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			PART ONE


			LIFE-CHANGING MOMENT


		


		
			CHAPTER 1


			The Backstory


			You are about to read my story, my secret to success. This topic has graced countless articles, books (mine included), films, podcasts, and discussions: Why is it that some people achieve success and others do not? Some people are blessed to find it over and over throughout their life, while others are left chasing success forever. In reality, successful people are more alike than different. 

			I was instantly successful at a very young age. Being drafted in 2003 by the Jacksonville Jaguars at age twenty-two, I had a three-year contract for $1 million and an $80,000 signing bonus. That was my first “I made it” moment. For the normal person, that is a lot of money. However, in the National Football League, it wasn’t. Money flies fast in the league. I played with guys who had huge contracts and signing bonuses, were dripping in diamonds, had multiple houses and cars. Yet even with all that, they would need a loan before the season even started to maintain their lifestyles. The problem was, situations like that were somewhat normal, and so no one ever acted as if they were in a financial predicament. Luckily for me, my brother and my dad were both in my ear about saving my money and not letting the money I now had get into my head. The NFL contracts are not guaranteed, and though I was young and had several years ahead of me, I always knew things could change fast. I did not want to be a statistic, as according to a Sports Illustrated article in 2009, more than 70 percent of NFL players are broke or bankrupt within two years of retirement. 

			I played on the offensive line. Many offensive linemen are almost awkwardly large. I was six-foot-six and 375 pounds and had very “normal” offensive linemen characteristics. We would kind of stick together. Our coaches and staff were always feeding us; keeping our size was important. I remember after every team break, coaches would urge us to go “get our snack in the conference room,” which had tables and tables of sub sandwiches, chips, cookies, wings, pies…you name it, and this was our “snack.” O-linemen don’t talk much; we’re the quiet type, but aggressive if provoked. The defensive line and running backs are typically the noise and flash on the teams. They like to be seen and heard, looking for media, buying the new designer clothes, and only driving the latest cars. These were the guys that were often looking to outdo each other on and off the field. If someone on the D-line gets a new car, the following week, there will be someone else with new rims or features on theirs to show. I didn’t fit in with that group. I was just trying to stay healthy and play ball. 

			I owned one car throughout my whole NFL career, bought a house, and pretty much played video games and watched movies in my spare time. 

			Midway through my NFL career, my father’s health issues increased, and he passed away. He was that person in my life that was my safety valve. In reality, he, along with my grandparents, were the only people in my life that I knew I had unconditional love from. I was twenty-five, and still needed my father’s guidance. I was a mess. I didn’t know what to do with my life. My dad had been to all of my football games since I was in high school. I always knew, regardless of the outcome, I had someone in the stands that really was there for me, and now I didn’t. I know it may sound silly, but we were a football family. My dad played in college, my brother played in college and the NFL for twelve years, and now I did. This was “our thing,” and now the thought of playing knowing my dad was no longer here was something I struggled with. It wasn’t fun anymore. Shortly before I turned twenty-eight, I got an injury with the Tennessee Titans and decided to leave the NFL. Looking back, I wish I would have stayed and played a couple more years, but my heart was no longer in it. 

			When I left the NFL, I had between $500,000–$1 million in assets. I was young, and in reality, I was “fresh chum,” the food you put in the water to attract the sharks. I see it happen all the time, but one of the scariest things is to watch young professional athletes leave the bubble of the sports world and become available for attack from people wanting to manipulate or get their hands on quick cash. The NFL does a pretty good job of protecting players from outside influencers as much as it can. When I was playing, I never had people approach me with business ideas. I was always geared toward just focusing on the game, but now everything had changed. I didn’t have my dad for guidance anymore. My brother was trying to help me navigate my way, but he was still playing and had a family of his own. I was new on the scene, with investment cash, so many people were starting to show interest. However, before my dad passed away, he encouraged me to take a construction development class in the offseason. He was always trying to get me ready for life when the NFL was no longer an option. He thought I would be good in the construction world and could make an honest living outside of the NFL. 

			I started my construction company in 2007 in Baltimore, Maryland. Having no business experience, I sought to partner with people who had been in the construction world and knew how it worked (fresh chum, remember?). I knew I wasn’t afraid to get dirty and be hands-on, and I was good at sales, but I couldn’t also be a Chief Operating Officer or Chief Financial Officer. In the beginning, I was trying to find my niche between residential and commercial jobs. We did concrete and demo jobs mainly; we were small-time, but it gave me the time to get the hang of the construction scene. At this time, our biggest job had been about $500,000. We were steady and fine, but my partner and my staff encouraged me to start thinking bigger. They kind of helped to create an ego for me, and I jumped in. They convinced me to really be all in; I needed to invest my NFL money. That didn’t really sit well with me, but again, they played to my ego and treated me like I was king. Over time, I became conceited and a bit more than arrogant about our abilities. 

