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				INTRODUCTION

			

			THE CAMERA CREW got to our apartment at six in the morning that Saturday. A whole team from CNN—sound, makeup, producers, the whole deal—squeezed into my tiny childhood home in South Central, there to broadcast live during the 1997 draft.

			This was the same place I had grown up. Sharing a room with my sister that wasn’t even a room, just a nook with a sheet hung up for privacy. Listening to NWA songs about shootings and drugs and gangs, about things I saw every day on the streets. Sitting on the floor my freshman year of high school, staring into space as I iced my aching, inflamed knees, wondering if I’d ever achieve my NFL dreams and get my family out of the hood.

			Now, after all those years, all those struggles, here was a CNN camera crew right in our living room to watch as I finally got chosen by some team, any team, to play in the League.

			Of course, first they had to figure out how to fit all their shit into the damn place.

			By the time they unloaded all their gear, all their equipment, all their mics and cameras, we looked around and realized there was nowhere left for any actual people to sit! The CNN guys took a look around, scratched their heads, and promptly got rid of half their stuff, making barely enough room for me and my family to watch my fate unfold on TV.

			A lot of the potential first-round picks were actually attending the draft, which was in New York City, but I didn’t get a formal invite. I’d flown myself home for the weekend, using some of the money from my agent’s advance. Besides, I wanted the world to see my roots, see where I was from, a background I was both proud of and fought every day to improve on.

			I also wanted to be around plenty of my friends and family—to help me through both potential “oh shit” moments. That’s “Oh shit, I just got picked in the first round and let’s party” or “Oh shit, it’s the seventh round and are these people ever gonna call my damn name?” I was projected to go somewhere in the first couple rounds, but that’s the thing about draft projections. No matter what Mel Kiper might say, he wasn’t the one signing the contracts. It all came down to the teams, and no one—no one—could predict exactly what they’d do.

			I settled in with Mama, my dad, Grandma, my sister, Tiki, and my best friend, Jabari, and every other uncle, second cousin, and halfway former acquaintance from down the block who could cram into our place. When a kid from the block was about to make it big, everyone wanted a piece.

			Because we were on the West Coast, three hours behind the New York broadcast, it was early as hell, but I was so pumped my eyes were peeled wide open. I knew there was no way I’d get chosen in the first few picks—those spots were reserved for college superstars, not standouts like me from Columbia University, an Ivy League school with a notorious history of awful football teams.

			But I didn’t care, I was still listening to those announcements with every cell of my ear canal. I wasn’t even waiting for my name, a syllable or two would’ve been enough to set me off.

			Mmmaaaa—

			Mmmmmaaaaarrrrr—

			Mmmmmmmaaaaarrrrcelllll—

			Give me a sound, baby! That’s all I need! I’m begging you!

			But no. Pick one came, and the name I heard didn’t start with an “M.”

			“Orlando Pace, of Ohio State!”

			Oh yeah, I forgot that everyone in the world knew number one was gonna be Pace. Shit, I needed to chill! Okay, fuck that, time to focus on number two.

			“Darrell Russell, of USC!”

			Okay, alright. I knew Russell would be up there too, that made sense. Just had to look at three.

			“Shawn Springs, of Ohio State!”

			Fine, fine! So I wasn’t gonna be three. No one even thought I would be three, whatever. On to the next one. And the next, and the next.

			What really killed me, though, wasn’t even the names that were popping out. It was the wait between each announcement. That wait had always seemed easy in past years, when I had been watching for fun—minutes upon minutes spent interviewing the most recent pick, talking to the usual sports prognosticators, and, of course, giving the teams time for all their backroom deals and machinations—but now? When I was an actual prospect? When it was my life on the line? That wait felt interminable.

			Finally, right around pick fifteen, I started hearing those magic “Marcellus” syllables. Hold up, hold up—not because I was actually chosen, nothing that good. But because Mel and all the other talking heads thought I was finally in range. One of the top five or six best available prospects, who could get picked literally any minute.

			Alright, cool, I thought. So I can be top twenty. I’m good with that, totally chill.

			All while sitting on the edge of my seat and gritting my teeth down to the damn roots.

			Shit! There went number twenty. And before I knew it, twenty-four. And then twenty-eight.

			By now, my name was at the very top of Mel’s list of dudes who hadn’t been selected yet.

			Fine, I thought. Second round it is.

