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To my Mother Debra Phelps, who would always say, you need to tell your story to those who are struggling. To my father Marcus Davis, who would say, your story is a testimony to the power and grace of the Lord. 
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You are not alone. You can beat this. With the strength of Christ, you can overcome anything.
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“The devil did everything he could...but he didn’t kill me.” ~ Jace M. Davis
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F

rom a young age, I was gifted with extraordinary athletic ability. Sports became my identity, my escape, and my purpose. That gift carried me from neighborhood fields to the national spotlight, eventually to the NFL. Although my physical talent opened doors, another force was growing in the background: alcohol. This memoir tells the story of two parallel journeys, one of triumph and one of destruction. It is a raw, honest account of how I rose through the ranks of competitive football, breaking records, and living the dream so many only imagine. However, behind the victories and headlines was a slow unraveling. Alcohol, introduced to me in my early environment, became a constant companion, one that ultimately led to my downfall. 

This is not just a story about football or addiction, it is a reflection on identity, pressure, trauma, and the choices that shape us. This story is about what happens when your greatest gift collides with your greatest weakness; it is about the painful road to self-awareness and, hopefully, redemption. My hope in sharing this story is to inspire, to warn, and to connect, with athletes, young people, and anyone battling silent demons behind a public mask of success. 

This memoir does not shy away from the truth, it explores how identity, trauma, and the culture of sports can hide the warning signs of self-destruction. Through highs, lows, and moments of brutal honesty, I share not only my fall, but also the slow and painful climb back toward healing and purpose.
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Prologue

Who Am I?
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Spring 1998 – Aurora, Colorado

I

must’ve been six, maybe seven. Young enough not to care about the roaches in the kitchen or the cracks in the walls, but old enough to remember how it all felt. We lived in a rundown apartment complex across from Overland High School in Aurora, Colorado. Three stories high, built from rough, red brick that looked like it had stood through storms both literal and human. The layout was simple, almost tired, white front doors, paint peeling at the edges, and a wide cement patio where the kids gathered like clockwork. It wasn’t much, but it was home. For me, for my sisters, it was everything.

The place might’ve been considered a ghetto by outsiders. Hell, sometimes the lights would flicker, and there were roaches that made themselves a little too comfortable. But as a kid, I didn’t see any of that. I didn’t know better, and I didn’t need to. Inside those worn walls lived memories I still chase today, laughter echoing off linoleum floors, my sister braiding her hair while the TV buzzed in the background, the faint scent of rice and butter drifting from the kitchen. And the rain. Man, I’ll never forget the rain that spring.

It rained every day. Like the skies had some kind of score to settle with the earth. Thunderstorms would roll in heavy and fast, breaking the afternoon heat with a roar that shook the windows and made the lights flicker. Lightning would crack the sky open like a warning, but to us kids, it was an invitation. The rain would pour so hard the street drains couldn’t take it, water filled the gutters, the streets, the parking lots. And to the adults, that flood was a problem. A sign of poor drainage, another thing to fix, something to curse under their breath about while moving wet towels from room to room. But for us? It was paradise.

The parking lot would flood so deep it turned into a murky, makeshift swimming pool, no chlorine, no lifeguards, just kids diving headfirst into muddy joy. Who knows what was floating in that water, trash, oil, maybe worse, but we didn’t care. We didn’t even think to even care. We were too busy dunking each other, cannonballing into brown waves, playing water tag like we were in Miami, not some weather-worn apartment complex in Colorado. That flood was our beach. That storm was our vacation. That rain, to me, was freedom.

I can still smell it now. That thick, earthy scent of rain hitting warm concrete and grass. It had this almost sweet, musky perfume to it, comforting, deep, nostalgic. Even today, when a spring storm rolls through and that same scent rises from the earth, it hits me like a memory wrapped in thunder. I close my eyes and I’m back there. Back in that complex. Back with my sisters. Back when the only thing I had to worry about was whether I could get outside fast enough before the grown-ups made us come back in. No bills. No NFL. No women. No alcohol.

