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4th and Hell: Season 2
This story has all the elements of a miracle comeback – highs, 

lows, higher highs, lower lows, faith, hope, and love. But you have 
to get open to see – open mind, open eyes, open heart. 

Dedicated to those who are battling the lows of a losing streak.
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Gino Arcaro



Tribute: November 15, 2012

“As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” 
- Proverbs 27:17

There is no greater education than learning from tough people. 

Toughness is an abstract concept with limitless interpretations 
that continuously water down the true meaning of the word. So-
ciety routinely lowers the bar about what true toughness actually 
is. Toughness is one of the most misused and abused words in the 
English language. 

I’ve been blessed to have worked with, coached, and competed 
against very tough people. But the toughest person I’ve ever met 
was born over 100 years ago, in Italy. If you Google, “Antonio Arcaro 
November 15, 1913,” no hits will come up.  His is not a household 
name. He wasn’t a celebrity. He was not rich and famous. I’m not 
sure if he could even read or write. But he knew how to make an 
impact. He made a difference. Antonio had the “Soul of a Lifter,” 
willing and capable of doing the dirty work that most would not do. 

Some big impacts don’t fully register at first. Some big impacts 
take time to sink in. A big impact may have to travel long distanc-
es and cross many paths to open minds, hearts, and souls in order 
to cause the light to turn on. When the big impact finally reaches 
the unreachable, a Great Awakening happens, lifting a level of con-
sciousness that was previously stuck on a low rung.  

I’ve never met anyone in person who endured a struggle like the 
one Antonio Arcaro endured. When I first heard it explained, I 
thought that kind of struggle was normal. I thought it was routine. It 
isn’t. It’s one-of-a-kind. Since that realization, I’ve been embarrassed 
to use “struggle” to describe anything I’ve faced because my struggles 
and Antonio’s struggles are worlds apart. My adversity and Anto-
nio’s adversity are not defined using the same criteria. They come 
from different languages altogether.

I struggle to find a proper tribute to those who have made big 
impacts in my life and made my world possible. Words alone don’t 
have meaning without results. Performance matters. Words are the 



starting point of a proper tribute, but they don’t make the same im-
pact as honouring the person’s struggle and sacrifices by not wasting 
them. Making something of another person’s sacrifices is the great-
est tribute of all. Paying tribute means doing something out of the 
ordinary with the struggle and sacrifices invested by those who made 
your world possible. 

Nothing just happens. As children, we don’t get much choice 
about who teaches us character. We aren’t given a selection. Those 
who are chosen are selected for a reason. It’s easy to take for granted 
the lessons they taught you as a child. It’s even easier to not study the 
lessons with all your heart and soul. But once you start paying close 
attention and reviewing each lesson with an open mind and heart, 
your world changes for good. Dual meaning. It makes lasting change 
and it makes your life better so you can take your turn to lift others. 
Lessons learned are never intended to be kept secret. Insights are not 
private and confidential. They’re meant to be shared.

It’s become fashionable to malign the past. “Let it go. Drop the 
past.” The self-professed life coach experts tell us to live in the mo-
ment. They’ve even labeled the past “old-school” in a vain attempt to 
modernize that which gets treated with contempt. What a mistake 
it is to forget the past. The past is what made us. Good and bad, each 
experience is the fiber that makes up our heart and soul. Each fiber 
comes from the guts that another spilled for you. I missed the past. I 
missed it when it happened. I miss it now that it’s gone. But I won’t 
miss it again. 

My struggles are light because your struggles were great. Don’t 
worry. They are not forgotten.

Rest in #Peace, Dad.

Gino Arcaro 



Chapter Zero
w

I changed the start of this book from “Preface” to “Chapter Zero” 
to be different. “Preface” sounds ordinary and boring, and I wanted 
to inspire you to read the chapter instead of skipping past it. 

