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By WILL GRAVES
Associated Press

PITTSBURGH — The Pittsburgh 
Steelers have very little margin for 
error, no matter who is at quarter-
back.

Ben Roethlisberger, Mason Ru-
dolph, halfway through the season, 
the only consistent thing about the 
Steelers’ offense is that it is not going 
to score 30 points, and most weeks, 
20 may be asking a lot.

All of which is manageable if Pitts-
burgh’s defense plays at the level 
that’s been the standard during most 
of coordinator Keith Butler’s tenure.

Five times in Butler’s six seasons the 
Steelers have finished in the top 12 in 
yards and points allowed. That might 
not happen in 2021. And if it doesn’t, 
whatever chance Pittsburgh has of 
reaching the playoffs likely vanishes.

That wasn’t Kansas City or Tennes-
see or Baltimore — all of whom await 
the Steelers (5-3-1) over the next two 
months — on the other side of the 
field on Sunday at lifeless and soggy 
Heinz Field. It was the Detroit Lions.

Over the course of 70 minutes of an 
occasionally comical 16-16 tie, De-
troit gashed the Steelers for 229 yards 
rushing. The Lions did it with quarter-
back Jared Goff basically a bystand-
er thanks to shoddy pass protection 
and a strained oblique. They did it 
with De’Andre Swift putting up a ca-
reer-best 130 yards rushing. They did it 
with Godwin Igwebuike — a convert-
ed safety — bolting up the middle for 
a 42-yard touchdown. They did it with 
Jermar Jefferson doing the same on a 
28-yard sprint to the end zone.

Pittsburgh missed tackles, missed 
assignments and perhaps missed 
injured defensive linemen Stephon 
Tuitt and Tyson Alualu most of all.

Alualu’s season is over. Tuitt’s may 
never start as he recovers from off-
season knee surgery. The fill-ins had 
played well at times before Sunday. 
They did not against Detroit. Save 
for another brilliant performance by 
Cam Heyward, the defense did little 
to offer proof it can consistently pick 
up the slack if the offense continues 
to be wildly uneven.

“We have to get off blocks, stay in 
our gaps, and drive our feet,” Hey-
ward said. “Early on, myself includ-

ed, I missed a couple of tackles. But 
it came down to a tie game and we 
needed some big plays, and we didn’t 
get enough.”

Now Pittsburgh faces a daunting 
second half of the schedule without 
one of the best players in the league. 
Star outside linebacker T.J. Watt crum-
pled to the ground in the third quar-
ter after sacking Goff. He watched the 
final two-plus quarters from the side-
line in a massive black coat with what 
head coach Mike Tomlin described as 
hip and knee injuries.

Watt’s status going forward — at 
least in the near term — appears un-
certain. So does Pittsburgh’s. While 
the AFC North suddenly looks getta-
ble for whoever emerges from what is 
a wide-open and currently mediocre 
race, if the Steelers are to be a part of 
the conversation the defense needs 
to re-establish itself.

Quickly.
“It’s about whipping a man and 

making a tackle,” outside linebacker 
Alex Highsmith said. “We know that 
we have to be a lot better. Every one 
of us, we just have to look at each 
other in the mirror ... but today was 
unacceptable.”

WHAT’S WORKING: Najee Harris. 
While Rudolph scuffled after a hot 
start while filling in for a COVID-
19 positive Roethlisberger, Harris 
served as the engine that makes the 
offense go. Harris ran for 105 yards 
on 26 carries and caught four passes 
for 26 yards. While Cincinnati wide 
receiver JaMarr Chase and New En-
gland quarterback Mac Jones are 
vying for the lead in the Offensive 
Rookie of the Year race, Harris could 
catch them over the next eight weeks. 
He just needs to get the ball.

WHAT NEEDS HELP: Any red-zone se-
quence that doesn’t involve Harris. 
The Steelers had a first-and-goal at 
the Detroit 5 down six in the third 
quarter. Harris didn’t touch the ball 
once as three incompletions led to a 

short field goal.

STOCK UP: Wide receiver Ray-Ray 
McCloud improbably found himself 
as one of Rudolph’s go-to targets. 
With Chase Claypool out nursing 
a toe injury, McCloud caught a ca-
reer-high nine passes for 63 yards.

STOCK DOWN: The special teams, 
outside of kicker Chris Boswell, have 
done little to distinguish themselves 
of late. Rookie punter Pressly Harvin 
III had a net average of just 31.7 yards 
per kick and failed to pin the Lions 
back. For the strides he appears to be 
making as a receiver, McCloud con-
tinues to do little in the return game.

INJURIES: Watt is hardly the only con-
cern. Guards Trai Turner and Kevin 
Dotson both left Sunday with ankle in-
juries. Veteran cornerback Joe Haden 
has a midfoot injury. Throw in Watt, 
Roethlisberger and Claypool and the 
Steelers are thinning at positions they 
can ill afford to be thin.

NO COVID RELIEF: The Steelers on 
Monday placed safety Minkah Fitz-
patrick on the NFL’s reserve/COVID-
19 list, where he joins quarterback 
Ben Roethlisberger.