No weight of being “somebody.” Just a little boy, soaked to the bone, laughing in a puddle with people he loved.

Sometimes I think about how far I’ve drifted from that boy. I think about the man I became, the man who chased the dream, played under bright lights, then let it all slip through his fingers thanks to a bottle and bad decisions. I think about how the ego took the wheel, how the alcohol crept in like a friend and turned into a thief. I think about how I wore my own destruction like a badge until it tore me down. But when it rains, when it really rains, I get to remember. I get to go back. Just for a moment. And in that moment, I’m just a kid again. Sitting on the cement patio, watching rivers form in the street, the storm raging above me, but peace tucked all around me. 

No noise from the outside world, no social media feeding lies, no pressure to be perfect. Just me, my sisters, our laughter, and the sweet sound of a storm reminding me that once upon a time, life was pure. Before the alcohol took over. Before the ego crept in. Before the evil wore my face. And in that memory, I find hope. Not because I want to stay in the past, but because I know what it feels like to be real. And if I can pass that feeling on to a kid out there, maybe standing in a flood right now, thinking no one sees them, then maybe all of this still has a purpose.

*****
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The Summer That Changed Everything

Our house in Aurora was the kind of place that made you feel safe without realizing it. A solid four-bedroom home with enough space to stretch out but small enough to keep us close. It wasn’t extravagant, but it was ours — and it had everything we needed: warmth, love, and room to grow with three kids full of dreams and energy.

Out front, we had a basketball hoop nailed above the garage. That hoop saw battles, dreams, and imaginations that stretched far beyond our quiet neighborhood. In the back, a big, open yard sprawled out, perfect for running wild and losing track of time. The grass was always just a little overgrown, and the trees framed the edges like guardians. But behind our fence, just a few steps and one bad decision away, was the neighbor’s trampoline. Man... that trampoline.

We didn’t have one, and I never knew why as a kid. It didn’t make sense to me then. Everyone had one, or so it seemed. But ours was a house of “no’s” when it came to certain things, and that trampoline was one of them. Looking back now, I understand. They’re dangerous. Costly. A risk not worth the thrill. But at the time? That thing might as well have been heaven’s front porch.

It was the early ‘90s, a scorcher of a summer like the kind only childhood can romanticize. No school. No responsibilities. Just long, sun-soaked days stretching endlessly ahead. That day, the sun was blazing, the air was thick with heat, and freedom was in the bounce. Me and my sister had snuck over again, like we’d done before. Bare feet on burning pavement, hearts racing from excitement and guilt, and not a single adult in sight. I was flying, literally. Doing flips, pushing the limits of gravity, my body feeling light, like I was made of nothing but joy and adrenaline. 

It was perfect. Until it wasn’t. Bang. Next thing I knew, I wasn’t in the air anymore. I was on the ground, my back resting against the rough bark of a tree. There was a strange warmth sliding down the back of my shorts, and when I reached back, my fingers came back stained in blood. I froze. My body wouldn't move the way I wanted it to. I didn’t know if I could walk. I didn’t even know how I got there. My sister screamed. She panicked, yelling my name, tears already streaming as she tried to figure out if her brother was broken.

I overshot the trampoline during a flip and slammed my back directly into a tree branch. A little further to the left and I would’ve landed in a wheelchair, or worse. Doctors said I was centimeters away from paralyzing myself. A few centimeters. That’s how close life come to changing forever. My parents were livid, and terrified. I could see it in their faces: the mix of fear and fury that only a parent knows when they almost lose their child to a foolish decision. I spent the rest of that summer in a back brace, benched from the playground of life, watching other kids do what I couldn’t. 

Forced to sit. Forced to think. Forced to reflect on why I had to go my own way. But the truth is, that incident didn’t change me. Not in the way it should have. I was already flirting with rebellion long before I ever flirted with death. I didn’t like being told “no.” I never had. I wanted the thrill, the risk, the rush. I chased what felt good, even when it didn’t end well. Even when it hurt.