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been asked what it’s like 
to coach a Canadian collegiate football team that competed against 
Americans. Those who love football and those who hate football 
can’t get enough of the story every time I tell it. It’s a true, modern-
day David and Goliath story – involving a losing streak – that in-
spires us to fight our own monsters, fight what we fear the most: 
loss. Losing strikes fear in minds and hearts. It can torture souls. It 
becomes a streak that won’t stop unless it tortures your soul to the 
point where you have to fight back just to stop the torture. Losing 
streaks are a matter of a life-and-death because the objective is to 
kill them. But killing one is easier said than done. Keeping a losing 
streak alive is much easier than killing it because it takes no effort. 
Lack of effort is an anabolic agent of a losing streak, helping it grow, 
unnaturally, until it’s grossly over-sized.  

You don’t have to know football to understand the insurmount-
able odds against my Canadian team, especially since many of the 
players were “lost-causes,” searching for a second chance. Or third. 
You don’t have to be a football fan to know that a Canadian team 
trying to win a football game in the United States is a monumental 
clash of cultures. This is a story set in a place where blood and guts 
are spilled. A place that could have been rejected at any time for the 
comfort of the couch, exchanged for the pleasure of the bar, a beach, 
an exotic vacation, or anywhere free from gut-spilling and blood-
shedding. It’s about stepping out of the box until the box completely 
disappears, leaving a comfort zone with firmly-planted roots, far be-
hind. Two teams trying to do what we all try to achieve every day: do 
something out of the ordinary. Make a difference. Make an impact 
on ourselves, our team, even the opponent and those watching the 
game or reading about it. 

There are no rich and famous athletes in this story. Just the ordi-
nary unknowns. They are us, we are them. No one in this story had 



it handed it them. You won’t read about multi-million dollar con-
tracts. You will read about anonymous opponents; kids just like your 
children, the ones you’re raising, have raised, are coaching right now, 
have taught, still are, or have crossed paths with, all trying to make 
something extraordinary happen. Lost and trying to find their way. 
The way wasn’t cleared for them. They had to clear it with a level of 
work that many are unwilling and incapable of investing.

The story never fails to inspire every time I tell it. Even the parts 
where events don’t work out quite the way we had hoped, lift the 
listener. But it’s the fight that thrills the listeners. Pumps them up, 
gives them a rush. There are parts of this story that you won’t believe 
because what happened is just too hard to believe. But what I’ve 
written can’t be made up. There’s video proof. None of this story is 
fiction. It’s all true – except for the names of the players – they’ve 
been changed to protect the innocent from feeling guilty. 

There’s a lot of pain in this book. Some of the most painful lessons 
I’ve learned in 40 seasons of coaching; lessons that apply to anything 
I do professionally or personally. The same pain that we all suffer, 
just dressed up differently for the individual. Pain is a lead character. 
Making it a lead character makes the story real. But you won’t have 
to read between the lines to find a message of hope and inspiration 
in the pain. The message is clear: pain will drive you insane or it will 
drive you to train; pain will make you complain or make you train 
harder; pain will make you run away or make you fight; pain will 
make you give up or stand up, give in or dig in. 

Every time I’ve told this story aloud, the more passionately I told 
it and the longer it got. Details I thought at first were unimportant 
were skimmed over but then became key to the story as each account 
led to soul-searching. Soul-searching changes relevance. What was 
irrelevant became relevant, adding fuel to the story. By the time I 
came to write it, I was on fire. I chose the title, 4th & Hell as a meta-
phor for life’s challenges: when pressure mounts as the game is on 
the line and fatigue teams up with the opponent to attempt a take-
over of your mind, your body, and your soul. And like every David 
and Goliath story, 4th & Hell mixes intrigue, adversity and anxiety 
with hope and optimism.



In football, 4th down always requires a choice, an exercise of free 
will – kick the ball away or “go for it.” The decision determines your 
fate. Destiny rides on the call you make. When you go for it on 4th 
down, the situation becomes hell for one team while the other team 
escapes hell. You can choose to make the safe call – “kick” – or try 
to become better – “go for it.” You choose what you love to do the 
most or what you hate to do the most. What you choose, you live 
with and die with.      