Teams are not required to release 
information whether players are vac-
cinated. If Fitzpatrick is, he would 
be required to be free of symptoms 
and have two negative tests 24 hours 
apart. If he is not vaccinated, the 
playmaking defensive back could be 
sidelined for at least 10 days.

Roethlisberger sat out Sunday’s 
16-16 tie with winless Detroit and 
his return for next week’s game at the 
Los Angeles Chargers is uncertain.

KEY NUMBER: 1 — Number of teams 
on Pittsburgh’s remaining schedule 
that currently have a losing record 
(Minnesota).

NEXT STEPS: Head west and try to 
beat the Chargers on the road with 
a backup quarterback (if necessary) 
for a third straight time. Michael 
Vick was the starter when Pittsburgh 
won in San Diego in 2015 and Devlin 
“Duck” Hodges was under center in 
2019 when the Steelers knocked off 
the Chargers in Los Angeles.

Steelers defense struggling with consistency

KEITH SRAKOCIC/Associated Press
STEELERS LINEBACKER T.J. Watt (90) was helped off the field after he was injured during the second half of Sunday’s 
16-16 tie with the Lions.

Gashed
STEELERS (5-3-1) at  

CHARGERS (5-4)
8:20 p.m. Sunday

TV: NBC

By JOE REEDY
Associated Press

Justin Herbert and the Los Angeles 
Chargers’ offense was operating at a 
high level the first five weeks of the 
season as they got off to a 4-1 start.

Opposing defenses have caught up 
to the scheme of first-year coordina-
tor Joe Lombardi, though.

Sunday’s 27-20 loss to Minnesota 
was Los Angeles’ third in the last four 
games and dropped it out of the AFC 
West lead.

Coach Brandon Staley, also in his 
first season, said a combination of 
protection schemes and defens-
es taking away the deep part of the 
field have been at the forefront of the 
Chargers’ recent struggles.

“There are a lot of plays that are 
being called to access the deep part 
of the field. But when you play against 
a quarterback that’s as gifted as he is, 
and against skill position groupings 
like ours, you’re going to try and force 
him to drive the field,” Staley said.

Herbert was 17 of 35 on passes with 
yardage of 16 or more the first five 
games, but he is 10 of 20 the past four. 
The Chargers had 43 explosive plays 
(runs of 12 yards or more, pass plays 
longer than 16 yards) early in the sea-
son, and that has decreased to 24 the 

past four games.
“We need to create more explo-

sions from the run-and-catch game 
or from misdirection,” Staley said. 
“And then find ways in the drop-back 
game to access the intermediate part 
of the field.”

WHAT’S WORKING: Keenan Allen had 
eight catches against the Vikings, 
marking the 12th time in his career 
he has had at least eight receptions 
in back-to-back games. 

Allen, second in the AFC in catches 
with 65, needs 11 receptions over the 
next two games to match Antonio 
Brown for fastest player to 700 recep-
tions (111 games).

WHAT NEEDS HELP: Ty Long is fourth 
in the AFC in gross punting average, 
but the Chargers are next to last in 
the league allowing 13.4 yards per 
punt return. 

Los Angeles has six rookies on its 
punt coverage team, which is creat-
ing matchup problems.

 
STOCK UP: Dustin Hopkins has 

made all five of his field-goal at-
tempts and has a touchback on nine 
of 16 kickoffs in his three games since 
being signed by the Chargers. 

Hopkins had two field goals against 

the Vikings, including a 46-yarder. He 
has made both of his attempts from 
40 yards or more.

STOCK DOWN: Cornerback Tevaughn 
Campbell played a career-high 75 
snaps on defense because of injuries 
in the secondary but struggled in his 
matchup against Justin Jefferson and 
Adam Thielen. Campbell was target-
ed eight times and allowed seven re-
ceptions against Jefferson and Thiel-
en, including two on third-and-long 
plays on the final drive that allowed 
the Vikings to run out the clock.

INJURIES: Cornerback Michael Davis 
(hamstring) is expected to return to 
practice after missing the past two 
games. Linebacker Drue Tranquill re-
mains in COVID-19 protocols.

KEY NUMBER: 3 — Strip sacks by 
Joey Bosa, tied with Arizona’s Markus 
Golden and Pittsburgh’s T.J. Watt for 
the league lead.

NEXT STEPS: The Chargers host Pitts-
burgh on Sunday. The Steelers are in 
possession of the first AFC wild card 
after their tie against the Lions left 
them at 5-3-1. The Chargers are one 
of the three AFC teams at 5-4 but hold 
the final playoff spot on tiebreakers.

Chargers look to restore offense TROPHY OF A LIFETIME

Submitted photo
DARL MUMAU, 74, of Clymer, had his name drawn for a 
Pennsylvania bull elk tag in Zone 14. He harvested a 10x8 
bull at 9 a.m. on Nov. 1 in Clinton County. The bull had a 
45-inch spread and weighed 591 pounds field-dressed. The 
estimated live weight was 768 pounds. The gross score 
was 413 7/8. Elk County Outfitters guided Mumau’s hunt.