Where I Come From

That drive? That edge? That fire? It didn’t come from nowhere. My mother, 100% Native American, was born and raised on the Sisseton reservation in South Dakota. One of thirteen children. Her parents worked hard to provide for them, to keep the family intact, fed, and safe. There was love in their home, a disciplined love, but a pure one. Food was always on the table, clothes on their backs, and values stitched into their souls. She joined the Marines as a young adult, leaving everything she knew, land, culture, comfort, to chase something greater. It was more than bravery; it was in her blood. 

She followed in the footsteps of her father and her uncle Farrell. The Marines were built for her, or maybe she was built for them. Either way, it fit. She was mentally unshakable, spiritually rooted in her Native tradition, fiercely independent, and obsessed with discipline. Those traits came home with her. They shaped the kind of mother she became.

Mom was loving, always. But she was also a force. She demanded excellence. Not perfection, but excellence. We had to care about what we did. We had to do it with passion. With purpose. With pride. And no matter what it was, homework, sports, chores, even fun, we had to give it our all. She was relentless about it, and that consistency built something in us. To this day, she still pushes me to do right. Still believes in the man she raised. And when I fall short, it hurts her more than she’ll admit. First comes the anger, a storm of disappointment, but it’s only because she knows we’re better. Then comes the love, it’s always the love. My dad was cut from a different cloth but stitched with the same thread. 

Born and raised in St. Louis by my grandma, a single mother with a grip like iron and a heart for Jesus. She didn’t play games. She raised her kids with faith, fire, and no room for foolishness. My dad tells a story of how she once showed up at his school and whooped him in front of the entire class for acting a fool. That’s who raised him. That’s who he became. He was a stern father, but softer than Mom in some ways. He could be loud, commanding, one yell and the whole house would freeze. But he was also affectionate. More forgiving. He understood that people mess up. When we made mistakes, he taught first, punished second. His parenting was like coaching, both on the field and in life. He coached me and my sister in sports, and through those games, he taught us about Christ, about character, about what it meant to carry a name and live up to it. Both my parents were spiritual, deeply rooted in different faith traditions, but the values were the same. 

Letting Go of the Material World: A Reflection by Jace Davis

I was never obsessed with clothing brands, not like some of the guys I played ball with. But when it came to jewelry, man, I loved gold. Something about gold made me feel like I was worth something bigger. I wore Versace watches, thick gold chains, and all-gold everything. I wanted people to see me and know I had made it. That shine wasn’t just metal, it was my identity. It was my armor.

My music of choice? Rap.  Drake was everything to me. The way he lived, the way he moved, I envied that man. The Bentley he drove, the penthouses in different cities, the women, the jewelry, the private flights, it looked like the life I was promised, and the life I had tasted once before it all came crashing down.

When Drake got braids, I got them too. I needed to feel connected to something powerful. Something bigger than what I was becoming. I had an all-black Dodge Challenger, my favorite at the time. Smooth, loud, fast. Just like me. I also had a Mercedes and a BMW 5 Series, all part of the luxury image I built for myself. Gold on my wrist, music blasting through my speakers, bottle in hand... that was me. That was my identity. That was how I numbed the noise. But the truth?  That identity was killing me.

The Poison of Envy

When football started slipping away... when the endorsements, the games, the women, the money, all of it, started fading, I found myself scrolling endlessly on social media, comparing my broken life to highlight reels. Everyone looked like they were winning. Everyone had the life I lost. The cars. The chains. The love. The dream. And I started to hate. I hated seeing it. I hated them. I hated myself.

I was sober some days, but the envy hit harder than the alcohol. I felt sick, like something rotten was growing inside me. Social media became my second addiction. I wasn’t drinking, but I was still feeding the sickness in my heart. I was still chasing validation from a world that had already left me behind. Healing meant more than quitting alcohol.  It meant quitting the material world that football introduced me to, that world that told me my worth was tied to what I had, not who I was.