			Every now and then CNN would check in on me, ask me how I was doing. I’d give them my usual big smile, admit that I was feeling nervous—both because I was and because I knew that’s what they wanted to hear, what made for a good story. But deep down, at the bottom of my soul, I still felt good, still felt confident about everything.

			See, I was playing with house money. No one—no one—had expected me to get this far. I had grown up with so many guys who played college ball at the big, flashy schools, the USCs, the Notre Dames, the Florida States. But where were they now? None of them were projected to go as high as I was in the draft. Hell, none of them even got invited to the combine!

			They had faced huge expectations and hadn’t lived up to any of them, despite all the advantages, despite doing exactly what they were supposed to do. I, on the other hand, had made my own path. I had always strived to be true to myself. To embrace my individuality and never follow the herd. To do everything I could to help my family in my own unique way.

			I could’ve gone to a major football program in a premier conference if I had wanted to. But I chose to put my education first instead, to get an Ivy League degree as my safety net in case football didn’t work out. So I went to a school no one in my neighborhood had ever even heard of, and now, here I was, on the cusp of making it to the NFL.

			Did I want to go high up? Of course. The higher you went, the more guaranteed money you were likely to get in your contract. But as long as I got in, as long as I made it into the League, I’d be happy no matter what the round. I had made my own path in the past, and I could do it again.

			As the names and the minutes passed by, I started to zone out. All the emotional swings, all the anticipation and waiting, not to mention that early-ass morning, were taking a toll. For hours I had been watching the TV, then suddenly it felt like the TV was watching me.

			I closed my eyes, just for a little, I told myself. Not to fall asleep, just to take a rest. Just to relax for a couple quick minutes.

			“Alright!”

			My peace was shattered by that single word from my dad, a man of very few words who generally only expressed happiness when Emmitt Smith and his beloved Cowboys did something amazing on the field.

			But this time, this word was for me.

			“ALRIGHT!”

			I opened my eyes, shook my head until the fog cleared from my mind, and it hit me—I just got drafted.

			The next thing I was aware of was simply screaming. My daddy was screaming, my mama was screaming, everyone was screaming. I looked at the TV and saw my name next to a big blue-and-red logo. I was the fifty-second pick of the draft, selected in the second round by the Buffalo Bills.

			“Bruce Smith!” was the very first sound that came out of my mouth.

			Followed very closely by “Marv Levy!”

			At this point, the Bills of that era are remembered more for losing four Super Bowls in a row than anything else. But remember—to lose those Super Bowls, they had to get there first. They were a good fucking team, starring Bruce Smith, the greatest defensive end to ever put on a helmet.

			To me, it felt like the universe had put me in the ideal situation. D-end was my position too. I was physically gifted, yes—that’s why the Bills were taking a gamble on me—but I was also incredibly raw. I only had two years’ experience playing my position, something almost unheard of for a second-round NFL draftee. And here I was about to play alongside the best D-end in the business. That wasn’t intimidating—that was a chance to learn, to grow, to hone my technique.

			“ALRIGHT THEN!”

			My dad was officially setting a record for word count.

			The phone rang, and if shit wasn’t already real, it got even realer.

			“Hi, Marcellus,” the voice on the other end said. “Congratulations!”

			It was John Butler, the Bills general manager—a man I had never met who was now officially my favorite person in the world.

			“Are you ready to be a Buffalo Bill?”

			“Yessir,” I said.

			“Hold on, I want to let you talk to your coach.”

			He put Coach Levy on, and I barely remember a word he said. All I could think was, I’m sitting in my tiny apartment off Slauson Avenue in South Central LA, surrounded by my family, my friends, and a CNN camera crew, and I’m on the phone with Marv Levy of the Buffalo Bills.

			My crazy-ass life had gotten even crazier. And it was just getting started.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

			

			FINDING MY OWN PATH, AND GETTING MY ASS BEAT ALONG THE WAY

			I FIRST FOUND OUT who I was when I was seven years old.

			I was playing tetherball during recess with some other kids when a girl who was bigger and older than me pushed me out of the way, knocked me to the ground.

			Now what do you think I’m gonna say? That I learned how to fight back? That I stood up for myself and finally became a man when I was in the third grade?

			Hell naw!

