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INTRODUCTION


Dear Reader,


I want to inspire you, in case any of you are going through what I did.


There is light at the end of the tunnel. Don’t feel that you don’t have a chance in this world.


We need to ask for help so we can get help in every part of our life: education, sports, or anything else you want to do.


There are resources. Don’t be afraid to ask for help from your parents, family members, teachers, or coaches.


There is plenty of help in this world.


I hope you enjoy my story.
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FOREWORD


As a native of Port Arthur, I heard rumors of this kid who might be the next superstar from Southeast Texas. I, along with my law partner and our wives, attended Jamaal’s next high school football game. On his first carry from scrimmage, Jamaal ran 65 yards for a touchdown.


The crowd was going crazy and I could see that he was fast—no, really fast! Unfortunately, there was a yellow flag on the field, and his touchdown was negated by a holding penalty. Everyone was upset, and I could tell that Jamaal was really disappointed. Shortly after the penalty, I learned everything I needed to know about Jamaal’s true character.


The head football coach was yelling at Jamaal’s teammate for getting the penalty and costing the team a touchdown. But Jamaal approached his teammate, who had his head hanging down, and gave his teammate an encouraging slap on his shoulder pads. I could not tell what Jamaal said to him; however, the once disappointed teammate picked up his head, and they ran back into the huddle together.


The very next play, the coach decided to hand Jamaal the ball again… and he ran 75 yards for a touchdown! Everyone could see that Jamaal was a talented football player. But I could see that Jamaal was an outstanding person.


When Jamaal had to experience very difficult life challenges, he stayed positive, encouraged the people around him, and fought hard to succeed. Privately, Jamaal and I have talked about many of the difficulties he has encountered, both professionally and personally. While most people see Jamaal as a gifted football superstar, I see him as a humble person constantly seeking guidance to become a better person.


I have watched Jamaal mature from a very passive kid to a God-fearing man and devoted father. Although I am not Jamaal’s biological father, I am proud to call him one of my sons. As you read Jamaal’s life story, I hope that you will learn that his football success was not a guarantee. What I hope you discover is that Jamaal’s true success is the person (not the player) he has become.


Before every game throughout his entire NFL career, we have prayed together and given thanks to God for allowing Jamaal to become an overcomer. While I believe Jamaal will one day be inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, I hope his off-the-field traits allow others to experience his true “GREATNESS.”


May many blessings come,


Attorney James E. Payne


Port Arthur, Texas
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Chapter 1



The Refrigerator


On December 27th, two days after Christmas, on a frigid and foggy day in Port Arthur, Texas, Jamaal RaShaad Charles enters the world. His childhood will be full of surprises, but the first one belongs to his mom.


He’s a boy!


His mom Sharon already has three boys, and she wants a little girl. But Jamaal is a boy, and he’s huge! Weighing 10 pounds at birth, about two-and-a-half pounds heavier than an average baby, Jamaal immediately receives an unflattering nickname.


Relatives jokingly call him Refrigerator. He’s big!


They say everything’s bigger in Texas so he fits right in. Texas is the second-largest state in the United States. When oil boomed in the early 1900s, Port Arthur became one of the mighty state’s biggest little towns. Major oil refineries were built there, taking advantage of access to railroads and a canal from Sabine Lake to the Gulf of Mexico.
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Port Arthur is 91 miles east of Houston, near the Louisiana border. The population was 900 people in 1900 and over 50,000 by 1930! By the 1950s, Port Arthur is one of the central points of oil in the entire world plus the birthplace of music legend Janis Joplin, former Texas governor Allan Shivers, Super Bowl and NCAA champion football coach Jimmy Johnson, and arguably one of the greatest female athletes, Babe Zaharias.


Port Arthur produces a lot of oil and plenty of amazing people. But when the oil industry starts to decline so does Port Arthur. Shops close and crime increases. By the 1990s, the town has one of the highest crime rates in the U.S.


Port Arthur has changed a lot in a century. Jamaal likes his hometown, though.
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Jamaal’s dad is around, but he does not have a major impact on his life. His brothers, though, are always nearby, and they are all older: Darryl by six years, ShanDerrick by four years, and Kevin by three years. Jamaal’s mom raises him and his brothers with the help of her parents, Mazell and Oscar Miller.