Consistency. Honor. Grit. And love. Always love. They raised us well. So no, my rebellion wasn’t a product of bad parenting. It wasn’t trauma. It wasn’t neglect. It was me. I was a confident, talented, arrogant little boy who knew he was good at everything and used that to justify doing things his way. I rebelled because I could. I took the confidence my parents poured into me and twisted it into cockiness. They built a lion, and the lion thought he didn’t need pride. But let’s be clear: I am who I am because of them. The discipline. The faith. The confidence. The work ethic. It all came from their hands. 

They raised a monster, not by mistake, but by giving me so much strength that I started to believe I didn’t need to listen to anyone. That I could fly without fear. And for a while, I did. But I’ll never forget that first crash. That first scar. That first moment where rebellion came face-to-face with consequence. Because that trampoline didn’t just launch me into the sky. It threw me into reality.
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“I have nothing left Lord....” ~ Jace M. Davis






Chapter 1


When the Lights Go Out 

Pennington County Jail. My fifth DUI. 

T

he cold from the concrete bench seeps into my bones. My head throbs, a mix of last night’s drinking and the dull ache of realization settling in. I don’t need a mirror to know my eyes are bloodshot, my face swollen from the alcohol and exhaustion. This isn’t new. I’ve been here before. But this time, something is different. 

I’m 32 years old, staring at the possibility of prison time. Not just fines, not just probation, actual prison. The kind of sentence that makes you realize you’ve lost everything. Football is gone. The league, the dreams, the lifestyle, it all disappeared years ago. My family? They still love me, but they’ve been forced to love me from a distance, unable to watch me destroy myself any longer. The friends who used to party with me? They’ve moved on, grown up. I’m the only one still stuck, circling the same drain I’ve been in since I was a teenager. And now, I’m sober for the first time in weeks, not by choice, but because there’s nothing else to drink in a jail cell. The clarity is crushing. 

I think back to the first time I ever picked up a drink at 13 years old. Back then, it was harmless. Just a kid trying to fit in. Just a way to take the edge off. I never saw the warning signs. Never thought I’d end up here. I think about the kid I used to be, the one who loved football more than anything, the one who believed he was destined for something great. Would he even recognize me now? Would he be proud of who I became? The truth hits me harder than any linebacker ever did. No. He wouldn’t. But maybe, just maybe, it’s not too late to change that. Maybe this rock bottom can be the foundation I build something new on. Maybe, for the first time in a long time, I can take back control. 

*****
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The Driver’s Seat 

Alcohol has been the driving force in my life for as long as I can remember. As I sit here in another jail cell, I can’t help but think back to all the times alcohol has led me to destruction, and here we are again. Addiction to alcohol has been a torment, a constant companion, that’s haunted me for years. But what people don’t always see are the other emotions that come with it. Since I first picked up a drink, a storm of emotions came with it: depression, anxiety, worry, stress, envy, and, at times, the haunting thought of suicide. Alcohol wasn’t just an addiction; it became a gateway to every negative emotion that has weighed me down for so long. For years, I never thought these emotions had any effect on me. 

I was just an athlete, just a guy who could handle it. I didn’t realize how deep the storm went. But now, as I sit here sober for the first time in weeks, locked in Pennington County Jail facing my fifth DUI at 32 years old, I’m forced to face the consequences. This time, it looks like prison time. The irony is; despite being locked up, I’m also looking at 21 days of sobriety. The longest I’ve had in months. And with that sobriety comes clarity. Sitting in this jail cell, the regret hits me, not just for the crimes I’ve committed, but for that first drink I took as a teenager. 

I had big plans, big dreams, and things I wanted to accomplish, but addiction had other plans for me. And addiction, as I’ve learned time and time again, is one of the most powerful forces in the world. Football had been my passion, my escape, my identity. But as much as I loved the game, alcohol loved me more. It didn’t just compete with my love for football, it beat it. It won, and with it came the destruction of everything I had worked for. It didn’t stop there. Alcohol began to outshine everything that mattered to me: my career, my health, my family, and even my own sense of self-worth. 
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