			During this time, one of the largest minority contractors went out of business, which opened the door for my company to become the largest minority-run construction company and would thrust us in the big leagues with major general contractors throughout Maryland. We became a full dirt-work company and were now getting million-dollar projects on a regular basis. We were at the top. I was a young man with an eight-figure empire and an ego to match. We were doing it big. When I played in the NFL, I was always “Jonathan’s little brother,” or I was outshined by the noisier D-line, but now I would go around Baltimore and doors would be open, tables would be saved for me and my friends. I was living big at thirty years old with a very successful company. While this was fun, I wasn’t the only one whose ego had gotten a little too large. 

			My partners and staff started feeling a bit entitled. Where regular companies maybe throw a Christmas party or give a small bonus at the end of the year, I was expected to take my staff and their families on an all-expense cruise trip—and the crazy part is, I did. Entitlement was as normal as a Monday morning football meeting. Things got out of hand fast. We were growing and doing well but were also gaining a reputation in the field that was less than stellar. We were winning jobs but my field guys were lazy, showing up to job sites drunk, and overall less than professional and costing me hundreds of thousands of dollars. I let the wrong people in my life influence me, and I put the wrong people in positions of power within my company. I remember at one point my brother telling me how he didn’t trust my partner and I shouldn’t do what he says, but I had a lot of people depending on me. I couldn’t just walk away. 

			This spiraled out of control, and by 2013, I lost everything. I had to close my company’s doors and file for bankruptcy for not only my business, but myself as well. A former NFL athlete who knew better than to spend his money too wastefully on things ended up losing it all anyway. I hated that I was a statistic. I was embarrassed and ashamed of my behavior. People were mad at me. My family was disappointed in me, my employees were angry, mainly because their money train and free trips were gone, but no one was more upset than me. My ego subsided and I was hit with reality.

			I found myself with less than $1,500 in my account. How did this happen? I had nothing to show for my successes. I was just like those guys that I saw in the locker room that were so blinded by the fun they had to take loans to get to the next spot, except I had nothing to show for it. The banks made it very clear that I could no longer get loans. Here I was, ten years after I got drafted, and broke. The reality was, I wasn’t completely alone anymore, though. If it were just me, I would have probably retreated to my brother’s house in Vegas, played a ridiculous amount of poker, and figured something out. But I had a fiancée and a soon-to-be stepdaughter. I felt like a tool. Many of my “friends” suddenly disappeared, as well as many family members. I never really gave myself time to grieve my dad’s passing, and now here I was with nothing but time. I found myself being extremely self-deprecating, reliving all the horrible things people were publicly saying about me. Even though there were several factors that played into the fall of the business, and multiple partners, I was the face. I was the one that was supposed to save it. If there was ever a time I needed to pick up the phone and call my dad, it was now. 

			I left Baltimore and moved to North Carolina for a fresh start, but I really had no idea how to even create that. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, but I still managed to find a way to drink a six-pack of beer every day. Soon, things went from bad to worse when the cars were repossessed. My fiancée bought me a truck for $1,800 from a local construction owner. I went to him to see if he had any available work, and I couldn’t even get a job, but he didn’t mind selling me an old work truck that was on its last leg. This was real…this was my life. The truck was rough, the “Green Machine,” as we called it, but I was grateful. It had no heat, one radio station—a country station—and the passenger seat was barely intact. My fiancée wouldn’t even ride in the truck, but it was enough for me. I definitely learned to love some Luke Bryan and Florida Georgia Line songs during that time. 

			I hated being so dependent on my fiancée. Not that she was set up financially—she had left her job as a teacher to move to Baltimore to be with me, so she had to find a job fast as well. We were definitely in a panic situation. I felt as though I wasn’t the man she thought she was getting. I had let so many people down; I was so afraid to let her down as well. I wanted so badly to do something great. She was anxious that I would spiral and fall into a deep depression. She was right to feel that way, in all honesty. If I didn’t have her in my life, it would have been easy to just give up, but I wanted so badly to make the one person who didn’t walk away from me proud of me. I sat on my couch thinking for hours about what I could do to make money. I wasn’t afraid to work, and my pride was gone, so I was open to anything. I wanted to tell my fiancée something good when she came home from work, to tell her I made money to help. 

			I went back to what I knew…football. I put an ad on LivingSocial to do a football camp with kids, not knowing what to expect. I was beyond shocked that within hours several people had bought the coupon. I cold-called the people who purchased the LivingSocial deals, and I sold packages doing one-on-one football trainings in my backyard. Within hours, I was outside creating drills with local Pop Warner athletes. In some way, getting back to football techniques was a sort of stress relief. It was familiar. I met some great families. They didn’t know me from Baltimore, but they probably saw my truck and knew I had fallen on some difficult times. The mother of one of my athletes had a cleaning service company. She casually mentioned she was looking for someone to clean some of her company’s business accounts on the graveyard shift. I was desperate for money at the time and would do anything to try to get ahead and lessen the financial load on my fiancée, so I offered to help. I took a part-time job with her company as a graveyard shift janitor cleaning office buildings for $8.25 an hour. I buried my pride and welcomed the extra income. I filled my nights listening to audiobooks or music, trying to pass the time as I cleaned cubicle after cubicle, break room after break room in downtown Raleigh. It was about five months later that I had my moment. 

