Harvey 
WR: Reggie Wayne, T.Y. Hilton, Hakeem Nicks, Donte Moncrief, Griff Whalen, Da'Rick Rogers 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As Associated Press sports writer Mark Long put it, "The Jacksonville Jaguars were the NFL's biggest surprise in Week 1 -- for a half. ..."

But after taking a 17-0 lead at Philadelphia, the Jaguars faltered mightily after the break and looked a lot like the team that lost its first eight games last season by double digits.

The running game was mostly nonexistent. The passing game was filled with batted balls, errant throws and drops. The defense gave up several big plays, on the ground and through the air. The result was a 34-17 loss to the Eagles in the season opener that will be remembered more for the way it ended than how it began.

"It feels like, 'What happened? We're a ways away,"' head coach Gus Bradley said Monday. "But we're really close. We have to take care of these things. We can no longer find these things acceptable, but I liked our demeanor in the room. They take responsibility and they understand as well."

The Jaguars (0-1) couldn't have looked much better in the first half.

They scored touchdowns on two of their first three drives -- it took Jacksonville 36 drives to find the end zone in 2013 -- and were dominating both sides of the ball.

Chad Henne completed 12 of his first 17 passes for 167 yards, with a pair of touchdowns to undrafted rookie Allen Hurns. Jacksonville's defense, which ranked last in the league in sacks over the last five years, took down Nick Foles five times, held LeSean McCoy to 38 yards on 10 carries and forced three turnovers.

"It's pretty clear we went out in the first half and played really, really good football," Bradley said. "To us, that's the standard. We set the standard. ... And we didn't do that in the second half."

The Jaguars will try to regroup this week before playing at Washington (0-1).

Jacksonville does have this going for it: the collapse wasn't nearly as bad as last year's debacle, which was the worst season opener in franchise history. The Jaguars managed 178 yards, punted 11 times and allowed six sacks in a 26-point home loss to Kansas City.

The beatdown set the tone for Jacksonville's 4-12 season, which included eight lopsided losses to start the season.

As Long suggested, the latest opener had plenty of positives -- just none after halftime.

"When a team loses momentum in the first half like we did, it's on everyone to work hard and try to get it back," running back Toby Gerhart said. "You need to make a play, make a play to get the momentum back and stop the downhill tumble. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Henne finished 24-for-43 for 266 yards and two touchdowns with no interceptions, but ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco advised readers that doesn't accurately describe the way he played. He was solid early, ineffective for much of the game, and then padded his stats with a meaningless late drive against soft coverages in the game's final minutes.

The Jaguars' offense finished the 2013 season last in the NFL in third-down efficiency, and it's one of the reasons why Jacksonville averaged fewer than 16 points per game and had the 31st-ranked offense in the NFL.

Things didn't get off to a better start this season. The Jaguars converted just 2 of 14 third downs against the Eagles, and that was one of the big reasons the offense bogged down after a good start in the first quarter. The problem is, however, that the Jaguars' lack of success on third down can't be traced back to one cause.

The poor conversion rate is the result of several offensive issues: The interior of the offensive line struggled in the run game and pass protection; several receivers dropped passes; Henne had a couple of passes batted down and misfired on several others.

That obviously set the Jaguars up with a tougher task on third down, and they couldn't covert. They went 0-for-9 before finally converting a third down in the third quarter, and they faced third-and-7 or longer 10 times. ...

It took Gerhart 18 carries, the fourth highest total in his career -- to gain just 42 yards. The line opened up few holes, any yardage that Gerhart got, he got on his own.

Reasons for optimism?

As DiRocco suggested, the more we see of Hurns, the harder it is to believe that he went undrafted. The former University of Miami standout followed up his outstanding preseason with a historic performance Sunday. His first two catches went for touchdowns -- a 34-yarder and a 21-yarder -- to make him just the second player in NFL history to score TDs on his first two career receptions. Detroit's Charles Rogers did it in 2003.

Hurns wasn't bad on his third catch either, a 46-yarder down the left sideline when the Jaguars were backed up on their 1-yard line. Hurns got the start because Cecil Shorts, who has more career catches than any other receiver on the roster (123), did not make the trip to Philly because of tightness in his left hamstring.

Health is another concern. ... On offense, the Jaguars have three injury situations to watch. Gerhart (ankle) wasa not a participant when the team began its on-field work on Wednesday, John Oehser of Jaguars.com reported Monday. Also, Shorts was slated to test out his injury on Tuesday. But there is good news regarding tight end Marcedes Lewis, who has a knee ailment but should play Sunday vs. Washington, according to Oehser.

The Jaguars lost their best player in the secondary late in the first half when safety Johnathan Cyprien left the game with a head injury. Cyprien's head struck the ground when he was trying to break up a pass from Foles to Jeremy Maclin. He did not play in the second half, and his status for the upcoming week is unclear. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, Jaguars fans are not use to seeing Josh Scobee miss two field goals in the same game. Last year that's how many kicks Scobee missed for the entire season. He made his first attempt from 49 yards out but was then wide left from midfield and had a 36-yard attempt blocked. It was the first time that Scobee had missed a pair of field goals in a game since November of 2010.

Scobee had kicked very little in recent weeks as he rested a right quad that was injured in the team's second preseason game. He didn't use that as an excuse however. He looked fine with his kickoffs, recording three touchbacks in his four kickoffs.

"The leg felt great," he said afterward. "I hit the ball great. The first one (from 50 yards), I didn't play it far enough right. I misjudged the wind a little bit. The one that got blocked, I hit it great. No one told me what happened, whether it was low or what." 
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QB: Chad Henne, Blake Bortles 
RB: Toby Gerhart, Denard Robinson, Jordan Todman, Storm Johnson 
FB: Will Ta'ufo'ou 
WR: Cecil Shorts, Marqise Lee, Allen Hurns, Mike Brown, Allen Robinson 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, Marcel Jensen, Mickey Shuler, Clay Harbor 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
In the moments after a disheartening loss to Tennessee to open the season, head coach Andy Reid seemed at a loss for why All-Pro running back Jamaal Charles went virtually unused.

Charles carried the ball on the first two plays of the game, and then caught a 14-yard swing pass from quarterback Alex Smith for a first down. But during the rest of Sunday's game, Charles only got his hands on the ball eight times as the Kansas City offense sputtered and backfired.

"I want to see the ball more and coach knows that," Charles said long after the game, when the locker room had largely cleared out of players and mostly equipment staff remained.

He finished with seven carries for 19 yards and four catches for 15 yards, which means those final eight touches? They netted a whopping 11 yards from scrimmage.

According to Associated Press sports writer Dave Skretta reports, Reid was willing to take the blame for it, too.

"Not giving 25 the ball more than seven times is negligence on my part," he said Monday as the Chiefs prepared for this weekend's trip to Denver.

Especially considering the way the game was shaking out.

The Chiefs and Titans were close throughout the first half, and it should have been a 7-3 lead at the break had Kansas City not thrown an ill-advised pass that was picked off in the waning minutes. Tennessee went on to kick a field goal just before halftime to extend its lead.

Even then, it was a one-possession game, the kind where using Charles would have made sense. But instead, Smith wound up throwing the ball 35 times, completing only 19 of them for 202 yards while getting picked off three times. The Titans took advantage of all the miscues by Kansas City, putting the game away with 20 unanswered points.

Meanwhile, the Chiefs were forced to play without top wide receiver Dwayne Bowe, who was serving a one-game suspension. They were also without rookie De'Anthony Thomas, the fastest player on their roster. So it would have made even more sense to get the ball in the hands of Charles, the biggest game-breaker left on offense perilously devoid of big-play threats.

"We just failed," Smith said, "failed to get him the ball. Absolutely. One of our biggest playmakers, if not the biggest playmaker. Certainly need to get him involved more. That's on all of us, though. For me, I'm kind of worried about executing and doing my job."

Reid said that Tennessee's game plan had much to do with it.

"They primarily went with a cover-3 look or a cover-4 with a cheat safety, both of which are good run-stopping coverages," he explained. "And then they played gaps -- they were cheating gaps. It wasn't anything that should have kept us off the run game as much."

Indeed, Titans defensive tackle Jurrell Casey said that stopping Charles was the key.

"We knew they were going to come out and run the ball," he said. "Our heart was to stop the run. Our coaches talked about it all week. It was going to be down to us up front to be out there and win this game for us. We held him under 100 yards and that's what we had our minds set on."

The seven attempts were the fewest for Charles since Oct. 28, 2012, when he toted the ball five times in a game against Oakland. And his yardage total was the smallest since Dec. 12 of the same season, when he carried nine times for 10 yards in the return game against the Raiders. That was the same season in which the Chiefs went 2-14 and coach Romeo Crennel was fired.

"Whatever the game plan is, I just go with it," Charles said, choosing to take the high road but also making it clear: "I definitely want the ball in my hands in every situation."

After all, that was the case most of last season.

Charles ran for 1,287 yards and a career-best 12 touchdowns, and caught 70 passes for 693 yards and seven more scores. He accounted for nearly 37 percent of the offense as the Chiefs went 11-5 and reached the playoffs, making him arguably the most indispensable player in the NFL.

That's also why the Chiefs rewarded him just prior to training camp with a two-year contract extension that tacked an additional $18.1 million onto his deal.

"It's a long season, just one game. We have a long way to go," Charles said. "We can get worse or we can get good. My job is to get the team good."

Other notes of interest. ... The Chiefs in Denver will see the return of Bowe. He was suspended by the NFL for the Tennessee game. They also might get back Thomas, who sat out the Titans game with a sore hamstring.

According to ESPN.com's Adam Teicher suggests, the Chiefs need to make a strong effort to get the ball to both players. Bowe isn't fast and is more of a possession receiver, but he can help the Chiefs avoid the third-and-long situations and also convert on third-down plays. Thomas is only 174 pounds, so the Chiefs have to monitor his number of plays. But wise utilization of his speed can help a struggling offense.

Rookie kicker Cairo Santos had a tough NFL debut. He made his first field goal attempt, from 35 yards, but only after it hit the right upright. His next attempt, from 48 yards, hit the left upright and missed. Better days may be ahead, but it doesn't ease the sting that the Chiefs cut reliable veteran Ryan Succop to make room for Santos.

And finally. ... The Chiefs lost Pro Bowl linebacker Derrick Johnson and starting defensive end Mike DeVito to torn Achilles' tendons. If so, the Chiefs will find it difficult to adequately replace either player. Johnson is one of the league's top inside linebackers. He's excellent against the run and in pass coverage. DeVito is a sturdy run defender who had improved as a pass-rusher. 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Aaron Murray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, De'Anthony Thomas, Cyrus Gray, Joe McKnight 
RB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Donnie Avery, Junior Hemingway, A.J. Jenkins, Albert Wilson, Frankie Hamming 
TE: Anthony Fasano, Travis Kelce, Demetrius Harris, Richard Gordon 
PK: Cairo Santos 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
As ESPN.com's James Walker framed it, "The Knowshon Moreno transformation was on full display Sunday at Sun Life Stadium.

During the week, the running back is not loud in practice and doesn't offer much to the media. But on Sundays, Moreno turns into an animated, energized "beast," as one Dolphins player described him.

Moreno proved to be Miami's spark in the team's 33-20 victory over the New England Patriots. Moreno rushed for 134 yards and a touchdown on 24 carries. He ran his first carry just as hard as his 24th carry and let his teammates and Patriots defenders know about it along the way.

"It's unreal. It's unreal to see a guy basically become another person on game day," receiver Jarvis Landry said. "He's definitely a veteran guy with the years he's put in, but he still comes to work like us young guys with that enthusiasm and the work he puts in. Game day is one of the days we look forward to seeing Knowshon. For us, he really shows up."

How does Moreno do it?

"I have no idea, but whatever he's doing I need to do, too," Landry said laughing. "It's been working since the third preseason game. He's been playing out of his mind."