			I grew up in the toughest, meanest neighborhood in America—South Central LA. This was 1982, years before movies like Boyz n the Hood and rap groups like NWA made us famous—but the stuff they made us famous for? The gangs and the drugs and the violence? That was already everywhere. I got a Boston Red Sox cap as a gift once, and that thing almost never left our apartment. Not because I had anything against the Sox, but because it was red, and that was the Bloods’ color. You had to be smart about anything blue too. Blue jeans were fine, yeah, but you couldn’t wear any blue hats, no blue flannel shirts, nothing explicitly blue, because that would’ve marked you as one of the Crips. Every few blocks were carved into a different territory, belonged to a different set. And if anyone ever asked, “Where you from?” that wasn’t polite conversation, that meant “What gang you in?” and it almost always ended in assault or death.

			Me? I had my own unique coping mechanism. Someone wanted to start something, I’d mock them with the best vocabulary they’d ever heard, and if that didn’t work? Well then, I’d turn on my heel and run like hell. Lucky for me, I was fast as shit, even at a really young age, so it almost always worked. Thank God for that, because I was not a fighter.

			My sister, Tiki, though? Now she would fuck your shit up.

			“Tiki” was short for “L’Tashika.” That’s right, her name got an apostrophe in it and everything, most ghetto name you could imagine, and I still tease her about it to this day. But man, did she own it. She was undefeated in all her fights—and there were a lot—quick as lightning, with an amazing connect rate for a fourth grader.

			She was two years older than me, and she was always trying to protect me, always had my back, even when I didn’t exactly want her to. Tiki found me crying after the tetherball game, asked me what happened, then she found that girl—and there was no asking required.

			One punch, two punches, then yayaya!

			Over!

			There was one small problem. The girl whose ass Tiki beat also happened to have a brother. He was older, in high school, and he was a member of the Rollin 60s Crips. So yeah. It wasn’t over at all.

			It was just getting started.

			The next day, on our way home from school, guess who’s right there at the corner waiting for us? The girl, her brother, and one of his high school friends. Both the brother and his friend, by the way, ended up going to prison a few years later, and one of them was killed after that.

			That day, I wanted to run, of course, but my sister wasn’t going anywhere. They took us on, and even Tiki couldn’t stop them. They hit us with body blows like thunder to the chest, left me crying, and left my sister mad as hell because there was nothing she could do about it. There were three of them and two of us—one of us considering that I wasn’t much help—and two of them were in high school. We weren’t even in junior high yet!

			I bawled as Tiki and I walked home.

			“Would you shut up?” she said. “They just want to punk us, Teddy Bear.”

			That was her nickname for me—Teddy Bear. Did I mention I wasn’t much of a fighter?

			“I’m gonna tell Mama!” I sobbed.

			“You ain’t telling nobody,” she said. “And you know why.”

			She was right, I did.

			In our world, even something as minor as a few kids getting into a fight over tetherball could escalate fast. If I told Mama, she’d tell Grandma. If she told Grandma, next thing you know my uncles would get involved. My uncles weren’t your stereotypical “crazy uncles you see at Thanksgiving and Christmas.” They were gang members themselves, Palmer Blocc Crips out of Compton. Two of them ended up getting murdered, while a third went to prison and later committed suicide so he wouldn’t have to go back.

			So if my uncles got involved, they wouldn’t just talk to those kids who were punkin’ us. At the very least, they’d beat their ass—if the kids were lucky. If they weren’t so lucky? They could get smoked. And the next thing you’d know, people would be dead. All over tetherball.

			For better or worse, living in the hood forced us to be independent at a young age, to try to figure shit out on our own before we went to anyone else. I felt like the world was resting on my shoulders—and it wouldn’t be the last time.

			

			—

			MY MAMA’S NAME was Valerie Howard. She’d given birth to me when she was nineteen, to my sister at the age of seventeen. Mama was big and imposing, six foot one and slim, but still well over two hundred pounds at the time. She had a small dent in the palm of her left hand, a scar from falling on a nail as a little girl.

			Mama was smart—she had gotten all As in high school and was college-bound before she had us kids and decided to stay home to raise us—but she was young. She raised us on welfare and food stamps, which I knew was an act of love on her part, of devotion, because not having a job meant she could be at home for us at all times. But that lifestyle also included a lot of talking, which felt like a bunch of gossiping and complaining to me, with not much else to improve our situation.