			I feel like everyone at some point in their life has their “moment,” the moment where they really decide what their life will be like. I definitely know that almost every successful person has had this moment, the moment of truth. The “What are you doing with your life?” moment, the “Wake the hell up!” moment, the “Are you freaking kidding me?” moment. I was halfway through my shift, listening to “Changes” by Tupac, emptying a break room trash can into the outside dumpster, when the bag broke and sour milk spilled all over my hands as debris spewed across the concrete. I shook the milk from my hands as the rotten smell drifted into the air. This was my moment…the spoiled milk moment. I sat on the curb and cried. I cried not because I think being a janitor is beneath me in any way, but because I knew this wasn’t my story. I sat there and asked my dad what I was supposed to do, over and over. I needed guidance. I needed a mentor, someone to take me under his or her wings and say, “Do this and you will be alright.” I knew I couldn’t do this job, and if I stayed, I would get sucked in the trap of living someone else’s dream, not my own. When I was finished speaking all my thoughts out loud, into existence, I sat and thought of the various people who came out of a struggle to find success and even peace. I thought of those people I would fill my mind with in my audiobooks and how so many of the successful ones had moments of pain. I kept being brought back to Tony Robbins, as he was also once a janitor and was now a multimillionaire keynote speaker, entrepreneur, and business coach. The point he stressed over and over was that everyone has a story. I had a story. 

			I know people look at me and the life I lived in the NFL and don’t relate, but I was truly just like any other person. I dealt with loss, death, abandonment, being taken advantage of, making poor decisions, and needing a loved one to tell me it would be OK. I knew at that moment that I wanted to become a speaker and share my story. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2


			The Beginning


			I wish I could say that it has been easy and that I became an instant success since then, but in reality, it was extremely difficult. I knew that I wanted to be a successful keynote speaker, and I scoured the internet and bookstores to follow leaders in the speaking industry. But I also knew I wasn’t going to jump from being a night-shift janitor to a Tony Robbins overnight. I had no idea who I was, who my audience was, what my story would be, or if I was even relatable to people. I was also quite ashamed of my story. I walked away from the NFL after an injury because I was still so overwhelmed with grief. I had seen several articles or comments about my business failures online and struggled with the idea to share my fall from the top. I was embarrassed. 

			I called the NFL Player Care Foundation. I trusted them. In some way, I’m sure they felt that I utilized them as my own personal counselor at times, but they were always there and eager to lend an ear. I told them what I wanted and that I didn’t know where to begin. They listened to me pour my heart out and encouraged me to share who I was outside of football. Don’t relive the hype, don’t be the Al Bundy of football, constantly reliving the highlight reel. I was always going to be a former NFL player. That’s a title I earned. I was in the brotherhood. But the PCF reinforced that there was so much more for me to find out about myself, to make connections to other people with, and so much more time to evolve into a better version of myself. 

			The reality is that so many former players have no idea who they are outside of football. They give everything to the game, and when it’s done, they feel like they have been forced out of the members-only club and don’t know what to do with themselves. I’m sure if you think hard, you can name a few past players you know that only share former photos and videos or stories of the NFL on social media. I have seen it firsthand, guys that have several thousand followers on Instagram and are either popping bottles or sitting front row at games, yet will call their friends a week later to borrow one hundred dollars. Or you have guys that maybe never even made it out of training camp, but their titles are “NFL Athlete” and all their photos are of that one week in camp ten years ago. I knew I didn’t want to be like that. I didn’t want to just highlight the NFL in my life, but wanted to be authentic and real, to share the not-so-glamorous side of my story as well, and to find ways that I could relate to my audience. 

			After speaking to the PCF, I decided that instead of being the statistic that I knew the internet was going to make me out to be—the former player who lost all his money and ended up broke—I would talk about it. I would share the ups and downs, the egos, and the importance of having the right people in your life. I also welcomed this as a chance to heal from the wreckage. I needed to own it. My first job I booked was in December 2013. A guy I played basketball with in the mornings at the gym invited me to the Boys and Girls Club to speak to the kids. This was, of course, a non-paid event, as all my events were for over two years. But I was happy to have the opportunity to start somewhere, to practice the craft and get some experience. I thought kids would be easy to talk to. I’ll play a little basketball with them and we’ll be cool. Wrong! Kids are hard to speak to. Many times they don’t have that social cue to laugh or help carry conversation. If I didn’t have a football in my hand, they didn’t care who I was. However, this was my audience. So here I go…

			I went in there and totally overshared my problems. I don’t think I taught them anything, as it was more of a venting session. I was a mess. Besides rambling and being incoherent, I wasn’t organized, but I had passion. That passion was enough for me to want to do it again. I wanted to get better. I went to the director and my colleague who brought me in and was eager to get feedback. They were too nice, telling me I was great and would surely get better with time. I was excited. I had my first speaking opportunity under my belt and was ready for whatever was next. I went on to speak the next couple of months at a few local events, county meetings, and church groups, sharing my story with anyone who would listen. 
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