It's rare that a player can flip that kind of switch. Moreno finds a way to keep his emotions in check during the week and lets everything unleash on game day. The Patriots were his latest victim. Miami's inside trap play was a staple that led Moreno to average 5.6 per carry.

In fact, Moreno has been rough on New England as of late. He rushed for 224 last season against New England as a member of the Denver Broncos and added another 134 yards with the Dolphins on Sunday. Moreno was so excited during and after the game that he said he barely remembers his touchdown run.

"I think I'm a little too jacked up," Moreno said when asked to describe his score. "I'm probably a little bit jacked up right now, too."

Coming off his first 1,000-yard season, Moreno received little interest in free agency. The Dolphins were the first and only team to offer him a contract. Miami signed Moreno to a one-year, $3 million pact, and it is paying immediate dividends.

Moreno, who had a knee surgery this summer, started Sunday as the backup to Lamar Miller. But his production and energy were hard to ignore. Miami's coaching staff gave Moreno 24 of the team's 38 carries. Moreno also played more snaps than Miller, 48 to 27.

If Moreno isn't starting next week's game against the Buffalo Bills, something is wrong in Miami. Moreno gives the Dolphins' offense a new dimension and toughness between the tackles that they haven't seen since Ricky Williams.

"When somebody's got that type of energy and got that type of intensity, that puts it on everybody else to keep pushing," left tackle Branden Albert said. "That pushes us even more."

It was a successful debut for Dolphins first-year offensive coordinator Bill Lazor, who was smart enough to stick to the ground game and help keep New England quarterback Tom Brady off the field. Lazor put up 33 points in his first game in large part due to Moreno's performance. The Dolphins averaged just 19.8 points per game last season.

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Walker, Lazor doesn't hold back. That is one of the first things the Dolphins players and media learned in his short time thus far with the team.

Therefore, it shouldn't come as a surprise when Lazor was blunt in his assessment of Miami's offense despite a stellar performance against the Pats. The Dolphins scored more than 30 points for just the second time in 17 games, dating to last season. However, Lazor was laser focused on ways his group can improve.

"My No. 1 feeling is that we better get better fast, particularly in the passing game," the offensive coordinator said. "I feel like there were a lot of plays we should have made and didn't make. Some might have been the throw or the decision. Some were dropped. ... I think we have to be better to win tighter games."

There were several passing plays Miami missed through the air that could have been big plays. Here are a few that come to mind: Mike Wallace beat Patriots cornerback Darrelle Revis in the first half by two steps. But the ball thrown by quarterback Ryan Tannehill was outside and Wallace made the would-be touchdown catch out of bounds.

Miller was open on a swing pass inside the 10-yard line. Miller appeared to be heading for a touchdown, but he lost his footing after catching the ball and settled for a 3-yard gain.

Tight end Dion Sims got behind New England's defense and dropped a would-be 28-yard touchdown pass at the 5:51 mark in the fourth quarter.

But the Dolphins did more things right on offense, which is why Miami walked away with a double-digit victory over the Patriots. The biggest reason was 191 rushing yards, which controlled the pace of the game in the Dolphins' favor. Miami was 7-of-13 on third-down conversions, and Lazor had high praise for the offensive line's performance.

However, Lazor pushed Miami's offense hard since the offseason and that has contributed to the unit's immediate improvement since last season. It appears Lazor won't change his approach even after a week of success.

Wallace (seven receptions, 81 yards, one touchdown) had a good day against New England. Or did he? Wallace also had two dropped passes. Tannehill (18-for-32, 178 yards, two touchdowns, one interception) had a decent day, but he misfired on about five or six passes. ...

Kicker Caleb Sturgis' eased concerns about groin injury. Most of his kickoffs were deep and in the end zone. Sturgis also was 4-for-4 on field goals. Sturgis missed his only field-goal attempt during the preseason.

And finally. ... The Dolphins placed starting linebacker Dannell Ellerbe on season-ending injured reserve on Monday, head coach Joe Philbin announced.

Ellerbe injured his hip against the Patriots.

Ellerbe was a major free-agent signing in 2013. He played 15 games for the Dolphins last season and finished with 101 tackles. He will play in only one game this season after he was injured in the first half on Sunday.

The Dolphins signed veteran linebacker Kelvin Sheppard to replace Ellerbe's roster spot. The four-year veteran previously played for the Buffalo Bills and Indianapolis Colts. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Knowshon Moreno, Damien Williams, Orleans Darkwa 
WR: Mike Wallace, Brian Hartline, Brandon Gibson, Jarvis Landry, Rishard Matthews 
TE: Charles Clay, Dion Sims, Gator Hoskins 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
On Thursday night, as Percy Harvin was tearing through an electrifying, nationally televised testament to how many ways he can hurt a defense, the Vikings were deep in the process of installing a game plan that would continue to make their fans believe they knew exactly what they were doing when they traded Harvin to the Seattle Seahawks 18 months ago.

The jet sweep the Seahawks dialed up for Harvin in a 36-16 win over the Green Bay Packers? That was in the Vikings' plans for Cordarrelle Patterson too. So was a pitch to Patterson out of a two-back set with Matt Asiata, plenty of work for the receiver at split end and his normal duties as a kickoff return man.

As ESPN.com's Ben Goessling noted this week, the Vikings believed Patterson had many of the same skills as Harvin -- perhaps not as strong or shifty but taller, with equal top-end speed and maybe even better vision. When they spent three picks to trade up and take Patterson in the first round of the 2013 draft, it was with an eye toward filling the void created by the departure of the talented and temperamental Harvin.

That plan is now in full bloom, and Patterson's performance in the Vikings' 34-6 win over the St. Louis Rams on Sunday showed again how quickly he is turning into one of the game's unique weapons. He turned the two jet sweeps into 35 yards and romped for another 67 on the pitch in the third quarter, breaking a handful of tackles before he fell into the end zone. Patterson was targeted five times, catching three passes for 26 yards, and ran back two kicks for 48 yards, even though the Rams angled their deep kickoffs in a way that prevented Patterson from breaking free after fielding the ball in the end zone.

All told, he posted 176 all-purpose yards, became the first Vikings receiver to run for more than 100 yards in a game and is the first receiver since the AFL-NFL merger to score rushing touchdowns of 35 yards or more in three consecutive games. Patterson was the most explosive player on the field Sunday, and nearly seven months after the Vikings hired Norv Turner as their offensive coordinator, the second-year receiver is in the hands of a strategist who plans to bring all his talents to bear.

"We always want to get our playmakers the football. So however we can do that -- by throwing it, catching it, handing it -- it doesn't matter," head coach Mike Zimmer said. "Our offensive coaches and Norv Turner do an awesome job of understanding where to go and when to take the shots."

Turner had already designed 10 plays for the receiver less than a month after he became the Vikings' offensive coordinator, general manager Rick Spielman said at the NFL scouting combine, and as the Vikings push forward with a more aggressive offense, Patterson will be at the center of the attack.

Over time, he could be an even bigger piece of it than running back Adrian Peterson, who remains the focal point of the offense for now but is making more than any running back in the league at age 29. Peterson gained 93 yards Sunday, rushing 21 times for 75 yards against a tough Rams defense, but even the running back marveled at how Patterson was able to outrush him on just three carries.

"It doesn't happen often," Peterson said, "but he is a tremendous talent."

In his second year, Patterson is a rising star, a worthy complement to Peterson and a dynamic successor for Harvin. And at age 23, he doesn't appear to be going anywhere but up.

"I just want the ball in my hands," Patterson said. "When I get the ball, I expect great things. ..."

Meanwhile, heading into the opener, Turner said the presence of the Rams' disruptive pass rush wouldn't necessarily limit the Vikings' offense to a diet of short passes. In the end, the Vikings didn't try to push the ball downfield much, and a steady reliance on the run game, coupled with the fact they were tied or ahead the entire game, meant they didn't have to take many chances.

But quarterback Matt Cassel mostly stayed upright and the Vikings threw effectively enough to win.

Cassel was sacked just once in the victory, and hit 17 of his 25 throws for 170 yards and two scores. According to ESPN Stats & Information, he tried just three throws longer than 10 yards, hitting an 18-yarder over the middle to Greg Jennings. On throws shorter than 10 yards, though, Cassel was on point, hitting 16 of his 22 attempts for 152 yards and both scores. Only one of his six incompletions was off-target, and his completion percentage of 72.7 on such throws was up more than 5 percentage points from last year.

"First and foremost, we knew going in that we were going to be challenged with their rush, so I think that we were trying to slow that rush down throughout the course of the first half," Cassel said. "Obviously, we had our hiccups as an offensive unit, but all in all we made some big plays. We took advantage of some situations and like I said, any time the defense plays the way that they do, it usually goes pretty well for us altogether."

The Vikings hit a couple screens to Jarius Wright, using Kyle Rudolph as a blocker after splitting him out on the same side of the field, and they did a nice job of moving Cassel around in the pocket to dull the Rams' rush. Future weeks could dictate a more aggressive plan -- and Cassel was lucky enough to recover a pair of botched snaps, one he said he should have caught and one he pinned on miscommunication.

But in a game when the Vikings ran for 186 yards on 30 attempts (including a pair of kneel-downs from Cassel), the quarterback did enough to keep himself -- and the team -- out of trouble.

Now we'll see if they can duplicate that effort against the New England Patriots (0-1) in their home opener Sunday at TCF Bank Stadium. ...

Other notes of interest. ... If there was one major issue emerging from the Vikings' 34-6 victory on Sunday, it was the team's share of penalties on a day when referee Ed Hochuli's crew tossed plenty of flags. The Vikings were penalized seven times for 60 yards, but the Rams gave away more than twice as many yards, committing 13 penalties for 121 yards in the loss.

The Vikings' plan to give Peterson a breather is already taking form; he played 74 percent of the Vikings' snaps on Sunday, and the only times he saw that little of a workload last year were when he was injured against Baltimore, or the Vikings were behind by so much they were throwing on almost every play (against Carolina, Green Bay, Seattle and Cincinnati). The Vikings used Matt Asiata as a pass blocker at times, lined him up in front of Patterson on his touchdown run and ran a couple two-back sets with Asiata and Jerick McKinnon. ...

Patterson, who got five snaps in the Vikings' opener last year, was on the field more than any skill position player except Rudolph. ...

And finally. ... Blair Walsh made a 52-yard field goal, tying the third-longest field goal made on opening day in franchise history. Walsh now has a 50-yard make in each of his three NFL openers: 55 yards against Jacksonville in 2012, 52 at Detroit in 2013 and Sunday's kick. Walsh is 13 for 16 from 50-plus, but had missed three straight before Sunday. 
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QB: Matt Cassel, Teddy Bridgewater, Christian Ponder 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Matt Asiata, Jerick McKinnon 
RB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Cordarrelle Patterson, Greg Jennings, Jarius Wright, Rodney Smith, Adam Thielen, Jerome Simpson 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Rhett Ellison, MarQueis Gray 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
Much like fantasy owners, offensive coordinator Josh McDaniels knows the Patriots' offense needs a better performance against Minnesota than it showed against Miami.

After taking a 20-10 halftime lead, the Patriots wilted in the Florida heat and lost 33-20.

"There was certainly an element in the second half that we'd love to stay away from," McDaniels said during a conference call Tuesday. "We're not looking to go into any game and throw the ball 50-plus times.

"We've gotta do a better job, in general -- coaching, playing, managing the game and putting ourselves in better position than what we did offensively in the second half because we didn't do anything to help ourselves."

Tom Brady finished 29-for-56 passing, with Shane Vereen leading an anemic 89-yard running game with 34 yards.

Brady was sacked four times and had a key fumble. On WEEI Radio on Monday, Brady blamed himself for a lot of what happened.

"I think Tom did some good things, and whenever you don't play a full 60 minutes in the league against any team, especially a good one on the road, it usually means there's a lot of responsibility to be shared for why it didn't go the right way," McDaniels said. "All of us can do a better job, starting with me."

