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Dedication

THERE was a time when my grandmother Alice Black was a young, strong, fiery woman who raised a family on her own. She was tough, spirited, and proud. I grew up watching the struggles and adversity she endured. From her I learned to be strong and to never compromise my principles. Although she suffered from a hard life, she never quit or let people get the best of her. She was a fighter and would sacrifice or do anything for her family.

I loved and admired her growing up; I still do today. However, it breaks my heart to see what Alzheimer’s disease has done to this remarkable woman. She can’t speak anymore or remember very much. Most of the time she doesn’t recognize me or her children. The few smiles the last couple of years that I have gotten from her, and the love in her eyes that she has been able to give, have meant everything to me. I am powerless to help her remember. It hurts me to my core that I can’t save the woman who saved me. While I can’t make her remember, I can honor her, and that is what I try to do. It is her spirit that is in my blood, that gives me the heart to take on all the criticism and never yield. I am many things, and I have made my share of mistakes, but one thing no one can ever accuse me of doing is backing down. I have stood my ground and fought for what I thought was right. No one can deny that. Most of all, I am Alice Black’s proud grandson who will always love, cherish, and respect everything she has taught me. She deserves that!

—T.O.

To Casie:

Thank you for inspiring me to be a writer. You gave me the confidence and desire I needed to take on this project and see it through. I love you. I tell you that every day, but this time it’s different. This time it’s published for the world to read. I tried my best to make you proud, as I do every day!

—J.R.
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Introduction



I wrote this book for a lot of reasons, but the most important reason was that I wanted to communicate directly with you—the fan. So much of what I said and did was portrayed to you by the media. When I did a TV interview, you saw the edited version of what I had to say, rather than the whole interview. When I talked to reporters, they took the catchy, controversial lines and presented them as if that were all I had to say. When I did something on the field or on the sidelines, my actions were described to you by commentators who put their own spin on it. When the Eagles released a statement about my conduct, it was done only from their perspective. Yet, since the start of the 2005 season, I have not publicly responded to what was said about me.

Without knowing all the facts, the media have speculated about what happened behind closed doors, based on half-truths that were leaked to accomplish the agenda of anonymous sources. I wanted to respond to set the record straight, but I knew, as was the case with the apology I made on my front lawn, that the media would criticize one aspect or another of it.

Then, when the arbitrator upheld my season-long suspension—a decision that violated the NFL Collective Bargaining Agreement—I knew I wasn’t going to get a fair shake. The arbitrator’s decision was such an injustice that it led the NFL to agree to change the Collective Bargaining Agreement so that no other player can ever again be punished the way I was. Even after that, I didn’t complain. I kept quiet—until now.

How could I accept such injustice? By knowing that the day would come when I would be free of everyone else’s control. It was a long road between the time of my suspension and ultimate free agency, but I made the journey.

This book—the process of writing it, of telling my story—helped get me there. These are my words, straight from me to you. My critics will be negative and try to tell you that I just lent my name to someone else’s work, but don’t be fooled. When they criticize me for telling you about the wild roller-coaster ride, the ups and downs, it won’t mean a thing because this is my story and no one can tell you different. This was the only way I could communicate with you, one on one, without anyone else’s interference. That was why, instead of a well-known writer, I wanted one of my agents, Jason Rosenhaus, to coauthor this book, so that I wouldn’t have to deal with someone who wanted to put their own take on things.

I took on a world of criticism and hardship during my suspension. There was a great deal of uncertainty, and speculation that my career was in jeopardy. There were times when things looked extremely bleak. It would have been easy to give in to the negativity, but I refused. I had faith in God and myself that everything would work out. I disregarded the naysayers and pressed on. And it is my sincere hope that, if you happen to be down on your luck and the times are tough, maybe this book will help you keep the faith so that you can come out on top as well.

What I went through, all the craziness that happened, has been misportrayed to the public. Everyone else’s point of view was out there, but not mine. Now, I’m telling my story like it really went down, regardless of the consequences. That is how I was raised to be.

So get ready to read about what it’s like to be inside an NFL huddle, to be in the Philadelphia Eagles’ locker room, to step onto the football field, to suffer and overcome a brutal injury, to rehabilitate against all odds, and to play in a Super Bowl. And that was the good year!

Get out your popcorn and be right there with me as I take you back to what happened with the wildest, most documented story of all from the NFL’s last two years.