Jamaal clings to his mom. Though family is always around, Jamaal never leaves his mom’s side, not when she goes to the store, not when she plays cards, not even when she sleeps.


Another nickname emerges.


“Stop being so attached to your momma!” one cousin yells at Jamaal.


“Let your momma breathe!” another cousin says to him.


“Why are you such a momma’s boy?” a third cousin asks Jamaal.


Jamaal does not answer.


Even when he learns to speak, Jamaal does not have much to say. And though he has more than 50 cousins, Jamaal keeps to himself—and near his mom.
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Chapter 2



Grandma’s House


Jamaal moves several times with his mom, but they often end up at the home of his mom’s father Oscar and mother Mazell. They live on the corner of 17th Street and Galveston Avenue.


The house is beige with brown trim and a wooden porch. There’s grass in the back and on each side. But the kids like to play in the grass along Galveston Avenue. Ms. Cora, the neighbor, fusses at them all the time. She dislikes balls banging against the side of her house or one of the cousins eating her kumquats—a small citrus fruit—in the front garden. The grass is a better place to play because no one fusses at them there.
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Jamaal and other children call Oscar by his nickname, Paw Paw, and everyone knows Mazell as Grandma.


Grandma’s house has three bedrooms and seven rules.




GRANDMA’S HOUSE RULES


No fighting.


No lying.


No cussing (saying naughty words).


Finish your food.


Be in the house when the street lights come on.


Respect your elders by answering them with “sir” and “ma’am.”


Anything Grandma says is a rule.





Everyone respects the seventh rule.


Paw Paw works as a painter at the shipyard. Grandma works as a custodian at Thomas Jefferson High School. Together they provide for their nine children plus the nephews, nieces, cousins, and neighbors who regularly come into their care.


Grandma is used to being around a lot of family; she is the second-youngest of 16 kids herself.


People flock to Grandma’s house because some say they can feel the warmth and love there. Grandma does not believe in strangers.


Once, a man selling encyclopedias door-to-door stops by her house about a half hour before dinnertime. It’s 90 degrees outside, and he wears a suit. Sweat soaks through his white dress shirt and suit jacket.


Grandma insists he enter her home for a drink of water.


“That sounds like a big inconvenience, ma’am,” the salesman says.


“It is no worry at all,” Grandma says, opening up the door all the way and extending her arms to invite him into the living room.


Grandma quickly shuffles to the kitchen to get the salesman a glass of water with ice, and she asks him where he’s from.


“I’m from Beaumont,” he says, referring to a town about 20 miles away.


“We have family in Beaumont,” Grandma says, as she returns with the glass of water.


The salesman tilts the glass and gulps it all down.


“Oh, my!” Grandma says. “You were very thirsty. I’ll bet you’re hungry, too. Beans are cooking on the stove and pork chops are about to come out of the oven. You must join my family for dinner.”


It isn’t a question.


This sort of thing happens all the time at Grandma’s house.


But Grandma does not tolerate wild children in her house or yard. If you do not listen to her or abide by her seven rules, you are sent away.


One neighbor boy bounces a basketball in the living room after he is told by a grownup to stop. Grandma directs him toward the front door.


“Go home,” she tells him. “You’re not listening to grown folks.”


A few days later, the neighbor boy returns and pulls aside Jamaal’s brother ShanDerrick.


“Can you ask your grandma if I can come back to the house?”


“No, you better ask her yourself!” ShanDerrick replies. “You’re not getting me in trouble with Grandma!”


The neighbor boy slinks toward the living room, where Grandma is reading her Bible full of highlights and folded pages.


“I’m sorry, Ms. Miller,” he says sheepishly. “I promise to listen better.”


She nods and offers a small smile.


Staying at Grandma’s house also means your homework is done before you play outside after school, you are inside when the streetlights come on, and your plate has no food left over—including field peas, which all the kids dislike.


Except for Jamaal.


When Grandma gets up to get a second plate of food, Jamaal’s cousins load their peas on his plate, and Jamaal eats them all up.


There’s one problem in Grandma’s house.


There’s only one bathroom. It’s always a race to reach it first in the morning or else you might have to hold off using it for a long time. After he’s potty-trained, Jamaal often beats his brothers and cousins to the bathroom.
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Chapter 3



Ja-Millie
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