As the Patriots' offensive line struggled to buy time, it seemed as if the offense strayed from quick-releasing plays, though Brady said that was not the case. The issues were more complex than getting rid of the ball earlier.

"We did a little bit of that," Brady said. "For example, the one I threw to Danny [Amendola] on our sideline where [Brandon] LaFell got called for pass interference. We are running a slant route and the guy runs into LaFell and they call us for P.I. Things like that came up yesterday that I kind of shake my head at and say we run a simple pattern and they call us for a penalty. Those are just some of the things that happen that we have to try to overcome.

"You're right. Getting the ball out of our hands quickly. Getting the ball to the guys who can actually do something with it is an important part of our game plan."

Brady wants to see his team work at becoming consistent and said that this week will be a gauge for how mentally tough it is.

"Nobody feels sorry for this team, and there is nobody that can do anything about it except for the guys that are going to be [at Gillette] today," Brady said. "And we have to do a lot better job than we did yesterday.

"I think we are much better than what we were yesterday, but we have to go out and prove it. We have a lot of opportunities left -- this isn't the last game of the year. We need to learn from it, see what kind of mental toughness we have and dig deep and get back to work and see if we can make the improvements that we need to make and try to go out and win a game on the road this week."

Last Sunday, the Vikings had five sacks, two interceptions, six forced punts and allowed just six points at St. Louis in a 34-6 rout.

OK, that's the Rams and this is the Patriots. But McDaniels knows what to expect from former defensive coordinator Mike Zimmer, now in his first year as a head coach.

"He's a really good defensive football coach, and obviously he's on his way to being a really good head coach," McDaniels said. "He always does a great job of having his group prepared.

"They don't make a lot of mistakes, which I think is a hallmark of any good defense. They don't give up a lot of big plays. They apply pressure to the passer. It's not an easy group to run the ball against, in terms of the front seven and at times eight with Harrison Smith down there."

As the Associated Press noted, one positive for the Patriots last week was the return of tight end Rob Gronkowski, who caught four passes, one for a touchdown, for 40 yards in his first game back after knee surgery. Gronkowski was eased back into the mix, playing 38 of 86 snaps (including penalties). One thing that stood out: When the Patriots were in the red zone, they made sure Gronkowski was on the field.

"It was good to have Rob out there," McDaniels said. "I think he did some things that certainly helped us and probably some things that he hadn't done in game action in a little while.

"Just a lot of things to build on, hopefully for Rob, in a limited number of snaps. I thought he tried to do his job out there the best that he could. "

According to the Sports Xchange, Gronkowski appeared to lack fluidity in his route-running and seemed awkward trying to catch the ball at times. While he was certainly happy to be back in action, he realizes he still has a ways to go before returning to top form.

"I mean it feels good to play football again, to be out there with the team," Gronkowski said. "Being out there with your teammates, you win as a team, lose as a team. I just got to keep on improving every single week. I got a lot of things to work on. I got to keep working hard out there in practice."

Other notes of interest. ... Brady played the entire game in Miami despite being listed as questionable on the injury report after missing Thursday's practice with a calf injury. While there was no official announcement, based on observations of his lower legs during the game, it appears the calf in question is Brady's left.

Brady didn't appear to be affected by the injury in the early going. He completed his first pass of the day on a three-and-out possession. Then he followed that up with a second possession in which he led the team 80 yards to a touchdown by completing all six of his passes on the drive for 46 yards.

He finished the first half completing 19 of his 29 throws for 187 yards and one touchdown for a 95.5 passer rating. But the bottom fell out of his production in the second half, when he completed just 10 of 27 throws for 62 yards while being sacked four times, including a pair of strip sacks on the way to a 69.7 rating on the day.

"It's good, thanks for asking," Brady said of the calf after the game.

A day later, Brady was clearly still rather upset with the loss and his performance. And his facial hair apparently paid the price.

"Well, the beard is gone," Brady said. "I was pretty pissed off this morning. ..."

On paper a 4.5-yard rushing average looks OK. But the Patriots' 89 yards on 20 attempts was deceiving. The bulk of the success came in passing situations as well as 21 yards coming on a pair of end-arounds to Julian Edelman. Lead back Stevan Ridley had just 21 yards on his eight attempts for a 2.6-yard average. Vereen had the only rushing score, notching 36 yards on his seven attempts. ...

Kenbrell Thompkins caught 5-of-10 targets for 37 yards. His 10 targets were second only to Gronkowski's 11. ...

According to ESPN.com's Mike Reiss, tight end Tim Wright is a candidate to cut into Danny Amendola's snaps. Reiss added: "Amendola just doesn't look like that explosive player who makes people miss as we saw in the 2013 opener against the Bills. ..."

Aaron Dobson did not dress for the opener in Miami. The second-year receiver was not on the injury report, although he did miss nearly the entire summer and preseason working his way back from offseason foot surgery. James White was a healthy scratch for the opener. The fourth-round pick is expected to compete for a role as a passing back in the Patriots' committee approach in the backfield.

And finally. ... The Patriots continue to take a closer look at available free agents, likely with the idea of keeping emergency lists fresh, and they had four players in for workouts on Monday: Running back Daniel Thomas, quarterback Brock Jensen and tight ends Evan Wilson and Brian Wozniak. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo 
RB: Shane Vereen, Stevan Ridley, Brandon Bolden, James Develin, James White 
WR: Julian Edelman, Brandon LaFell, Kenbrell Thompkins, Danny Amendola, Aaron Dobson, Bryan Tims, Matthew Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Tim Wright, Michael Hoomanawanui 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
After allowing more yards than any other team in NFL history in 2012, the New Orleans Saints' defense improved dramatically under first-year defensive coordinator Rob Ryan and finished fourth in the league a year ago.

But the Saints took a very big step back in a 37-34 season-opening loss to the Atlanta Falcons on Sunday in the Georgia Dome.

The Saints missed 23 tackles, according to Pro Football Focus, en route to giving up 568 total yards in the overtime loss to the Falcons. It was the second-most yards allowed in the Saints' 48-year history, falling just 37 yards short of the club-record 605 yards the Minnesota Vikings piled up in 2004.

On Monday, after they brought back the horrifying memories of that 2012 season, Saints defenders talked about what they have to do to get back on track in their Week 2 game with the Cleveland Browns: tackle better.

"We have to communicate a little better, tackling has got to be an emphasis," cornerback Keenan Lewis said Monday. "We have to learn how to tackle. ... We will get it fixed."

The Saints also struggled to get pressure on Ryan, registering just one sack.

Head coach Sean Payton said Ryan has "always been a difficult sack," but added, "With the amount of times he threw the football, we'd like to see more disruption than that. I think we need to be better in that area."

Payton wasn't too critical of his offense, which gained 333 yards in the air and 139 on the ground, and produced some big gains, such as Marques Colston's 57-yard reception. But the coach lamented the fact that New Orleans could not do better than field goals on a pair of early drives inside the Atlanta 35, and that the offense committed a pair of costly turnovers.

The Saints were inside the Atlanta 20, looking to build on a 20-17 lead, when Drew Brees threw an interception in the end zone in the third quarter. Then in overtime, Colston fumbled away a first-down catch in Saints territory, setting up Atlanta's winning field goal.

"We felt like we were pretty balanced and moved the ball well," center Jonathan Goodwin said. "Of course, you want to eliminate the two turnovers, and in those first two drives, get touchdowns instead of field goals. Things like that can come back to haunt you."

Indeed, they did. ...

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Mike Triplett suggested, it seemed impossible that rookie receiver Brandin Cooks could live up to the lofty hype that surrounded him heading into his NFL debut.

And he didn't. He exceeded it.

The Saints' dynamic new weapon did a little bit of everything -- at least during the first half -- on Sunday.

Cooks finished with seven catches for 77 yards and a touchdown, plus one run for 18 yards and two forced penalties against the defense for holding or interference.

But Cooks only one catch for nine yards in the second half. And Brees threw just slightly behind Cooks in the end zone for a costly interception in the third quarter.

"That's the one that really bugs me," Brees said after the game. "If I put that thing one more foot in front of Cooks, it's a touchdown."

However, Brees has to be feeling very good about the possibilities with his new weapon -- who is as diverse as he is dynamic.

The Saints found about a half-dozen different ways to put the ball in Cooks' hands -- continuing the trend we saw in training camp. He caught a deep ball in traffic for 32 yards on the second play of the game. He later had the end-around run, a screen pass and a slant, showing off his combination of blazing speed, impressive hands and toughness.

As advertised, the 5-foot-10, 189-pounder gives the Saints yet another unique matchup problem that Payton and Brees can exploit.

"He looked sharp," Payton said. "I thought he made some good plays in space, hung onto the football. And the thing with him is he's prepared. And it's nothing we haven't seen and that you (in the media) have seen in practice. He looked very comfortable."

Because the Saints spread the ball around so much to so many different weapons, it's hard to predict whether Cooks can put up similar numbers on a weekly basis.

But he is obviously a big play waiting to happen. And he is more than ready to burn defenses when they pay too much attention to tight end Jimmy Graham or Colston or the run game.

"Guys were doubling Jimmy, Colston. The run game was (working)," Cooks said. "In an offense like this, someone's gonna be open."

The Saints will look to take out their frustrations on the road at the Cleveland Browns -- a team that doesn't feature nearly as many offensive weapons as the Falcons did. The Saints' road struggles have been an issue over the past two-plus years, but this is a matchup they must exploit and Cooks will help. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Brees was sharp in the first half in completing 19 of 24 attempts for 188 yards, but cooled off a little in the second half and in overtime. He was only 10 of 18 for 145 yards with an interception after intermission, but still had a good day overall in going 29 of 42 for 333 yards with one touchdown and one pick.

Brees had a passer rating of 90.7.

Colston had five catches for 110 yards, but had a dropped pass in overtime and a fumble on the next play that led to the Falcons' game-winning field goal. Graham caught eight passes for 82 yards. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, after ranking 25th in rushing the last two seasons, the Saints got off to a solid start against the Falcons. They had 139 yards on 28 attempts with three touchdowns and averaged 5.0 yards per carry with a long gain of 21 yards. Mark Ingram was the leading rusher with 60 yards on 13 carries with long of 19 and a pair of 3-yard touchdowns in the final quarter.

Pierre Thomas and Khiry Robinson added 31 and 28 yards, respectively, with Robinson scoring on a 2-yard run.

Kenny Stills did not play against the Atlanta Falcons because of a nagging quadriceps injury and it's not known when he'll return. FB Erik Lorig was inactive for Sunday's game with a leg injury that has sidelined him since early August and his return is not known.

Nick Toon was a healthy inactive against the Falcons even though Stills was unable to play.

Joe Morgan clearly started the season as the No. 3 receiver with Stills out. Although he wound up with no catches, expect him to remain active ahead of Robert Meachem and Toon when Stills comes back. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown 
RB: Mark Ingram, Khiry Robinson, Pierre Thomas, Travaris Cadet 
FB: Austin Johnson, Erik Lorig 
WR: Marques Colston, Brandin Cooks, Joe Morgan, Robert Meachem, Kenny Stills, Nick Toon 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Shayne Graham 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Tom Coughlin has watched his team play a lot of bad football in the past 12 months.

The problems of 2013 were the same that plagued the New York Giants in Monday night's 35-14 blowout loss to the Detroit Lions: turnovers, lack of protection, defensive backs colliding or blowing coverage, lack of pressure, poor execution, and on and on and on and on.

"We don't have a lot to be proud of," Coughlin told New York Newsday. "It was a nightmare performance. I don't think there's anyone in that locker room that doesn't realize that the bubble's been burst."

As NFL.com noted, that bubble he's referring to is the thought that once the regular season began his team might perform better than it did in the preseason under new coordinator Ben McAdoo. Instead it was more of the same. The offense was inconsistent and Eli Manning looked as uncomfortable as he did atrocious.