Make no mistake; this is not an apology or a defense. This is an explanation. I don’t claim to be perfect and I admit I made my share of mistakes, but there is another side to the story that you haven’t seen until now. I’m not asking you to love me, and I certainly don’t want you to hate me. I’m just asking you to take into account what I have to say with an open mind. I want you to judge me for yourself, not based on what the media says, but based on what I have written in my story. Enjoy…
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Yesterday’s Loser




SCRAWNY and quiet—that’s what I was like growing up in Alexander (“Alex”) City, Alabama. Alex City is a small country town where there’s nothing to do but get into trouble. As a teenager, I was the perfect target for the big bully on the block: I was skinny, awkward-looking, and kept to myself. The one thing I could do well was run, and believe me, I needed to do a lot of that. In my neighborhood, there was always a group of bad teens hanging out, waiting to pounce on a kid like me. They would stand on a corner and look for a loner walking down the street. After getting chased down and beaten up a couple of times, I became a good runner. Joining the track team in junior high school wasn’t for fun, it was for survival.

I find it funny that so many people assume I was a star jock coming out of high school. They assume I was the most popular kid in class who got all the girls. I wish! That couldn’t be farther from the truth.

They think I have a loud, self-promoting, fast-talking personality. They could not be more wrong. I’m actually a pretty quiet, straight-up country boy—until you cross the line. Once you cross that line, you’re gonna hear from me and there ain’t no going back. What that line is, well, that depends.

One afternoon while I was in high school, I was riding home on a school bus after a track event. I made the mistake of falling asleep on the bus. It was just my luck that the biggest and meanest kid in school was on that bus, too. I was physically exhausted and passed out in a deep sleep. I was breathing through my mouth and it was open as I slept. The jerk came over and hocked up a big wad from his throat and nasal passages. He dropped that huge, disgusting gob of spit right into my mouth.

I slept right through the whole thing while everybody laughed at me. I didn’t find out about it until later. Can you imagine the shame, the humiliation I felt when I went home and told my family? For what seemed like an eternity, I was teased and tormented unmercifully by the kids at school. I had been a loner before that happened, and became even more isolated after.

Everyone laughed at me. I tried to block out the image of his spit entering my mouth, but I felt nauseated every time I thought about it. Knowing that he disgraced me and got the best of me was more than I could handle. From that day on, I was done being a pushover. Yesterday’s loser was determined to become tomorrow’s winner.

A couple of days later, a bigger, older kid caught me walking by myself. He was looking for trouble, and I had a big target on my back. I was supposed to be his entertainment for the day. As soon as I turned the corner, I saw him running after me. I reacted by doing what was natural for me—I ran. Then I remembered something my grandma told me.

She said, “If one of those big bullies tries to get you, pick something up, hit him with it, and run.”

And that’s just what I did. I stopped, grabbed a brick, and turned to face him. I was tired of being the loser in these fights. I’d had enough of getting bested. I was ready to stand up for myself. I felt overcome by a wave of emotion, a rush of adrenaline, and I felt the strength of God in me. He saw my face, the brick in my hand, looked at me again, and ran away.

Then a funny thing happened: I started chasing him. I ran after him with that brick and tried to beat him down with it. The whole thing looked like one of those Tom and Jerry cartoons where they take turns chasing each other. I laugh about it now, but it was terrifying at the time.

Eventually, we got near my house and I stopped chasing him. As I walked through the front door, still holding that brick, I felt something new—satisfaction. When I got home and told my grandma and mom what I had done, they laughed. I laughed, too, and then I saw that they were proud of me for standing my ground. All of a sudden I found a sense of pride.

After that day, I could never again go back to being the wimpy coward who was the butt of everyone’s jokes. The problem was that I couldn’t walk around with a brick in my hand everywhere I went. The other thing on my mind was that I was tired of being too skinny to do this and too weak to do that. My football coach never put me in to play because I was just a stick with oversized pads on that didn’t fit. I couldn’t fill out my uniform, so whenever I ran, everything wobbled. I was a joke and I wanted to be more than that.

I was raised in an extremely strict household where I didn’t watch much TV and I just kept to myself. I remember one afternoon, when I was a young teen, and the Big Red chewing gum commercial came on TV. It was the one where the chorus is singing, “So kiss a little longer…make it last a little longer…” while they show couples kissing. It is certainly not R-rated, but my grandma acted like it was a XXX movie clip. Feeling that the commercial was inappropriate for kids, she got angry and turned that TV off for the entire night.

I spent my days staring out the window, alone with my thoughts. After sitting in my room long enough, the answer to all my problems came to me. I realized it was time to get acquainted with my high-school gym.

I started lifting weights. I had all the motivation in the world to get bigger, stronger, tougher, and faster. I worked out in the high-school gym every day, whenever the school and my mother would let me. All I wanted to do was pump iron. It was hard work, but I didn’t care. The physical pain replaced the mental pain and I liked that. Pretty soon I started to see a change. Muscles started developing and strengthening. My biceps, abs, chest, and quadriceps started bulging. I could feel myself growing stronger and running faster. The more progress I made, the harder I worked. I emerged from that summer with a sense of purpose and entered my senior year of high school as a different person, physically and mentally.

Although my body matured, the feelings of shame and failure were only a memory away. Eventually the other kids forgot about the spitting incident and I made a couple of friends along the way.