			My dad was eight years older than my mom. His name was Charles. A tall, skinny guy, a couple inches taller than Mama. They weren’t married, but it felt like they were. He lived with us, was always there for us. That—the simple fact that he was present—gave me a huge advantage over most of my friends, who didn’t have any father around. He was steady, Steady Eddie, I like to call him, and he had a good job with the Post Office. He talked to me about important things in life, like values and principles, but he wasn’t expressive with his emotions. He mostly communicated through sports, almost like a code for how he was feeling.

			“How are you, Daddy?”

			“Aw, man,” he’d say. “Those Cowboys!”

			So when Tiki and I were outside the walls of our small one-bedroom apartment, it felt like me and her against everyone else. Everyone.

			After those two high school gangbangers beat us up that afternoon, they kept beating us up—every single day after school, in the exact same place every single time. Five days, ten days, fifteen days, twenty. Always being sure to hit us in the body, in the arms and the chest, so no one would see any marks.

			I begged Tiki to take a different way home after school, a different path.

			“Please!” I’d say. “Let’s take another street! Just this once!”

			“Come on, fool!” she’d shout, leading the way down the same path. “We ain’t running!”

			“Fuck!” I’d shout, and go right after her.

			Tiki was proud. She wasn’t going to let these fuckers push her and her brother around. She never ran, she never gave ground, and she always talked shit.

			But I wasn’t my sister. Even with her at my side, I was terrified. Not only terrified, but confused.

			What was the point of what we were going through? My sister felt like we were proving something. Like we were protecting our turf, guarding our honor, our dignity. But I didn’t feel that way. I felt like the whole thing proved how futile, how pointless, fighting in our world really was. So what if we kept going home the same way? We still got our ass beat every time!

			I loved my sister. I respected her. And I didn’t know what to do.

			One weekend, I was sitting by myself at my grandma’s house. My mama’s mom wasn’t just my flesh and blood—she was the foundation of my life, of all our lives. She was five foot six, two hundred pounds plus, small, round, and hard, like a little human bowling ball. She had her very own house in Compton with a front yard and a backyard, so naturally I thought she was rich. We lived with her until I was five years old, and even after we got our own place we spent most Saturdays and Sundays there, chilling, barbecuing out back, just being family.

			Grandma also had a way with words. She was always ready with a saying or phrase that fit about any situation. Her wisdom always cut right to the core of life—and if she needed to cuss to get her point across, then so be it.

			Let’s say you did something stupid and got in trouble for it. She wouldn’t come back with some lame-ass stuff like “I told you so” or “You get what you deserve.” Nope. For her it was “Play pussy, get fucked.” Or to translate: if you choose to play around with pussy, you’re bound to get fucked—both literally and figuratively.

			You choosing to gangbang? Go ahead, you’ll wind up dead like your uncles. Play pussy, get fucked. You choosing to mess around with drugs? Fine, you’ll get your ass thrown in jail. Play pussy, get fucked. You wanna skip school and not do your homework? Welcome to life on welfare. Play pussy, get fucked.

			Grandma was a lot of things, but she was not a shrinking violet.

			So when she saw me at her house that day, about a month after the daily beatings had started, she wasn’t about to ignore me and mind her own business. No way. She saw me sitting by myself, worried, nervous, alone, and she stopped what she was doing immediately.

			“What’s wrong with you, boy?” she asked.

			I took a deep breath. I knew I wasn’t supposed to snitch, but I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

			I told her bullies had been messing with me. I told her I didn’t want anyone else to know, but that I wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing.

			“Is it bad that I don’t want to fight people, Grandma?”

			She looked at me and smiled.

			“Alright,” she said. “Go get a piece of paper, bring it back here, and write down who you are.”

			“Huh?” I said.

			“You heard me. Go get a piece of paper and write down who you are.”

			I got a piece of paper, sat down at the table, and wrote my name. Marcellus Vernon Wiley.

			“Okay, good,” she said. “Now write down three things about you that make you who you are.”

			I thought for a second, and wrote my first thing.

			“Well,” I said, “I’m smart.”

			“Why?” she said.

			“Because I work hard at school and I always get As. Sometimes Bs, but mostly As.”

			I was a huge nerd. I was on the academic decathlon team and came in second in my school spelling bee. I lost to Kenya Petteway because I didn’t say “capital ‘Q’” when they asked me to spell “Queen,” as in “Queen Elizabeth.” I spelled “queen” right, I just didn’t say the “Q” should be capitalized. So I lost! Now I ask you, is that fair?