Coughlin scoffed at the idea his team's psyche might be already deteriorating.

"Grow up," he said. "This is the thing we have to contend with and we have no one to blame but ourselves."

Meanwhile, Victor Cruz understood the need for Manning to look for supporting receivers such as tight end Larry Donnell and wide receiver Jerrel Jernigan early in Monday night's loss.

But the star pass-catcher, one of the Giants' five team captains, also knew that targeting him just twice in the first half is not a winning formula.

"I think it's important," Cruz said. "In order for us to be successful, there needs to be. ... Increased targets in my direction and in other playmakers' direction like Rueben Randle. But that all comes with continuity, getting the running game going, building what we want to build as the game continues."

Cruz said Donnell made some big catches in third-down situations while Jernigan played well while facing man defenses.

Cruz, however, had just two catches for 24 yards after Manning targeted him only six times. Manning looked toward Randle only three times as he finished with two catches for 1 yard.

"If we can get into that rhythm early on, we can get into passing the ball and opening up plays a little bit," he said.

As the Associated Press understated, the Giants' early effort was devoid of any sense of rhythm, as the offense gained only 75 yards in the first half. Donnell and Jernigan were clearly the stars with a combined seven catches for 62 yards, including Donnell's 1-yard touchdown catch early in the second quarter.

Cruz had a ball go off his hands for a third-quarter interception as the Giants were trying to climb back into the game, down 20-7.

Cruz said he and Randle got less attention because of the Lions' defense.

"It was just the way the game unfolded," he said. "I'm not saying it was deliberate or that he just wasn't looking this way. The way the coverage played out, a lot of the plays wound up getting shifted to JJ's side and we had some seams open up for Donnell. But you want to make an effort to get Rueben and myself the ball."

Manning appeared to have problems communicating the offense with the hand signals McAdoo's west coast scheme demands. But Coughlin refused to blame the unit's continuing troubles on that. Instead, he chalked it up to poor execution.

"I'm not going that way," Coughlin said. "I don't see it. A lot of mistakes you're seeing are technical things, not communication."

"(Detroit) had a couple of wrinkles we saw throughout the preseason. We didn't execute very well into it," he said. "There wasn't enough continuity or consistency."

Finding that, Cruz said, will get him more involved in a passing game the Giants expect the 2012 Pro Bowl receiver to lead. It will also be a big factor in avoiding a repeat of last year's disastrous 0-6 start.

"It's about keeping in the mind of our team that this is correctable," Cruz said. "We can come out of this with some positivity for Week 2."

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Newark Star-Ledger, the tight-end-by-committee approach that Coughlin said the Giants would utilize this season was nowhere to be seen in the season-opening loss to the Lions. Donnell was the clear-cut choice at the position. Donnell logged 52 of the 60 offensive snaps in the contest. Daniel Fells was the only other tight end to see action on offense. He logged 13 snaps despite technically getting the "start" as he subbed in for Donnell at the last second prior to the first play.

The Giants played in three-wide-receiver sets most of the contest (more on this later). Jernigan played 51 of 60 snaps. Randle played 56 of 60 snaps and Cruz 57.

The fullback position is a dinosaur. Henry Hynoski was on the field for a mere six offensive plays.

The plan for preseason phenom Corey Washington was to use his size near the goal line. He logged two goal-line snaps and had one pass (a fade) in his direction.

And finally. ... Coughlin said he was still waiting for results on an MRI on punter Steve Weatherford's high left ankle sprain, suffered late in the first quarter when Detroit's Jerome Couplin hit him. Coughlin also said the neck injury DE Jason Pierre-Paul received bears watching, even though he felt good and returned to the game after X-rays were negative. He will be listed as limited for Wednesday's practice. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Andre Williams, Peyton Hillis 
RB: Henry Hynoski 
WR: Victor Cruz, Rueben Randle, Jerrel Jernigan, Corey Washington, Preston Parker, Odell Beckham 
TE: Larry Donnell, Daniel Fells, Adrien Robinson 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
According to the Associated Press, the Jets were not really in the mood to celebrate their season-opening win over the Oakland Raiders.

Sure, Rex Ryan was happy to be 1-0 and saw some positives. He also knows the Jets should've cruised instead of holding on for a 19-14 victory Sunday.

"There are a lot of things that we need to get better at," Ryan said Monday. "You're in a great spot, especially when you're coming off a victory that if we get these things cleared up, how much better it could've been and not leaving ourselves vulnerable like that."

The Jets were called for 11 penalties, quarterback Geno Smith had two turnovers and there were handful of missed opportunities.

Those mistakes stuck out in what should have been an easy win, particularly when the Jets outgained the Raiders 402-158, including outrushing them 212-25. New York also held the ball for nearly 10 minutes more than Oakland.

"Quite honestly, you watch the tape, we dominated the game," Ryan said. "I mean, it's almost 3-to-1 in yardage, dominated up front and I think that's where it started. The quarterback, there are so many positive things when I look at Geno."

That's why it was a bit frustrating to the Jets that they allowed the Raiders to stick around. If not for Greg Salas recovering an onside kick with 1:21 left, Oakland would have had a chance for a last-minute winning score.

That would have brought about lots of doomsday remarks, especially with Aaron Rodgers and the Green Bay Packers up next and coming off a loss to Seattle.

Sunday's road game kicks off a particularly rough stretch in which the Jets take on some high-powered offenses, including Chicago, Detroit, San Diego, Denver and New England.

"I think we also have lots of room for improvement," Smith said, "as we all can see."

Getting just one TD in four trips to the red zone was at the top of the list for Smith.

"That's not up to our standards," he said. "We want to do a lot better there. So just picking up everything, concentrating a little extra harder to clean up those penalties. Then, ball security is always the main focus."

Smith had a mostly good game, finishing 23 of 28 for 221 yards with a touchdown and an interception -- which came on a terrific diving play by Charles Woodson that helped set up the Raiders' first touchdown. His 82.1 completion rate was third-best in team history.

"The thing about Geno is he's poised," Ryan said. "He's like, 'All right, let's go.' It doesn't affect him the next play. He'll try to learn from it. He'll try to protect it. I see the arrow going up on him.

"I'm so encouraged by him."

The second-year quarterback lost a fumble on a play near the goal line in the second quarter. He also took an ill-advised sack that lost the Jets 19 yards early in the fourth quarter and knocked them out of field-goal range.

"All of those things were detrimental to our offense and were a direct result of us only scoring 19 points," Smith said.

The 11 penalties were a bit alarming, especially with seven coming in the first two quarters. Guard Willie Colon was called for three: a hold in the first quarter, a false start in the second and a facemask in the third.

"I was upset, I was embarrassed by it," Colon said. "But I've got to clean it up."

On the bright side, the Jets' makeshift secondary was an overwhelming positive. They started a career backup in Darrin Walls and safety Antonio Allen at cornerback against the Raiders. For Allen, it was his first career start at the position, but both held their own and made some impressive open-field tackles.

"Shoot, I know we've got major issues there," Ryan said sarcastically. "We've been talking about it forever, but you never heard me talk about it. For me, the game went how we thought it would (with the cornerbacks) and how we wanted it to. ..."

Worth noting, ESPN.com's Mark Simon notes that Smith's impressive completion percentage was largely due to a dominance with the short throw previously unseen from him.

Video review showed that Smith completed 17 of 19 throws that were in the air no more than five yards. In his last two games of 2013, which were two of Smith's better games of the season, he totaled 18 such completions on 34 attempts. His 60-percent completion rate on such throws in 2013 was the worst of any quarterback who played in at least 10 games.

Smith's performance was epitomized by the drive that resulted in Chris Johnson's touchdown 31 seconds before halftime. He went 5-for-7 on that drive, completing passes to five different receivers. All 55 yards passing came as the result of yards gained after the catch.

According to Simon, the short-passing emphasis marked a notable change in strategy from last season.

In 2013, passes that short accounted for less than half of Smith's attempts (47 percent to be exact). On this day, they represented more than two-thirds of his throws (68 percent).

Smith completed his final 10 pass attempts of the game, and of those, only one was longer than four yards.

Smith did throw one interception, but even that comes with a positive caveat. The interception came on a throw outside the numbers on the right side of the field.

Overall, Smith went 9-for-11 for 80 yards on throws to that area. Last season, he only completed 47 percent of his throws there. ...

Also, as ESPN.com's Rich Cimini noted, play calling played a role as well. On two trips inside the 10, offensive coordinator Marty Mornhinweg got too cute in inserting Michael Vick as a wide receiver and calling gadget plays that didn't work. When they get that close to the goal line, they should keep it simple.

Ryan said they "couldn't wait" to see the plays because they worked so well in practice. That comment conjures up an old Bill Parcells saying: Don't tell me about the labor -- show me the baby. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Chris Ivory is faster than people realize. He's known as a bruising power back, but he clearly has an extra gear in the open field. His 71-yard touchdown run was tied for the second-longest in team history. We also learned he has some "hot dog" in him, as he pointed to the crowd with a celebratory gesture 35 yards from the end zone! The Jets signed Johnson to be their home-run back, but the first homer came from their between-the-tackles guy.

That said, Johnson was sneaky good in his Jets debut, combining for 91 yards from scrimmage -- 68 rushing and 23 receiving. His biggest play, of course, was a 5-yard touchdown on a deft shovel pass from Smith, who somehow slipped the ball past a charging Justin Tuck. Johnson finished with 18 touches, probably a good indication of his weekly workload in the future.

As the Sports Xchange notes, Jace Amaro made his NFL debut Sunday, when he had two catches for seven yards. Amaro had a four-yard catch in the second quarter and pulled in a three-yard reception in the fourth quarter. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Michael Vick 
RB: Chris Johnson, Chris Ivory, Bilal Powell 
RB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Eric Decker, Jeremy Kerley, David Nelson, Jalen Saunders, Greg Salas, Saalim Hakim, Jalen Saunders, Walter Powell 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Jace Amaro, Zach Sudfeld 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
According to ESPN.com's Bill Williamson, head coach Dennis Allen's expectation in the past few weeks -- whether the Raiders' quarterback was Matt Schaub or Derek Carr -- was better execution from the entire offense.

Williamson went on to note one of the reasons the Raiders boldly named Carr, a second-round pick, as the starter was the way the offense executed with him behind center in the preseason and training camp.

However, when the bright lights of Week 1 came on, Carr and his offense lacked that same energy, cohesion and spark. The result was a sluggish 19-14 loss -- the game was not that close -- to the New York Jets.

The Raiders, hoping that change would create better bottom-line results, are 0-1 and have now lost nine straight games dating back to last season. Oakland had just 158 total yards of offense -- 73 of which came on the team's final drive. It was Oakland's lowest offensive output since 2009. Yes, that was the JaMarcus Russell era.

The question for the Raiders is if Sunday's lethargic offensive output was a sign of things to come or if it was simply a slow start for an offense being led by a talented, yet green, quarterback?

It's probably the latter. The Raiders did not lose this game because Carr was awful. Allen said Carr predictably made some mistakes, but he didn't think the game was too big for the Fresno State product.

"The key is finding a quarterback you trust," receiver Rod Streater said. "I have found that in Derek. We have to help him."

Precisely. The Oakland offense will have to get better as a unit. Carr will grow. But his offense has to elevate with him.

The Raiders were clearly cautious with Carr. The game plan was for him to throw short passes against a smart, strong New York defense. Until the Raiders' last drive -- essentially a garbage time outing that ended in a nifty 30-yard touchdown pass from Carr to new veteran receiver James Jones -- to make it a one-touchdown game in the final moments, Carr threw just one pass for more than 15 yards.

Expect the Raiders' game plan to remain conservative as Carr gains more experience, especially against a quick Houston defensive front at home next Sunday. Carr started out well as he got the ball out quickly and he was thriving as he completed his first eight passes.