Like real life, every story connects with another to form a context. 
There are Five Seasons in the 4th & Hell series, all “friction” books: 
books that are mostly fact, but cause a ton of friction. The books are 
not just about a football game. Like pain, “football” becomes a lead-
ing character, but the star of the show is a “losing streak.” This may 
be the only story you’ll ever read with a losing streak as the main 
character. Unconventional, outside-the-box. A losing streak doesn’t 
seem human, but it does have a soul that works like hell to rob the 
heart and mind of those who try to kill it. The final co-star is “4th 
down,” a blood relative to the losing streak. Both non-human, both 
inhumane.

The book is about the difference between winning and losing. 
There’s a cost for either, and the cost is painful. Winners and losers 
are separated by payment plans – those who pay full price and those 
who don’t. When winning is chased, there are painful choices to be 
made along the way starting with when to fight, run, or just pass. 
And every chase involves a point where you have to decide what you 
do with your mind: lose it or not. “Losing your mind” means replac-
ing it with another mind that doesn’t fit; a misfit that causes hell. 
“Not losing your mind” means having the strength and stamina to 
keep the mind that was given to you without compromise. Fighters 
fight. Runners run. Passers pass.

My goal is to lift you, not depress you. Encouragement is rare, dis-
couragement is common. I hope the story gets you high. At the end 
of the story, I hope that you will be lifted high enough to lift others. 
Keep lifting. 

#Peace.

Gino Arcaro



Chapter 1

Killing a losing streak.
A two-point lead with less than two minutes to play should put 

a coach in a good mood. Being in front with only 116 seconds left 
in the game should be pleasurable. Being ahead at any stage of the 
game should make you feel good. But three decades of coaching tor-
tures your soul, leaving you emotionally-challenged with one-sided 
feelings about winning. The longer you coach, the less you love win-
ning and the more you hate losing. Winning becomes a relief instead 
of fireworks; a reprieve from the hell of having-your-guts-ripped-
out losing. You can’t lose your hatred of losing because losing never 
loses its fire. The hell of losing only gets worse.  

It’s not cool for the head coach to stare at the scoreboard, especially 
with the game on the line. It gives the wrong impression. Staring at 
the scoreboard sends a bad message to your team – a message of con-
fusion – that you can’t process the information because of pressure. 
Staring at the scoreboard shows that you’re trying to escape from 
reality and abdicate the responsibility of making the next call. Or 
worse, it means you’ve froze. You’ve lost the ability to function. That’s 
why you’ve got three seconds, tops, to check the scoreboard without 
killing your credibility. Nothing on the scoreboard should be news to 
you. If you’ve been paying attention to the game, you should already 
know all you need to know. The only thing that matters is the next 
call. Make the next call, make it fast. Show leadership. Show you’re in 
control of your mind, in control of your emotions. Show that you’re 
not playing not-to-lose, that you’re playing to win; playing to finally 
kill this losing streak. In other words, don’t “blink.”  

Don’t let the pressure of the moment crush you. A two-point lead 
is better than a two-point deficit. Do not let the pressure of trying to 
kill a losing streak rob you of the joy of the last 116 seconds. These are 
Sacred Moments. Both teams will be changed by this Sacred Experi-
ence. It will be indelibly branded into the psyche of every player, ev-
ery coach. Soak it in, all of it, every moment. These are the moments 
you live for. This is exactly why you got in the game. Do not let the 
anxiety of a potential prolonged losing streak steal your  happiness. 
Do not let wretched memories of a soul-crushing two-point loss 



from exactly one year ago destroy your moment of joy. This moment 
is a blessing. Give thanks to the Most High for this high because 
deep down, this is the high you’re addicted to, the moment where 
Goliath can barely stand up, can barely breathe, and is ready to run. 

Just glance at the scoreboard but don’t stare at it. 

I looked away. I already knew the score. Our two-point lead wasn’t 
a secret. It had been like that long enough. I knew it was the 4th 
quarter. We had been in the 4th quarter for over thirteen minutes. 
I knew their offense was on the field facing our defense. I could 
see the officiating crew holding the sticks, across the field, showing 
3rd down where the ball was placed 10 yards behind the 1st down 
marker. I had seen their offense run two plays in this drive and saw 
them gain nothing, zero yards. I could see the 60-yard distance that 
they had to travel to our end zone. The only information I needed 
from the scoreboard was the time left: one-minute, fifty-six seconds. 
Otherwise, it was just a visual object that gave perspective to this Sa-
cred Moment. There were two clear objectives: Don’t let this moment 
pass. Don’t let them pass. 