By RONALD BLUM
Associated Press

KINGSTON, Jamaica — 
Zack Steffen is in quite an 
unusual position: The No. 2 
goalkeeper with Manches-
ter City is No. 1 with the 
United States.

New England’s Matt Turn-
er started the first five U.S. 
qualifiers, and Stef-
fen took over for the 
2-1 win over Costa 
Rica last month. 
Steffen made a 
pair of key saves 
in Friday’s 2-0 vic-
tory over Mexico 
and will start tonight 
when the Americans 
open the second half of 
qualifying at Jamaica.

“It was a difficult deci-
sion,” U.S. coach Gregg 
Berhalter said Monday. 
“It wasn’t something that 
was easy based on how we 
thought Matt was playing.”

While the U.S. beat Jamai-
ca 2-0 on Oct. 7, the 59th-
ranked Reggae Boyz have 
been boosted by the return 
of West Ham striker Michail 
Antonio and Aston Villa 
winger Leon Bailey.

The No. 13 Americans 
will be missing midfield-
er Weston McKennie and 
defender Miles Robinson, 
serving one-game suspen-
sions for yellow-card accu-
mulation.

Berhalter prefers Steffen 
for his role in possession.

“We were looking at the 
games and how they were 
unfolding and were saying 
there’s a number of posses-
sions that we can be keep-
ing in these games that we’re 
not,” Berhalter said. “We 
think Zack is stronger with 
his feet, and we made that 
decision based on that.”

Steffen’s September was 
disrupted by back spasms 
followed by a positive 
COVID-19 test. He returned 
for the Oct. 13 match against 
Costa Rica in Columbus, 
Ohio, where he played for 
the Crew from 2016-19. Stef-
fen’s headed clearance led to 
Keysher Fuller’s goal 60 sec-
onds in, but the U.S. rallied 
on goals by Sergiño Dest and 
Tim Weah for a 2-1 win.

Then against Mexico, 
he dived to make saves on 
Edson Álvarez in the 11th 
minute and Hirving Lozano 
in the 19th, keeping the U.S. 
even on a night Christian Pu-
lisic and McKennie would 
score late in the second half.

“We ask keepers all the 
time: Can you make that 
one, maybe two big saves 
that you need to make?” 
defender Walker Zimmer-
man said. “And if he doesn’t 
make that save, I think the 
game is a lot different.”

Steffen is City’s backup to 
Ederson, a 28-year-old Bra-
zilian who won the Gold-
en Glove for most Premier 
League shutouts in each of 
the past two seasons.

A 26-year-old from the 
Philadelphia suburb of 
Coatesville, Steffen signed 
with City in July 2019, then 
was loaned to Fortuna Düs-
sel- dorf for a season cut 

short by an injured 
left patellar ten-
don. The Cityzens 
announced this 
month he had 
agreed to a four-
year contract 
through 2024-25, 

one year shorter than 
Ederson’s deal.

Steffen has four appear-
ances at City this season: 
one in the Premier League, 
one in the Communi-
ty Shield and two in the 
League Cup.

“My goal is to become a 
starter, whether that’s at 
City, whether it’s at anoth-
er team,” Steffen said. “I go 
into training focused on 
trying to push Eddie, and I 
know that’s another good, 
really good goalkeeper. ... 
We’re friends off the field, 
so then it becomes easier to 
to support and push each 
other on the field. So that’s 
my mentality, is just to go 
there and learn and train 
as best as possible, and the 
rest will fall in line.”

Sean Johnson and Ethan 
Horvath also are in the U.S. 
goalkeeper pool.

“Especially as a goalkeep-
er, it’s lonely out there,” Stef-
fen said. “You need those 
saves to give you confidence 
and reassurance that you’re 
out there for a reason.”

Turner, 27, played high 
school baseball, became 
intrigued by soccer while 
watching the 2010 World 
Cup and became the goal-
keeper as an 11th grad-
er that fall at Saint Joseph 
Regional High School in 
Montvale, N.J.. He went to 
Fairfield, was overlooked 
in the Major League Soccer 
draft and signed with the 
Revolution in March 2016. 
Two years later, he became 
New England’s starter.

“We first played against 
each other back in 2018 in 
MLS and we sort of creat-
ed a bond then because we 
were both up-and-coming 
young goalkeepers in the 
United States in MLS. And 
obviously his career went 
a certain way and mine 
stayed in MLS,” Turner said. 

The U.S. leads North and 
Central America and the 
Caribbean with 14 points, 
ahead of Mexico on goal dif-
ference, followed by Cana-
da (13), Panama (11), Costa 
Rica, Jamaica and El Salva-
dor (six each) and Honduras 
(three). 

The top three nations 
qualify, and fourth place ad-
vances to a playoff.

Steffen displaces Turner 
as top U.S. goalkeeper

Difficult
Decision

U.S. vs. JAMAICA
5 p.m. today

Stream: Paramount+