Yet, as the Jets' defense stiffened, Carr became inconsistent. His teammates didn't help.

Spanning the second through fourth quarters, the Raiders went more than half the game without getting into Jets' territory. The Raiders' run game -- which is supposed to kick start the offense this season -- was nonexistent. New starting running back Maurice Jones-Drew had 11 yards on nine carries. Fellow veteran Darren McFadden had 15 yards on four carries. The Raiders ended up with 25 yards of rushing offense.

"I thought they won the line of scrimmage battle," Allen said. "We've just got to be able to execute and do better."

It starts with Oakland's veterans on offense helping their rookie quarterback more than they did Sunday.

The Raiders host the Houston Texans this Sunday. Carr will face the team for which his brother, David Carr, was the No. 1 overall pick in 2002. The Texans passed on Derek Carr in the second round despite needing a quarterback amid speculation that they didn't want to bring another Carr to town. David said he plans to be at the game Sunday. ...

Other notes of interest. ...The Raiders were conservative with Carr as they had him throw several short passes. The approach was understandable. But if the Raiders are going to keep the Texans -- and superstar defensive end J.J. Watt -- honest in Week 2, they are going to have to establish a deep threat or the Texans will tee off.

Just a few of Carr's 32 pass attempts went longer than 10 yards downfield. Pro Football Focus said 17 of Carr's 20 completions came within 10 yards of the line of scrimmage, while a whopping eight of the completions were thrown behind the line of scrimmage.

While Oakland's game plan was measured, short passes were plentiful in the first 14 games of the NFL season. According to ESPN Stats & Information. The average distance of passes in those games was 7.85 yards. The average was 8.19 yards last season.

Jones, who did not start, caught all three passes thrown his way for 34 yards including a 30-yard touchdown. Denarius Moore started in front of Jones and contributed little (two receptions, eight yards, two drops).

Marcel Reece, who had 123 yards rushing against the Jets last Dec. 8, carried once for no yards and caught two passes for one yard.

Jones-Drew needed a 12-yard run on his last carry to get into positive yardage. He lost 11 yards on the first play of the second half when he was clotheslined by Jets linebacker Quinton Coples, with Jones-Drew kicking the ball after being hit and Carr catching it 11 yards behind the line of scrimmage for a loss. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matt Schaub, Matt McGloin 
RB: Maurice Jones-Drew, Darren McFadden, Latavius Murray 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: Rod Streater, James Jones, Andre Holmes, Denarius Moore, Brice Butler 
TE: Mychal Rivera, David Ausberry, Brian Leonhardt 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
As ESPN.com's Andy Jasner noted, head coach Chip Kelly came to the Philadelphia Eagles with a reputation for running a high-octane offense.

Plays come fast and furious.

It's not just about throwing the ball downfield that makes Kelly's offense successful.

When the Eagles control the tempo by running the ball, they're a much better team. That was evident in their season-opening 34-17 victory over the Jacksonville Jaguars.

The Eagles managed only 37 yards rushing in the first half.

Darren Sproles more than doubled that amount with a 49-yard rushing touchdown on fourth-and-1 early in the third quarter.

After that score, the Eagles dominated the rest of the way.

"The message when we were in the locker room here (at halftime) was: 'It's 17 points, we get the ball (to start). Let's go put a fish in the box. Let's go get a score and then get it going,'" offensive coordinator Pat Shurmur told the Allentown Morning Call. "We've had stretches in ballgames where we're scored multiple touchdowns in short periods of time, so we know we were capable of it. We just had to go do it."

Sproles and LeSean McCoy combined for 145 yards on 32 carries.

The Eagles never panicked and kept executing their game plan. In other words, they continued to run the ball while trailing.

"He (Kelly) called the same plays," McCoy told reporters. "We just executed. We made the right reads, blocked and ran to the right spots. We just played better. You can have the same calls, but if you don't execute, it doesn't matter."

ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan reminded readers that McCoy led the NFL with 314 carries last season, which began with him carrying the ball 31 times in the opener at Washington. Against Jacksonville, McCoy ran the ball 21 times for 74 yards. He also had six catches for 41 yards.

Overall, McCoy played 58 of the Eagles' 87 offensive plays, or 67 percent. Sproles was on the field for 33 offensive plays plus eight special teams plays. Sproles carried the ball 11 times for 71 yards and caught four passes for 14 yards.

Last year with the Saints, Sproles never carried the ball more than eight times in a game. When the Eagles acquired Sproles in a trade in March, Kelly stressed that he viewed Sproles as a running back rather than a pass catcher.

"I think he's an outstanding running back," Kelly said. "He proved it [Sunday] and it's nothing he hadn't proved from the first two or three days we saw him out here in the offseason program. He's really, really talented. You've got to find ways to get the football in his hands."

Kelly used Sproles and McCoy on the field together sparingly, but that was because of the Jaguars' defensive response. If the Jaguars played more man-to-man defense, the Eagles might have used the two backs together more often.

"They weren't playing a ton of man," Kelly said. "That's when you get some matchup situations. They haven't been a big man [coverage] operation since Gus [Bradley] has been there. That wasn't a game where you're going to get a lot of crazy matchups."

They could have better luck in general this week, however. That's big because next Monday night they have to play the Colts in Indianapolis. With neither team playing much defense, fantasy owners can expect a high-scoring affair. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Nick Foles looked for Jeremy Maclin throughout the game, but nothing was clicking in the first half. On the final drive before halftime, Foles twice went deep to Maclin. On the first, Maclin was double covered. On the second, he couldn't get a hand on the ball.

But with the game tied 17-17 midway through the fourth quarter, Maclin ran a go route. The corner bit on a play-action fake, and Foles hit Maclin in stride for a 68-yard touchdown that gave the Eagles a 24-17 lead.

"Obviously everybody was excited," Maclin said. "I think that came at the right time. I think it kind of sucked a little bit of life out of them, so it was big."

Maclin finished with a team-high 97 receiving yards on four catches. According to ESPN.com's Ashley Fox, Maclin also showed that, while not as fast as former teammate DeSean Jackson, he can provide the Eagles with a downfield threat. That, too, is huge for a team that wants to take the next step in Kelly's second year.

Meanwhile, Jasner suggests if the regular-season opener was an indication, Zach Ertz appears primed for a huge season.

Ertz had three receptions for 77 yards, including a 25-yard touchdown that cut the Jaguars' lead to 17-14 in the third quarter.

As a rookie, Ertz compiled 36 receptions for 469 yards and four touchdowns.

When the Eagles needed a big play against Jacksonville, Ertz delivered.

"I'm more of a complete tight end this year than last year," Ertz told the Philadelphia Inquirer. "I've made some improvements in the blocking specifically. I made plays in the passing game. Hopefully I can contribute more and more each week."

On Ertz's touchdown catch, he showed remarkable concentration while hauling in Foles' pass as four defenders converged.

In a related note. ... There will be legitimate questions about Foles until he proves this game was an aberration. When you're playing against Chad Henne, it's important to be clearly the best quarterback in the game. Foles, who threw 27 touchdowns and just two interceptions last season, had three turnovers in the first half. His two fumbles turned into Jacksonville touchdowns. His first interception was a combination of a bad decision -- intending the pass for a well-covered Brent Celek in the back of the end zone -- and an underthrow.

Foles appeared to have open receivers on many plays, but he held the ball too long and got into trouble. Even during the second-half comeback, Foles missed open receivers on several occasions. Puzzling.

The Eagles' offensive line enjoyed remarkable health last season. All five linemen started all 17 games, including the playoff loss to New Orleans. That prompted discussion about whether that good health resulted from Chip Kelly's sports science-based approach or was mere good luck. The Eagles already were without right tackle Lane Johnson for four games because of a performance-enhancing drug suspension. They lost Pro Bowl left guard Evan Mathis (left knee) and right tackle Allen Barbre (right ankle) within a few plays in the second quarter.

Barbre was placed on season-ending injured reserve on Tuesday; Mathis went on injured reserve designated for return. He'll be eligible to practice with the team in six weeks and play in eight weeks.

The Eagles signed 11-year veteran and former Pro Bowl offensive lineman Wade Smith. 
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QB: Nick Foles, Mark Sanchez, Matt Barkley 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Darren Sproles, Chris Polk 
WR: Riley Cooper, Jeremy Maclin, Jordan Matthews, Josh Huff, Brad Smith, Jeff Maehl 
TE: Zach Ertz, Brent Celek, James Casey, Trey Burton 
PK: Cody Parkey 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
Markus Wheaton took his spot at the line of scrimmage, looked over at Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger and ordered his brain to hit delete.

The original play call? Gone. The clock ticking down and overtime looming, Roethlisberger audibled looking for a better matchup. The one he chose put Pittsburgh's fate in the capable, yet inexperienced hands of the second-year wide receiver with the wavy dreadlocks and the quick feet.

Wheaton took off at the snap, raced 20 yards then turned around to see the ball coming his way. He cradled it into his No. 11 jersey for his sixth of catch of the day before going down at the Cleveland 24. A minute later, the Steelers escaped with a 30-27 victory and Wheaton's injury ravaged rookie season was officially a thing of the past.

"That meant a lot for Ben to come to me that late in the game," Wheaton said. "It showed that he at least has some level of trust in me."

As Associated Press sports writer Will Graves notes, trust that was hard earned after a nightmarish 2013 in which the third-round draft pick couldn't stay out of the trainer's room. He needed two surgeries to repair the broken pinky finger on his right hand and finished with just six receptions in a diminished role.

"It was tough," Wheaton said. "I ended up missing so much last year. Coming back I wasn't really in the groove. I wasn't in the mix with everybody else."

Keeping Wheaton in the right mindset took some doing. Roethlisberger, offensive coordinator Todd Haley and head coach Mike Tomlin did what they could to keep Wheaton's spirits up, but the busted finger and the lengthy rehab process took its toll.

"Here's a guy who came in with a great deal of confidence and when he did get injured, never been hurt before, that's hard to manage," Haley said. "You start to kind of feel like an outsider."

The long road back truly began during a series of offseason workouts with Roethlisberger. They spent hours refining pass routes and working on the timing throws that are crucial in Haley's dynamic offense. The momentum carried over to training camp, where Wheaton had little trouble earning the starting spot alongside Pro Bowler Antonio Brown.

Still, for all his preparation, Wheaton understood he needed to do it when it counted. Any concerns about Roethlisberger's confidence in him vanished in the first quarter on Sunday. Facing third-and-6 at the Pittsburgh 44, Roethlisberger found a streaking Wheaton down the sideline for a 40-yard gain. Wheaton reached out to grab the perfectly thrown pass while expertly making sure he got both feet down.

It was the kind of athletic play the Steelers need from Wheaton if they want to take advantage when defenses get too preoccupied with covering Brown on the other side of the field. And it wasn't a fluke. When Pittsburgh got the ball back with 47 seconds left in a stunningly tied game on Sunday, it wasn't Brown or veteran tight end Heath Miller or versatile running back Le'Veon Bell with the ball in his hands, it was Wheaton.

He pulled in an 11-yard catch to get the drive going before his 20-yard grab gave Shaun Suisham more than enough room to make the winning kick. Roethlisberger didn't consider the decision to go to Wheaton a gamble.

"It wasn't like it was some sort of miraculous play on his part," Roethlisberger said. "I think it was him being him."

It's something the Steelers will need to see regularly on Thursday night when they travel to Baltimore (0-1). The Ravens will do everything they can to shut down Brown, meaning Wheaton should see plenty of single coverage, at least for now.

And if their defense continues to give up points the way they did to the Browns on Sunday, the offense is going to need to keep working at a fantasy-friendly pace. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Scott Brown, Bell looked nothing like the back who averaged a plodding 3.5 yards per carry last season as a rookie.