There was no time for idle chatting to share pleasantries. Hey look 
everybody, what a coincidence. This is almost the same situation in the 
exact same place, exactly one year later. This must mean something! 
What are the chances of repeating history 365 days later?

There was no time to ponder the mystery of déjà vu. Good thing 
because it was creepy. Eerie. Exactly one year earlier, we lost by the 



same two point margin that we were winning by today. And the loss 
was the conclusion to a final drive of 116 seconds!  

But nothing truly was the same. Everything had changed. Those 
who were here last year were not the same now. Our two-point loss 
had changed them. And the new players changed by taking on the 
responsibility for redemption, even though they had had no part in 
the disgrace. Couldn’t help it; heard about the loss at every practice. 
Buffalo’s two-point win had changed them also; the last play in last 
year’s game changed everyone. On the surface, the DNA of both 
teams looked the same, but it wasn’t. There was a ghost that died and 
a ghost that didn’t die. 

The ghost of the last play did not die, it was alive and well. It haunt-
ed us throughout the past year. It worked out with us, practiced with 
us, traveled on the bus with us, stalked us. When a ghost becomes a 
stalker and talker, the only solution is to sign it up to your team. Put 
it on the roster, but watch out because it can play both ways. It can 
become an inner demon or an outer demon. It can attack your team 
or their team. The type of demon a ghost becomes depends on what 
it makes you focus on. One thing is for certain though, whichever 
demon it becomes it will attack until the target breaks.

The ghost that did die last year was the ghost of the losing streak. 
For a brief moment, right before the last play, the ghost of the los-
ing streak prematurely appeared, looking excited. I saw it. They saw 
it. Everyone saw it. It was ready to haunt the other team forever, 
reminding Buffalo State College that they had lost a football game 
to a Canadian team that couldn’t even dress itself properly. The ghost 
of our losing streak was preparing to kill our inner demons when: 

“What was that call?” 

When the game is on the line, you have to fight temptations. You 
have to fight the temptation to wish for more. If only we had a three-
point lead. Left unchecked, the temptation grows as you wish for 
even more. If only we had a ten-point lead. The temptation to alter the 
moment leads to time-consuming and energy-draining replays. That 
missed tackle in the 3rd quarter cost us seven points. You start counting 
their blessings. They have 83 players, 53 more than us.



Then you fall to the temptation of blaming others. We got ripped off 
by that off-side call in the 2nd quarter. It cost us seven points.

Next, wishing to reverse the irreversible. If only we had won last 
year. If only that last play had worked. If only things were different, 
we’d be happier. If we had won last year, we wouldn’t be so sad, mad, 
frustrated, and tense about our long, losing streak. If only we had a 
safe lead right now, an insurmountable lead, then we could relax for 
the last two minutes and enjoy the calm and #peace. But then there 
would be no hell and no story. The lessons that were supposed to be 
learned would never have been taught. 

It’s easy to say, “drop the past” but you can’t for as long as you’re 
blessed with a functioning long-term memory. It’s impossible to let 
go of the past especially when the triggers of a gut-wrenching two-
point loss start firing at your mind, your heart, and your soul. Every 
second of self-pity sinks you deeper in the hell-hole you’re trying to 
escape from. Reliving the heartbreak can break your focus on what 
matters at this moment. When painful history starts to repeat itself, 
it’s a sign to change direction. The scoreboard was an omen, a chal-
lenge to write a different story. The lesson learned from one year ago 
happened for a reason – preparation to win – training to kill a losing 
streak. 

The game-on-the-line moment is either a high or a low. Love the 
challenge of the moment or hate it. Fear it or fight it. Let it scare 
you or you scare it. The game-on-the-line moment becomes a heavy 
weight that crushes one team while another lifts it off. It all depends 
on who has taken the most hits.

CliCk here to purChase
4th & hell season 2
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