			“That’s my baby,” she said. “What next?”

			I wrote down my second thing.

			“I’m an athlete,” I said.

			“Why?”

			“Because I beat everyone at my school in running every single morning.”

			And it’s true, I did. Every single morning before class I would challenge everyone in my school to racing, and I’d beat them all, even the older kids. Well, all except one other boy named Hanky, who I knew was faster than me. I made sure he was using the bathroom whenever I told people I wanted to race.

			“Very good,” she said. “And what last?”

			I wrote down my third and final thing.

			“I’m nice,” I said. “I like everybody. Even if they don’t like me, I still like them.”

			Grandma didn’t even have to ask me why. We both knew that was who I was—and that it was why I hated to fight. Not because I wasn’t strong enough to, not even because I was scared. But because I was a genuinely warm, caring person. Fighting wasn’t in my nature.

			“Perfect,” she said. “Now take that piece of paper, fold it up, and put it under your bed. For the rest of your life, if someone calls you by one of those three things, listen to them. If they call you anything else, I don’t care what it is—buster, geek, sissy, anything—you don’t listen to a damn word they say. You understand me?”

			“Yes, Grandma.”

			“Good. And don’t you forget—it’s not only what you are that matters, but what you are not. And you ain’t no gangbanger.”

			A couple days later, the beatings finally stopped. It had been four long, painful weeks.

			Now, I wish I could say my grandma’s advice somehow magically made the gang members go away, but this was life in the hood, not a fairy tale. What actually happened was my grandma told my mama, who told my uncles, who had a good long private “talk” with the teenagers who were screwing with us. Lucky for them, it stopped there and no one wound up dead. When it was all said and done, my uncles were grown-ass men and these were some teen punks—beating their butts was enough to get the message across.

			But that wasn’t the most important thing that happened. Not even close.

			That was the piece of paper. I kept it hidden away, exactly like my grandma said. When I was feeling bad, or confused, I’d get it out and I’d look at it, and I’d remember who I was. I’d remember that who I was came from inside me, not from the world I lived in. I’d remember that I was different, and that that was a good thing.

			With that piece of paper, I had taken my first right turn onto my very own path.

			

			—

			SOON AFTER THAT, I discovered something else that would be a big part of my new path: football.

			Like I told my grandma, I was fast—maybe not Hanky fast, but still pretty damn fast—and I knew it. Besides racing older boys every day before school, I also played a lot of football on the streets in my neighborhood. Nothing organized, nothing serious, just a few kids getting together and playing ball, light pole to light pole.

			Until one summer day when I was about eight years old, I was playing with a few of my boys, including a cat by the name of Dominique Walker at quarterback.

			Dominique called a streak play—I say, “called a play,” but he probably just said, “Run over there!” So that’s what I did. I ran. Sprinted down the side, past everyone.

			Dominique chucked the ball in the air, and I dove for it, slamming my body into a parked car and hitting the pavement hard. Popped up like it was nothing with the football in my hands.

			“Caught it!” I shouted.

			Dominique jogged over to me shaking his head.

			“Dog, you crazy!” he said.

			“That’s right,” I said.

			“And you fast. You gotta play football!”

			This made no sense to me. I thought we were playing football.

			“What do you mean?” I said. “Where?”

			“For a team, man!” he said, laughing.

			“For real?” I said. “You can do that?”

			To me, organized football was something that happened on TV. Something that grown men did, the best of the best, and got paid money for it. We lived in LA, where almost everyone loved the Raiders, but the Dallas Cowboys were my dad’s favorite team. The Cowboys liked to call themselves “America’s Team,” but my daddy wasn’t another bandwagon guy. He was from Tyler, Texas, born and bred a Dallas fan, and he watched their games every Sunday. That was what adults did.

			But kids playing real football? No way.

			“Yeah, man,” Dominique said. “I play for Inglewood. You go sign up, pay ’em some money, and you there.”

			Aw, shit. Everything was going great until he mentioned the money. That meant I had to run it by the toughest, tightest, completely not-certified accountant this side of Crenshaw.

			“Sixty-five dollars!” my mama said. “You crazy?”

			“Pleeeeeease!” I begged. “You get a whole lotta stuff with it, like a jersey with your own number on it and shoulder pads and a helmet and everything. And they let you sell candy and stuff to help pay for it!”