The 2013 second-round pick gashed the Browns for 5.2 yards per carry and also caught six passes for 88 yards. Bell showed his trademark patience but also exhibited some wiggle and repeatedly slipped out of tackles.

He powered a running game that churned out 128 yards and gave the Steelers the kind of balanced they have too often lacked in recent seasons.

"I thought this was a game that everyone got to see what he can do," Roethlisberger said. "I thought his endurance and conditioning was superb."

It needed to be and not just because Bell's play helped make the difference in a win that the Steelers had to have.

Bell let down his teammates with his arrest for marijuana possession and driving under the influence a couple of hours before the Steelers flew to Philadelphia for their third preseason game. He went a long way toward re-gaining the trust he broke with his career day.

Of the Steelers standing behind him after his arrest, Bell said, "It means a lot. Those guys put trust in me so I've obviously just got to keep moving forward and try to get better. ..."

Bell's play kept LeGarrette Blount on the sidelines for much of the afternoon though Blount scored the Steelers' first touchdown on an 8-yard run.

Roethlisberger did what he does best: Find a way to beat the Browns. The 11th-year veteran threw for 365 yards and a touchdown and was 3-for-4 for 33 yards on the drive that resulted in Suisham's game-winning field goal.

Antonio Brown caught five passes for 116 yards and a touchdown but was shut out in the second half. Miller proved to be an afterthought on a day in which Roethlisberger threw for at least 300 yards for the 29th time of his career in the regular season. Big Ben targeted Miller just four times and the latter caught three passes for 26 yards. No other tight end caught a pass.

The Steelers emerged from the game in relatively good shape from an injury standpoint.

Running back Dri Archer and wide receiver Lance Moore did not practice on Tuesday, putting each player's availability for Thursday night in doubt.

Archer left last Sunday with a sprained ankle and he did not practice a day after he was a limited participant in drills. If Archer can't play against the Ravens, fullback Will Johnson will also serve as the Steelers' No. 3 running back.

In other alternate plans, Justin Brown will likely serve as the Steelers' No. 3 wide receiver with Moore still hampered by a groin injury. Moore did not play in the season opener and missing practice on Tuesday does nothing to help his chances to returning to action against the Ravens.

The Steelers did get some good news from the injury front on Tuesday.

Wide receiver Martavis Bryant (shoulder) and safety Shamarko Thomas (Achilles/ankle) were full participants in practice.

Bryant did not play last Sunday while Thomas left the game with a lower leg injury. 
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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, Justin Brown, Darrius Heyward-Bey, Martavis Bryant, Lance Moore 
TE: Heath Miller, Matt Spaeth, Michael Palmer 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
Head coach Jeff Fisher emphasized that quarterback Shaun Hill is still the St. Louis starter, dismissing speculation about why he yanked him at halftime of the team's season-opening blowout loss to Minnesota.

"I'm telling you the truth, I've never messed around with the quarterback situation in my entire career," Fisher said Monday. "I'm speaking truthfully. He had a quad strain, and I took him out of the game. Period."

According to Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom, Fisher said Hill wanted to keep playing but agreed with the coach's assessment that he shouldn't risk aggravating the injury. The Rams had two quarterbacks active in the 34-6 loss to the Vikings on Sunday, so Hill remained in uniform in the second half to be available for snaps out of the shotgun if Austin Davis got hurt.

The coach said Hill was trying to throw the ball out of bounds but didn't have the strength because of the injury sustained on the pivotal interception by Josh Robinson late in the first half. That led to a touchdown that put the Vikings ahead 13-3.

"Had he stayed in the game, I thought we would have had a chance," Fisher said.

Hill made his first start since 2010, inheriting the job after Sam Bradford's second season-ending left knee injury in nine months.

Hill fed the rumor mill after the game by being extremely guarded about how or when he was hurt. At times he stood far away from the action with his helmet on and his arms crossed. Fisher speculated that Hill was injured fleeing the rush at some point.

"It was not a contusion, it wasn't impact," Fisher said. "It started to get sore, I think, earlier in the game as he was escaping some pressure."

Offensive lineman Greg Robinson, the No. 2 pick in the NFL draft, also seemed to position himself far away from the backups. The Rams used Robinson at guard and tackle in the preseason, perhaps hindering his development, and he had a handful of snaps on special teams before stepping in for guard Rodger Saffold in the fourth quarter.

After the game, Fisher called out several players by name before finally stopping himself. In addition to Hill -- for failing to throw the ball away on the key interception -- he singled out tight end Lance Kendricks for two false starts, special teams stalwart Chase Reynolds for roughing the punter, wide receiver Brian Quick for a facemask penalty, and defensive end William Hayes for losing the edge on Cordarrelle Patterson's 67-yard touchdown run.

"We were competitive for a while there, but things got out of hand and the wheels fell off," defensive end Chris Long said. "I've been in a lot of crappy games, and that was one of them."

Things don't get much easier for the Rams this week as they travel to what should be a hot and humid Tampa, Florida, to take on the Bucs.

Other notes of interest. ... Fisher announced on Wednesday that Long will undergo ankle surgery and miss 6-8 weeks. Hayes will start at left end. He believes Saffold, who had an apparent neck injury, had checked out fine for concussion-like symptoms.

Meanwhile, nobody expected fireworks from the offense, but for a group that was supposed to provide power running and opportunities to get chunks of yards on play-action, this was about as discouraging a performance as you'll find. This unit finished with 318 yards, most of which came in garbage time.

The going was tough, but Zac Stacy managed 43 yards on 11 attempts and Benny Cunningham was 5-for-21. Once the Rams fell behind, running opportunities diminished. Inexplicably, the Rams called three running plays for Austin in the middle of the line and he gained just five yards.

Running back Tre Mason, the team's third-round pick, was inactive against Minnesota, while undrafted free-agent running back Trey Watts was active.

Mason has struggled in pass protection, which he didn't do much of at Auburn.

As ESPN.com's Nick Waggoner notes, Quick was the lone bright spot on the offense, carrying his strong preseason into the opening regular-season game and finishing with seven catches for 99 yards. The third-year wideout at least flashed the promise of better things ahead, which is more than can be said for most of the offense. 
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QB: Shaun Hill, Austin Davis, Case Keenum 
RB: Zac Stacy, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds, Trey Watts, Tre Mason 
WR: Tavon Austin, Kenny Britt, Brian Quick, Chris Givens, Austin Pettis, Stedman Bailey 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Alex Bayer, Justice Cunningham 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
=========================

=========================
SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
According to ESPN.com's Eric D. Williams, receiver Malcom Floyd said the team has moved on after a disappointing, season-opening loss against the Arizona Cardinals on Monday Night.

The Chargers watched film of the game at the team's facility on Tuesday. Afterwards, head coach Mike McCoy met with his players and told them that the loss is in the past, and the team has to turn its attention to facing the defending Super Bowl champion Seattle Seahawks in San Diego's home opener on Sunday.

"You definitely have to have a short memory playing this game," Floyd said. "We've got to leave all those plays totally out on the field and move on. And get ready for the next game."

Floyd said he will look at the team's preseason loss at Seattle in order to get a better feel for Seattle's secondary.

Unlike the game against Arizona, McCoy said his team will have to play mistake-free football to have a chance against the Seahawks.

"We have to minimize mistakes," McCoy said. "We had way too many mistakes on the little things in the game yesterday. And against a good football team that obviously is coming here on Sunday, you can't give them the opportunities. You've got to put them away when you get the chance."

McCoy offered a few notes from his conversation with reporters at Chargers Park on Tuesday.

McCoy said the Chargers did not run the ball effectively against Arizona. San Diego finished with 52 yards on 24 carries for a 2.2 yards-per-carry average. Ryan Mathews led the Chargers with 40 yards on 12 carries, including a 20-yard touchdown. "We just weren't efficient enough," McCoy said. "We were not very good running the football. That's definitely an area we've got to improve on this week. That's not the way we want to run the football here."

Looking back, McCoy acknowledged the Chargers made several mistakes that could have had an impact on the outcome of the game. Philip Rivers fumbled a snap that took San Diego out of field goal range late in the game. Safeties Eric Weddle and Marcus Gilchrist dropped interceptions. San Diego receivers dropped five passes. Dwight Freeney and Melvin Ingram combined to miss three sacks. The Chargers let Carson Palmer scramble for 29 rushing yards. San Diego's defense held Arizona's offense to 2 of 9 on third down through three quarters, but allowed them to convert 4 of 4 on third down in the fourth.

McCoy said he thought offensive coordinator Frank Reich did a nice job of calling the game in his first regular-season contest as the team's offensive coordinator. "There's some things you always learn from as a play caller," McCoy said. "When it works, it's a great call. When it doesn't work, you're always going to get questioned."

On Antonio Gates playing with a hamstring injury, McCoy said that the veteran tight end told him he was ready to go after working out with head trainer James Collins before the game. Gates played through the nagging injury, finishing with six catches for 81 yards. McCoy said that he didn't think that Gates had any lingering effects from the injury.

"Antonio's played a long time," McCoy said. "And he's going to tell you from time to time that he may not feel 100 percent. That was not the case. He was ready to go. And so we played him."

For what it's worth, Ladarius Green was on the field for 24 of the team's 62 snaps, running just seven pass routes. He caught both passes thrown his way for 24 yards.

Worth noting, Gates took Wednesday off to rest that tender hamstring; it's an issue I'll follow up on in coming days via Late-Breaking Update. ...

Meanwhile, Rivers took the blame for an uneven performance by San Diego's offense. Rivers said San Diego made too many mistakes in critical moments. He took blame for fumbling a snap on third-and-8 from Arizona's 29-yard line that put the Chargers out of field-goal range with a chance to go up by more than a touchdown with 6:58 left in the game. Rivers also said the Chargers saw the same blitz three straight times on the final drive but could not convert and move into field goal position.

"It's the little things in the crucial times that we didn't do," Rivers said. "And I didn't play winning quarterback football."

In his first regular-season game back since a serious neck injury ended his 2013 season, Floyd had played well. He finished with four catches for 50 yards, including a 6-yard touchdown in the third quarter. Floyd turned 33 on Monday. ...

And finally. ... The Chargers announced Wednesday center Nick Hardwick was placed on injured reserve due to a neck injury.

"It's hard and it's still setting in," he said of missing the rest of the season, per the team's official website. "I have a touch of shock I guess and I don't really know how I feel right now. You're programmed one way and through everything you've done you've always continued to push forward and push through to find ways to get on the field. Unfortunately for this season it's not going to happen anymore." 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Ryan Mathews, Danny Woodhead, Donald Brown, Branden Oliver 
WR: Keenan Allen, Malcom Floyd, Eddie Royal, Dontrelle Inman, Seyi Ajirotutu 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, David Johnson, John Phillips 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
As the Sports Xchange suggested, Colin Kaepernick can no longer be mentioned in the same sentence as Dustin Vaughan and Chandler Harnish.

After a statistically insignificant preseason in which his 69.3 passer rating landed him in the same neighborhood as Vaughan and Harnish on the NFL charts, Kaepernick was near-perfect in the 49ers' 28-17 win over the Dallas Cowboys in the regular season opener.

What was the difference? Well, just about everything.

After throwing only 22 passes the entire preseason, Kaepernick came out firing against the Cowboys. He had a pair of touchdown passes to tight end Vernon Davis before the 49ers even ran the ball once.

Kaepernick was scrambling, throwing on the run, even mixing in a little read-option. ... All stuff that was considered unnecessary chocolate syrup in a preseason game plan that was pure vanilla.

In leading the 49ers to a 28-3 halftime lead Sunday, Kaepernick completed 11 of 13 for 157 yards and the aforementioned two scores. His passer rating was a near-perfect 156.6, the highest he's ever recorded in a half in his career.

"I think the way Colin played in the ballgame was fabulous," head coach Jim Harbaugh observed.

The coach was especially impressed with Harbaugh's first touchdown pass, one where he was able to get the ball downfield to Davis while stumbling after nearly getting tripped up behind the line of scrimmage.