			She finally relented, as long as I kept my grades up. I already got good grades, but if I needed any extra motivation, this was it.

			Just like Dominique, I played for the Inglewood Mohawks peewee football team. I’d love to be able to tell you I came out and dominated straight away, but I was a flickering lightbulb compared with the true star on our team, Stais Boseman. He was so fast, he put Hanky to shame. As a running back, my dog averaged four touchdowns a game. Averaged.

			Sounds nuts, I know—if a running back averaged four touchdowns a game in the NFL, he’d automatically be the greatest player in the history of the universe—but let me tell you something about football at this age. Ninety-five percent of the kids on each team played just like you’d expect someone younger than ten to play. In other words, they didn’t have a damn clue what the hell they were doing.

			Honestly, a quarter of them probably had no idea how they even got there. Their football-crazy dad slapped some helmet and pads on them, told them to go stand in the middle of some field and run around a bunch.

			That meant for the 5 percent who actually did know what they were doing, who were big or fast or athletically advanced for their age, it was pure feasting time. The center would hike the ball, the QB would hand it off to Stais Boseman, and he would run past everyone and score. That was it. It was that simple.

			That doesn’t mean Stais Boseman wasn’t legitimately, objectively amazing, of course. Dude went on to be named USA Today’s number one football player in the country coming out of high school, and its number two basketball player. It’s incredibly rare for someone to get that in both sports. Could’ve wound up with a bigger NFL career than me if he had stuck with football, but chose basketball instead. Played for USC, then a few years for the Houston Rockets in the NBA.

			Me? That first year, Stais Boseman was so damn good they made me a fullback—not exactly a position known for its speed. Hell, I was only averaging about two touchdowns a week!

			It didn’t matter that I wasn’t the brightest shining star though. Even in year one, football gave me something a lot more important than glory or touchdowns or stats—it gave me more of my dad.

			It turned out he didn’t only love watching his Cowboys on Sundays. He loved watching me play, anytime, anywhere. Like I said before, my dad had always been a big part of my life, but he liked to communicate through his passion for sports.

			Now that I was playing football it was like we suddenly spoke the same language, a language we had all to ourselves, father and son.

			He attended every single one of my games, and he even videotaped every damn one. We ain’t talking about no old, clunky VHS dinosaur perched on his shoulder either. My mama may have been worried about sixty-five dollars for the league registration, but my dad spent that real money on a state-of-the-art JVC handheld so he could capture every moment, every play.

			He wasn’t one of those crazy dads you always see, yelling at the refs, bragging to all his friends, living vicariously through his kid’s success. He never forced people to watch his son’s “amazing exploits on the field”—those tapes were for me and him alone. Pop ’em in, watch ’em together, and chill on random nights at home. His own dad had passed away when he was young, so being there for my games, taping them, that was something my dad wanted to share with me.

			I wasn’t the only one who got a great deal either. The entire neighborhood started going to my dad for all their sports video needs, inviting him to every local baseball, basketball, or football game to capture their own kids in all their glory. The hood’s resident director of photography.

			At first my dad didn’t have much to tape at my games, but after spending a year in Stais Boseman’s shadow, I finally started putting out my own highlight reel. Partly because I got better, faster, stronger. But honestly, mostly because Stais was so damn good he skipped an age group and moved up to an older division. (Thank you, Stais!)

			Without even knowing it, Stais gave me my shot, and I took it. I went from averaging two touchdowns a game my first season to four a game my second. And my third season? I could score five TDs in a single go.

			You could even see the transformation in my old team photos, the ones all the players took before the season began.

			That first year, the year I was behind Stais, there I was in my picture, wearing 44 on my jersey, for John Riggins, the legendary Redskins player. At that age, the only heroes I had in my life were my mom and my dad, but I knew Riggins was a fullback like me, and if I was gonna play I wanted to emulate the best. But the look on my face? I had this polite, shy little smile, all prim and proper and reserved. That ain’t the face of no legend in the making!

			Second-year photo, when I knew Stais wasn’t coming back, I was wearing a new number, 35, same as an older kid I looked up to named Pokey, the star running back for another youth team. I was gonna be a star running back, just like Pokey, and now all of a sudden my smile in the photo wasn’t so polite. I had a big old grin, a glint in my eye. Not too cocky, but an air of expectation, of suspense. I knew I could be good, but how good?

			Then you hit that year-three photo. I chose number 32, because all the best pro running backs wore 32: Jim Brown, Marcus Allen, O. J. Simpson—especially O.J., not even because of his game but because my dad had bought me the official O. J. Simpson football. It was called “The Juice,” its leather painted bright orange and his nickname written in bold letters on the side, so I had to be 32. By this point, my smile wasn’t even a smile anymore—it was a smirk. My head was cocked to the side, and if my body language had anything to say, it was “I am the shit.”

			Turned out, though, I was getting too confident for my own damn good.

			

			—

			AS MY ATHLETIC path became clearer and clearer, the direction of the rest of my life got more complicated, a twisted-up Rubik’s Cube I couldn’t exactly figure out.

			I knew my dad and mom weren’t technically married. But we had a complete family experience, and that was important to them. They didn’t want me and my sister to be some hood stereotype who grew up in a broken home. So they worked hard to create the feel of a happy, intact home life, and I thrived because of it.

			But even though we looked like this perfect Universal Studios family, if you looked really, really hard, you started to see the set was made of plywood.

			My dad was home every single night like clockwork. He helped provide for us through his job at the Post Office, and he was around almost all the time, but I also knew he kept another place on the side. Nothing big, just an empty spare room he rented in another part of the city. I didn’t know what it meant, I didn’t know what it was for. I remember being in his car as we did errands on the weekend, then parking once or twice outside a strange building so he could run in and pick something up.

			“I’ll be right back,” he’d say.

			“Where are we?” I’d ask.

			“My other place.”

			How does a kid younger than ten even process information like that? He doesn’t, that’s how.

			My mother, on the other hand, had one place and one place only. She was devoted to me and my sister as much as any mother could be. You talk about being a mother bear, she was a flat-out grizzly, ferocious in protecting and caring for us. I was one of the sappiest cubs you’ve ever seen, a big-ass mama’s boy.

			Every weekend, after my dad left early to go golfing—yes, folks in the hood do golf—I’d find my mom still curled up in bed, sleeping, and I’d snuggle up next to her, nice and warm and cozy. Sometimes I’d doze off, but lots of the time I’d lie there, staring at her, soaking her in—and protecting her myself.

			See, both her dad and her grandma died from heart attacks at young ages, and I was scared I might lose Mama in the same way. If only I stayed close, I thought, if only I kept an eye on her, then everything would be okay.

			Then after ten or fifteen minutes of me watching her like that, she’d always jerk awake with a start, flailing her arms.

			“What you doing, Teddy Bear?”

			“Just watching you, Mama!”

			She finally told me to stick to my own bed when I reached thirteen.

			Mama didn’t just take care of us every single day, she focused relentlessly on our future too. All the rest of her family and friends were content to stay put in Compton, but not her.

			When I was young, we moved over and over again until we finally found us an apartment right on the outskirts of the hood, off Slauson Avenue on Edgemar. Right on the border between the hood and more upscale black areas like Windsor Hills and Baldwin Hills. You heard of Black-ish? Well, this was Hood-ish. It was important, not just because the neighborhood was a little better, but because it got us access to school districts beyond Compton and South Central. As a former straight-A student herself, Mama wanted to make sure we got good educations. Even let friends of mine borrow our home address so they could get into better schools outside Compton too.

			But as loving and nurturing as she was, there was something about that Rubik’s Cube that seemed a little scrambled to me, even as a little kid.

			At the same time she was helping us strive for something better, Mama didn’t have a job. My dad did, but he and my mom weren’t married, so she was still able to claim welfare benefits for the family. We got a welfare check for about $400 twice a month, on the first and the fifteenth. Food stamps we’d get on the third of the month.

			Now, to give you some context, where I was from, being on welfare meant you were poor, but a normal level of poor. Being on food stamps, though? That meant you were poor as shit, like almost shelter-level poor.

			And food stamps back then weren’t like they are now, when you get this fancy electronic card from the government you can swipe like a regular debit card. Naw, back then food stamps were paper, came in a book, and looked like this funky colored money, like a foreign currency made especially for people from the country of Broke-Ass Motherfuckers.

			One time I went by myself to the grocery store to load up on groceries—couldn’t use food stamps to get any good stuff like candy or Cheetos back then—found everything I needed, and headed to the checkout line to pay up. As I was about to pull out my book of funny money, I saw a bunch of my classmates—and they saw me too.