"There's only two people that could make those plays," Harbaugh said, clumping in an earlier throw to wideout Anquan Boldin. "One is Colin Kaepernick, and the other has an 'S' on his chest."

Kaepernick went just 5-for-10 for an additional 44 yards in the second half, but nobody was complaining afterward. He affective led a clock-burning attack that produced an 11-point win, and equally important, sidestepped any kind of big hit that Harbaugh had worked so hard to avoid in the preseason.

Kaepernick finished 16-for-23 for 201 yards and two touchdowns, recording a passer rating of 125.5, the league's second-best Sunday only to Matt Ryan.

Meanwhile, on a day when Frank Gore became just the 29th player in NFL history to record 10,000 rushing yards, it was his backup who had the more impressive outing.

In his NFL debut, rookie Carlos Hyde ran like a younger version of Gore, dashing 50 yards on seven carries (7.1 average) and scoring the team's lone rushing touchdown on a four-yard burst in the second quarter.

"Very pleased with Carlos," Harbaugh observed. "Thought he had some explosive runs. Hit the hole very well. Was good in his blocking and pass protection."

Gore led the 49ers in rushing with 63 yards, but it took him 16 carries.

The 49ers suited up only three running backs for the Dallas game. Shortly after their plane touched down back in the San Francisco Bay Area, only two of them remained on the roster.

On Monday, the team announced it waived running back/kick returner LaMichael James, granting the former Oregon star and 2012 second-round pick his requested release.

James questioned his role before the opener, then had only three touches -- two rushes for no yards, one kick return that he downed in the end zone -- in the 28-17 win at Dallas.

James lost his punt and kickoff-returning spots to rookie Bruce Ellington.

"We felt it was in the best interest of our team," Harbaugh said of the move. "Wish LaMichael well, appreciate his contribution and wish him success moving forward in his career."

The 49ers filled James' spot on the 53-man roster by re-signing wide receiver Kassim Osgood, who was waived Saturday so guard Alex Boone could be activated. ...

Up next. ... The 49ers officially christen Levi's Stadium against the Chicago Bears (0-1) on Sunday night.

Other notes of interest. ... NFL Network's Ian Rapoport told NFL GameDay Morning on Sunday that 49ers sources believe Harbaugh is already losing the locker room.

"There is some serious doubts about whether Harbaugh is actually all in like he professes," Rapoport said. "He says he is about the team, the team, the team. The players now wonder, is that actually the case?

"They have dealt with a lot over the last couple years. Some of the way he's treated them, some lack of respect. And all because they are winning, they are fine with it, but some of the players wonder, if they lose, will it all spiral out of control?"

As an example, Rapoport was told that Harbaugh irked a handful of veterans by dragging the team to Baltimore to practice against his brother John Harbaugh and the Ravens.

That cross-country voyage came on the heels of a rocky offseason that saw Harbaugh and the 49ers fail to strike a new contract extension amid word that the team spoke with the Browns about trading the coach to Cleveland.

Aware of the locker-room grumbling, Harbaugh has attempted to appeal to his players, especially during this week's lead-up to Sunday's meeting with the Cowboys, Rapoport was told.

"He does have two years left on his deal," Rapoport said. "But it is worth asking: Is this the last year for Jim Harbaugh in San Francisco?"

With a 41-14-1 record since 2011, Harbaugh has the second-most wins by any coach over his first three seasons, trailing only George Seifert's mark of 42-11. Winning covers many sins, but if the 49ers stumble, it's fair to wonder if Harbaugh's successful run in San Francisco might be nearing its end.

Asked about the report, Harbaugh said, "I don't think it comes from our players. We got the kind of relationship where they can come and talk to me about it. They have before."

It was Boldin, rather than Michael Crabtree, who was Kaepernick's favorite target on this day. Boldin caught a game-high eight passes for 99 yards, while Crabtree had two receptions for 25 yards.

Stevie Johnson was targeted just twice in his 49ers debut, but did catch both for 33 yards. Kaepernick threw just three balls to the club's third (Johnson) and fourth (WR Brandon Lloyd) receivers. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Blaine Gabbert, Josh Johnson 
RB: Frank Gore, Carlos Hyde 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Anquan Boldin, Brandon Lloyd, Steve Johnson, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington, Kassim Osgood 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Derek Carrier 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth, Richard Sherman stood at his locker going through all the areas that he believed needed work: tackling, capitalizing on potential turnovers, avoiding big penalties.

This after the Seattle Seahawks opened defense of their Super Bowl title with a 20-point win over Green Bay, an expected contender in the NFC.

The Seahawks came away from last Thursday night's season opener believing they didn't impress anyone, most of all themselves.

"It was off. We weren't up to par. We weren't up to snuff, and I think everyone feels that way," Sherman said after the victory. "We've got to play better."

There didn't seem to be anything overwhelming about Seattle's season-opening win over the Packers, other than the final score.

Russell Wilson threw for two touchdowns, but he's had more efficient games. Marshawn Lynch ran for 110 yards and two scores, but he's had more memorable nights. The Packers were held to 255 total yards on offense, but Seattle's defense didn't seem to dominate in the same way as its Super Bowl win over Denver.

The impression left from Thursday night was that Seattle didn't play its best and still won easily. And that could be a scary thought for everyone else in the NFC trying to catch the Seahawks.

"We were really impressed with how hard the guys played across the board, all three phases were really aggressive. And the effort was really there. And they were really excited to play on opening night," head coach Pete Carroll said on Friday. "It turned out to be a terrific effort in general. That really jumped out."

The Seahawks should be pleased with how they played, especially on defense and in the run game. The 255 total yards were the third-fewest for Green Bay since the start of the 2012 season. Aaron Rodgers was held under 200 yards passing for just the 13th time in his career when attempting at least 15 passes.

Notable was Rodgers' never throwing a pass Sherman's direction. Sherman remained as the left cornerback all night, and Rodgers never dared go that way. According to STATS Inc., Rodgers attempted passes to the right side of the offense -- where Sherman was playing -- 52 percent of the time last season.

"If a team lets you know they're not throwing the ball to one side of the field, it helps everybody that is playing in pass defense. If it's not going over there, it's going over here," Carroll said.

"We can't bank on that totally, but after a while in a game it's pretty clear," he said.

On the other side, Lynch looked fit and spry with his 20th 100-yard rushing game since the start of the 2011 season. Seattle's front bullied Green Bay's defensive line, including a solid first performance by rookie right tackle Justin Britt.

The one injury concern for Seattle coming out of the opener was a groin injury suffered by cornerback Jeremy Lane. Carroll did not go into specifics on how long Lane might be out, other than saying "he's going to be down for a while. ..."

Meanwhile, the Seahawks couldn't ask for a much better situation for their first road game of the season. They travel to San Diego to play the Chargers on Sunday after a 10-day break. The Chargers, on the other hand, had to open the season with a Monday-night road game at Arizona before playing their first home game, on only a six-day break, against the reigning Super Bowl champion.

Other notes of interest. ... It wasn't a huge day for Wilson, as he threw for just 191 yards. And he had a stretch in the middle of the game where he was off-target on a few throws. But he made the plays he had to, with two short throws that turned into touchdowns of 33 yards to Ricardo Lockette and 15 to fullback Derrick Coleman.

And more important, he didn't have a turnover. And while Percy Harvin got involved with seven catches for 59 yards, expect him to do more down the road.

Asked if Earl Thomas would remain his punt returner, Carroll said, "sure." Thomas fumbled a punt in traffic in the first half. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Derrick Coleman 
WR: Percy Harvin, Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Paul Richardson, Ricardo Lockette, Kevin Norwood, Bryan Walters 
TE: Zach Miller, Luke Willson, Cooper Helfet 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
Head coach Lovie Smith is waiting to see his team's offense get off to a fast start.

"If you look at what we did yesterday, in the first half we didn't have the ball enough," Smith said Monday, a day after the Bucs lost 20-14 to Carolina in their season opener.

"In order to establish an identity, you have to have the ball."

The Bucs ran only 15 offensive plays to Carolina's 42 in the first half, falling behind 10-0.

Carolina led 17-0 well into the fourth quarter before Tampa Bay got anything going offensively. The Bucs gained more than half of their 264 total yards in the fourth quarter.

"I don't think any team has an identity until you get to the season, and then you see what you're going to be, what you can do, and it changes each game," Smith said.

"Yesterday we wanted to establish the run, which would open up other things for us. We weren't able to do that."

A knee injury to guard Logan Mankins and two interceptions thrown by Josh McCown kept the offense off the field.

The Bucs' rushing totals of 102 yards, and 6.0 yards per carry, were misleading. Included in those numbers are a 54-yard run by fullback Jorvorskie Lane on his only carry, and 27 yards by McCown.

Mankins, a six-time Pro Bowler, was acquired from New England in a trade on Aug. 26. He left the field on his own power midway throughout the second quarter and did not return.

Smith expressed some optimism that the injury is not serious, but Mankins was not practicing Wednesday.

"We're evaluating him. That could be an MRI, and doctors checking him out every which way we can, but right now we don't know a lot more," Smith said. "Logan has been injured before and he feels like, of course, he'll be able to go."

With or without Mankins, Smith said the Buccaneers' offense will take another step next week at home against the St. Louis Rams.

"In the fourth quarter, we scored 14 points. Normally you're going to like that as a football team. You just need to start earlier, and we'll start earlier this next game," he said. "We're not there yet, but we'll figure out how to win football games eventually.

"Sometimes you have to keep sparring, but eventually you find out who you are and what you need to do to be successful. At the end (of Sunday's game), we were at least on the road to that."

Meanwhile, Smith has called Doug Martin his bell cow back.

But with the game on the line Sunday, the Bucs with the ball and driving for the winning score, it was Bobby Rainey on the field.

Yes, Martin had his knee dinged up earlier, but Smith insisted Monday night that Martin was healthy in the fourth quarter and Rainey was a tactical choice.

"Doug did go down with a little minor injury there, so we had to make a change, and from there he was able to come back and he was ready to go," Lovie said on Total Access on WDAE-AM 620. "Bobby had come and had given us a little bit of life, and as I've mentioned we want to play more than one running back throughout. So it was just a perfect time to keep both of them involved."

As JoeBucsFan.com noted, the bottom line is Martin was off the field at crunch time, after only nine carries for nine yards, and two truly horrendous displays of pass blocking.

Adding to the intrigue, as of Tuesday afternoon, the Bucs had not commented Martin's lower-leg injury. Martin didn't practice Wednesday and his status is one that bears monitoring heading into this week's game against the Rams, but nobody should expect much. That said, I will have more via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Also worth noting, Austin Seferian-Jenkins had a boot on right foot on Wednesday -- the same foot he had surgery on in February. He was not practicing. I'll also be following up on him in coming days.

Other notes of interest. ... Offensive coordinator Jeff Tedford, who had an unspecified medical procedure two weeks ago, was in the press box, but he wasn't calling plays. Team officials said Tedford, who has been cleared only for light duty, was providing an "extra set of eyes."

What Tedford saw out of his offense wasn't good at all. The Bucs let the Panthers take control of the game in the first half. In that half, Carolina ran 42 offensive plays while the Bucs ran 15. Carolina had 205 yards of total offense in the first half while the Bucs had 84 -- 54 of it on Lane's run. The Bucs didn't score until the fourth quarter.

Two second-half touchdowns weren't enough. McCown's a veteran who isn't supposed to make mistakes, but he made two on interceptions that weren't pretty.

"Those things can't happen," McCown said. "They absolutely can't happen. It's 100 percent on me. We've got to do better in that area, and we will do better in that area."

It was only one game, and there are 15 remaining. McCown can do better in that area, but he needs the Bucs to have a more potent and consistent running game.

Tedford will return as the Buccaneers' play caller Sunday. Nobody should expect it to make a huge difference.