			Shit!

			None of these kids were rich. Some of them were probably on welfare, and a few of them were definitely in the free school lunch program like me. But remember, food stamps were different. Those were for the poorest of the poor.

			“Yo, what up!” I said to my friends.

			They stood there expectantly, waiting for me to pay. I gulped.

			“I, uh, think I forgot to get something in the back. I’ll catch y’all later.”

			I got out of that checkout line as fast as I could. I hid behind an aisle, peeking out to make sure they’d left before I finally headed back to the register. Looking around the whole time to make sure there weren’t any stragglers who would catch me with my Monopoly cash.

			Don’t get me wrong here. There’s nothing to be ashamed of, inherently, when it comes to poverty. Sometimes people struggle, sometimes people need help, and there’s nothing wrong with that. I get that.

			But I didn’t get why my mom wasn’t working. My grandma—who also worked full-time, by the way—would tell me that Mama didn’t work so she could focus on me and my sister. Alright, that’s cool. But I knew plenty of kids whose parents both had jobs, and they seemed fine. My dad had a full-time job, and he was able to make time for us.

			Hell, he was able to make time for a whole “other place,” and he still worked. Come to think of it, how could he afford to rent a spare room somewhere, but here I was having to worry about buying shit with food stamps? What the fuck was up with that?

			My life was punctuated with question marks, and no one seemed to have the answers. I’d watch the Cosby Show, and every episode would end with Bill in his sweater sitting with the whole family around the kitchen table, sitting and talking, explaining stuff, answering questions. (Of course, in real life Bill had a whole bunch of other questions he couldn’t answer so easy, but we’ll save that for a different book.)

			No one did that for me with my family, so I was left to twist and turn that Rubik’s Cube all on my own. It helped me learn the importance of thinking for myself, of always being inquisitive and challenging authority.

			But it also meant I reached some very wrong conclusions as I found my way.

			

			—

			DESPITE ALL MY success playing football, when my fourth season came around I decided to quit.

			Actually, check that. The irony was that I didn’t want to quit despite my success, I wanted to quit because of it. My confidence had turned to cockiness, and that became complacency.

			In three years of football, I hadn’t lost a single game. Not one. And after Stais moved up, I had become the focus of our entire team—and of opposing teams too.

			Before our games, I’d be walking to the field when all of a sudden, a bunch of parents would walk up to me, dragging their sons after them. These were people from the other team, people I didn’t know, had never even met before.

			The parents would stop their sons and point at me, physically point their fingers, and call out my jersey number.

			“See 32?” they’d say. “He’s the reason they always win. You gotta shut him down.”

			We were eleven or twelve years old. And it would happen before every single game.

			And every single game, it wouldn’t matter.

			My team would hike the ball, they’d hand it off to me—“Sweep to Wiley!” the parents would shout. “It’s a sweep to Wiley!”—running the same damn play every single time, and I’d sprint 75 yards past all the other kids and score. Just like that. Done. And I was sick of it.

			Sure, it brought me and my dad closer together. He came to all my games, he taped them all, we’d watch them together. But he liked to hold in his enthusiasm, didn’t communicate much more than “Alright!” or “Good play!” I don’t think he meant anything by it. He just wasn’t a big talker.

			So one day, about a month into practice for my fourth season, I told my dad I wanted to quit.

			“Why you wanna quit?” he said.

			“I don’t know, I’m tired of football,” I said. “Every day all my friends are playing Nintendo or out riding bikes, and I’m stuck in this house putting on pads to get ready for a stupid practice when we always win our games anyway. Who cares?”

			He looked at me intently. There was no drama, no hysterics. No “Don’t you get it, boy? This is your ticket! You can make it to the NFL!” None of that. He wasn’t that kind of guy.

			“You start something, you finish it,” was all he said. “Then, when the season’s over, if you still hate it, you can quit. But finish what you start.”

			My mom, of course, had a slightly different approach.

			“I paid sixty-five dollars to register your ass on that team!” she yelled. “You damn right you gonna play!”

			My parents may not have been interested in explaining my family life to me, but that moment, when it really counted, they explained the importance of following through.

			I stuck with the team, and like we did the previous three years, we made it through the entire regular season undefeated, with me leading the way at running back. When I arrived at the field for our championship game, though, I noticed something different.

			This time, it wasn’t the parents of the other team bringing their sons over to scout me before the
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