And finally. ... The team announced that cornerback Mike Jenkins was placed on injured reserve with a pectoral injury, and that they waived defensive end Scott Solomon. To take their roster spots, the Bucs signed veteran cornerback Crezdon Butler and claimed defensive end Jacquies Smith off of waivers from the Bills. Jenkins was brought in this offseason along with Alterraun Verner after the Bucs parted ways with Darrelle Revis. The former first-round pick had settled into the starting job, holding off Johnthan Banks. 
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QB: Josh McCown, Mike Glennon 
RB: Doug Martin, Bobby Rainey, Mike James, Charles Sims 
RB: Jorvorskie Lane 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Evans, Chris Owusu, Robert Herron, Russell Shephard, Louis Murphy 
TE: Brandon Myers, Austin Seferian-Jenkins, Luke Stocker 
PK: Patrick Murray 
=========================

=========================
TENNESSEE TITANS
Head coach Ken Whisenhunt is happy being 1-0 and says he fully expected the Titans to go into Kansas City and win their season opener.

Now he's ready to move on, put that win behind them and focus only on the Dallas Cowboys.

And the longer critics keep overlooking his Titans, the better.

"All I seem to hear about is much more coverage about other teams than us, and I'm happy with that," Whisenhunt said.

As Associated Press sports writer Teresa M. Walker noted, Whisenhunt said the Titans have a different opinion than all those who picked against them in Kansas City. The Titans left with a dominating 26-10 win.

"We didn't go in there with the idea 'it's us against the world, nobody's picking us to win,"' Whisenhunt said. "We went in there with the idea if we play football the way we're supposed to, we're going to win the game."

The Titans did just that with one of their best performances in years offensively and forcing three turnovers defensively with a unit debuting Ray Horton's 3-4 scheme. It's the start Tennessee needed with three road games in September; Dallas (0-1) comes to Nashville Sunday, the lone home game this month.

But Tennessee started 3-1 last season with a big opening win at Pittsburgh before finishing 7-9. That played a part in Mike Munchak being fired and Whisenhunt replacing him in January.

"This is a new team, new coaches, new players, everything, all of the above," safety Michael Griffin said. "It's a new year for all of us, so we got to go each and every week and prepare the same way we did last week."

Offensively, the Titans held the ball for 37 minutes, 44 seconds against the Chiefs. It was the team's best time of possession in a game since November 2009 in a win against Jacksonville -- a span of 70 games, and the Titans dominated holding the ball for nearly 22 minutes of the second half.

And as ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky notes, one element of this team has clearly emerged: There are a number of offensive weapons.

Those weapons allowed Tennessee to roll up 152 yards rushing and 405 yards in total offense. Jake Locker threw passes to eight different teammates -- four receivers, two running backs and two tight ends -- and finished with one of his best performances throwing for 266 yards and two touchdowns. He currently ranks fifth in the NFL with a 111.4 passer rating and second only to Peyton Manning in the AFC.

Shonn Greene led the rushing ensemble with 15 carries for 71 yards, but Dexter McCluster, rookie Bishop Sankey and Leon Washington were factors too.

Greene looks the part of a short-yardage/goal line back and is the least threatening of the group as a pass target. Yet seven of his 15 carries came on first-and-10. One of them in the fourth quarter went for 18 yards. Even outside of that he averaged 3.8, and getting the Titans into second-and-6 is a good way to maximize the chances of building to a new set of downs.

"I thought the distribution was awesome," Greene said. "It keeps all the guys fresh, it keeps the defense on their toes, they don't know what they are getting. ... It wasn't predictable. All our guys are able to do everything the coaches ask of us, we're all versatile. A defense doesn't know what's coming. I was in there for a couple pass plays. We mixed it up a little bit and it worked."

A sound plan. Some surprising qualities. A solid result.

Whisenhunt will remind them again it's just one game. It's perfectly fine for them to recall it as one very good game.

"We left a lot out there," Locker said after the game. "There are a lot of things that we can improve on and do better as a football team and that's what we're going to focus on this next week, getting ready for the Cowboys."

The Titans have plenty of issues to focus on this week. They were flagged 12 times for 110 yards, Locker was sacked four times and hit a few other times, and they also settled for four field goals by new kicker Ryan Succop in his debut against the team he played for his first five seasons.

But Locker was sacked only once in the second half, and center Brian Schwenke said they didn't really make adjustments to better protect the quarterback.

"It's what we were supposed to do from the get-go," Schwenke said. "There were a couple mistakes, some small details, but those small details can get the quarterback hit. Just have to clean those up. ..."

Justin Hunter was limited in Wednesday's practice. The athletic receiver has a sore knee. I'll follow up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Linebacker Zach Brown will miss the rest of the season with a torn pectoral muscle. Whisenhunt said Tuesday night on his weekly radio show that the Titans hoped Brown might be able to return from the injury later this season, which would have allowed them to place him on injured reserve designated for return.

But Whisenhunt says unfortunately Brown will be out the rest of the season. He says they are disappointed because of the way Brown was progressing and now has this setback.

Now the Titans are looking at their options at linebacker. Zaviar Gooden replaced Brown in Sunday's win. 
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QB: Jake Locker, Charlie Whitehurst, Zach Mettenberger 
RB: Shonn Greene, Bishop Sankey, Dexter McCluster, Leon Washington 
FB: Jackie Battle 
WR: Kendall Wright, Nate Washington, Justin Hunter, Derek Hagan, Kris Durham, T.J. Graham 
TE: Delanie Walker, Craig Stevens, Taylor Thompson 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
A new head coach, a new offensive coordinator, a new special teams boss and several new key players were supposed to usher in an exciting new era in Redskins football.

And yet, the results in Week 1 were so similar to 2013. During a 17-6 loss at the Houston Texans, the Redskins committed two turnovers at the Texans' 7-yard line, had a punt and an extra point blocked, were burned for a long touchdown thanks in part to a poor downfield tackle attempt and couldn't protect quarterback Robert Griffin III in a 17-6 loss.

"It's very frustrating," said backup tight end Niles Paul, who ended his career-long 48-yard catch by having the ball stripped at the Houston 7. "We worked so hard this offseason and preseason, training camp and you hope to get rid of those mistakes, but we had a few."

According to the Sports Xchange, "That's like saying Mother Hubbard had a few children."

On the series before the fumble by Paul who took over when oft-injured starting tight end Jordan Reed exited with a hamstring injury Griffin tripped over center Kory Lichtensteiger's feet at the Houston 7 and fumbled while trying to get the ball to running back Alfred Morris rather than accepting the lost yardage. Kai Forbath's extra point try was blocked by Houston's J.J. Watt and new punter Tress Way's fifth career punt was blocked and recovered for a touchdown by Texans rookie Alfred Blue, who beat Redskins blocker Roy Helu.

Washington hadn't fumbled twice inside the opposing 10-yard line in a game this millennium, and had never had punt and extra point blocked in the same game.

"We had some monumental mistakes that can't happen in pro football," said Jay Gruden, who became the sixth of nine coaches to lose his Redskins debut dating back to 1981. "The blocked punt, I don't even know if they were trying to block it. We just let the guy go inside and that's a big play. We had the one huge play on defense (DeAndre Hopkins' 76-yard touchdown on which second-year safety Bacarri Rambo was left in single coverage and then badly whiffed on the tackle). ... Then we failed to get them off of the field at the end of the game with six minutes to go (as Houston drove for the field goal that made it a two-score difference). That's frustrating. And then offensively, obviously the turnovers and lack of big plays."

The Redskins had more total yards, more rushing yards and more passing yards than the Texans, but the visitors' mistakes led to their NFL-most ninth straight loss and makes this week's home opener against the Jacksonville Jaguars a near must-win with a trip to Philadelphia, a short week to face the New York Giants and a date with Super Bowl champion Seattle on tap in their following three contests.

"You cannot go 0-2 in the NFL," free safety Ryan Clark said after his first game back with the Redskins after eight seasons with Pittsburgh. "We have to and will clean it up for next week.

Other notes of interest. ... Griffin's statistics -- 29 of 37 passing, 267 yards, no interceptions, 96.7 passer rating were fine, but the third-year quarterback only got his team in the end zone once, didn't throw a touchdown pass, averaged just 7.2 yards per attempt (with just one completion over 22 yards), was sacked three times and was hurried/hit 14 times.

According to ESPN.com's John Keim, Morris provided the only consistent threat offensively.

Morris gained his usual 91 yards against the Texans, giving the third-year standout 2,979 yards in 33 regular-season games. If Morris whose 2,888 yards in 2012-13 were second in the NFL to the 3,363 of Minnesota's Adrian Peterson runs for 1,107 yards the rest of the season, he'll zoom from 11th to fifth among Washington's career rushing leaders, trailing only Hall of Famer John Riggins, Clinton Portis, 1972 MVP Larry Brown and Stephen Davis.

Gruden exited the season-opening game with a list of issues to correct. He also left with one regret. "If I had to do it all over again Sunday," Gruden said. "I probably would have run the ball more than I did."

During his news conference on Monday, Gruden initially defended the run-pass ratio. Washington attempted 37 passes and ran the ball 23 times. Some of it was easy to defend. The Redskins threw a combined 11 times in two-minute situations. They also only had two drives in the fourth quarter and threw a combined 12 times on those two series (including on their final one when they trailed by 11).

However, the run game was highly effective as the Redskins gained 5.7 yards per carry on 23 runs (they averaged 7.2 yards per pass attempt. But it was 6.08 yards per pass when the 48-yard completion is taken away).

Gruden knows that he has weapons in the pass game, starting with receiver DeSean Jackson. Reed was going to be a big part of the game plan until he was sidelined after seven plays. And Gruden said he wanted to get the ball more to receiver Andre Roberts, who was targeted only three times and caught one pass for 22 yards.

But the Redskins consider the outside zone game their main offensive staple. In addition to Morris' 91 yards, Helu gained 46 yards on four runs. Most of their yards occurred on this play.

For Gruden it's not about having a 50-50 split. But he knows the strength of the offense -- and it's what the line does well, too.

"We've got to have good balance on our team," Gruden said. "But it does start with the run game. ..."

The list of inactive players for Washington's regular-season opener contained a surprising name: Receiver Santana Moss. For Moss, the day marked a career first. He'd never before landed on the inactive list while healthy. On Sunday, he did. ...

Earlier this week, Gruden said he thought Reed could miss some time as a result of the hamstring injury he suffered in the season-opening loss to the Texans. On Wednesday, Gruden told Jaguars reporters that the tight end would not participate in practice later in the day and that he would "likely" miss Sunday's game.

His quarterback went a little further during his own chat with the media.

Griffin told Mark Long of the Associated Press, that Reed would not play in the game. Griffin called it "a big loss" because Reed is "a great player."

With Reed out of the lineup, the Redskins will turn to Logan Paulsen and Paul against a Jaguars defense that allowed Eagles tight ends to have six catches for 92 yards and a touchdown last week. As Profootballtalk.com notes, there was criticism of the Redskins offense for their failure to attack the Texans down the field last Sunday. Reed's absence could lead Griffin to look for his receivers more often this week, which, in turn, could lead to more long balls. ...

Worth noting, free agent tight end Tony Scheffler worked out for the Redskins on Tuesday.

Meanwhile, NT Barry Cofield suffered high right ankle sprain at Houston and the team placed him short-term injured reserve, ruling him out for at least eight games. Chris Baker will move from defensive end to fill Cofield's role. Jarvis Jenkins is expected to start in Baker's spot. 
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QB: Robert Griffin, Kirk Cousins, Colt McCoy 
RB: Alfred Morris, Roy Helu, Silas Redd 
FB: Darrell Young 
WR: Pierre Garcon, DeSean Jackson, Andre Roberts, Aldrick Robinson, Ryan Grant, Santana Moss 
TE: Logan Paulsen, Niles Paul, Jordan Reed 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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