Feeling a little more confident, coordinated, and cool, I decided one afternoon in my senior year to go to the record store and hang out there with a friend of mine. The shopkeeper sold records, tapes, candy, soda, clothing, and just about anything else kids would want to buy. It was a cool place to go after school and had become a popular scene in the projects.

For once during my extremely rigid and isolated upbringing, I was having a good time. Then trouble walked in the door. One of the other players on the football team came looking deliberately for me. A few days earlier, the head coach had asked me about an incident that had taken place. As I was raised to do, I told the coach the truth about what happened.

The player didn’t like it and came there to fight me. As I said before, I wasn’t much into fighting, but it was going down and I had no choice.

When he saw that I wasn’t going to back down, he threw the first punch and we went at it. I fought him toe to toe. Things got crazy in that store as his friend started fighting my friend. My friend and I fought our way out of there. I stood my ground, and he never messed with me again.

Not much has changed since. I still won’t let anyone bully me. Whether it’s over respect or a $49-million NFL contract, I’m going to fight for what I think is right. What no one in the media seems to recognize is that I am not about money. I am about the principle of what’s right and wrong. When I’m wronged, I’m going to stand up and try to make things right. And because of that, I was crucified by the media and penalized more harshly than any player in the history of the NFL.

I made my share of mistakes, but I never broke the law or hurt anybody. My penalty was a four-game suspension without pay and being sent home the remainder of the season. An arbitrator ruled that it was appropriate that I be fined approximately eight hundred thousand dollars for my “disruptive” behavior. But what did I do? Did I murder someone? Did I rape someone? Did I hit someone with my car? Did I get arrested for a DUI? Did I get arrested for drugs? Did I use steroids? Did I beat on my wife? Did I abuse an animal? Did I hold out of training camp or any preseason games? Did I cheat? Did I hurt another player with a cheap shot? Did I quit on my team? Did I give a losing effort in the Super Bowl? Did I make racist or prejudiced comments? Did I use profanity? Did I lie? No. If I had, that would be okay. The NFL, the fans, and the media would forgive that. What no one forgives—is reality. The truth hurts. I spoke the truth. I bucked the system, said what I wanted to say, and took on the NFL. That was my crime. For that, the bully came after me harder than anyone before.

The media have portrayed me as the bad guy because I am not politically correct and will not be a “company man.”

When I was a young player in this league, my idol, the great Jerry Rice, told me, “TO, at some point you’re going to have to learn to be politically correct. You know, give in, give ’em what they want.”

As much as I respected him then and still do now, I told him, “Nah, not me.”

I know my life would be so much easier if I could compromise my principles and say things publicly that I don’t mean, just to appease people who don’t care about me. I know I would have made more money. I know I wouldn’t be taking so much criticism from the media. I know all of this. But I also know that the day I give in, the day I compromise, the day I stop being the ultracompetitor I am, is the day I won’t be able to play this game anymore. I wouldn’t be where I am today if I could be politically correct instead of honest. I can only be one way—my way. I am Alice Black’s grandson and Marilyn Owens’s boy! I have a simple code I follow that was ingrained in my soul by my grandmother and mother. That code demands that I be my best. That means being honest, working hard, and always doing what I think is right. Their spirit is in me. It’s what drives me to go jump up and snatch that ball out of the air to score touchdowns. That spirit pushes me to beat the defender trying to stop me. If I compromise my spirit, I’ll become broken and won’t be special anymore.

For these reasons, I believe that I am the best wide receiver in the game today. I was not born this way. In high school, I was too skinny to get on the field. Once I got more muscular, as a kid growing up in Alabama, I dreamed about playing football for Alabama University, but the Crimson Tide didn’t want me. The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga offered me a scholarship but was much more interested in our high school’s other receiver. The NFL drafted eighty-eight players before I was picked, including eleven other receivers.

The year before drafting me, the 49ers traded two first-round picks to draft J. J. Stokes as the heir apparent to Jerry Rice. I was looked at as just another guy, nothing special. All my life, I have had to overcome adversity. How does a kid go from not being good enough in high school, to a backup receiver at a small college nobody knows about, to a Pro Bowl wide receiver with more than one hundred career NFL touchdowns? By having a big enough heart that through sheer force of will he keeps on beating the odds.

I am as good as I am because God has blessed me with talent and because I have worked as hard as any person on the planet to get here. Unlike so many other professional athletes, I eat with extreme discipline, rarely drink alcohol, don’t smoke, and don’t use illegal drugs of any kind. I sleep properly, lift weights, run until I drop, practice intensely, and do everything else humanly possible to be the best that I can be. No one can say that I don’t train hard, practice hard, or play hard. I have overcome the pain of taking dozens of long needle injections all over my body including in my groin.

I have endured an enormous amount of bitter criticism in learning to accept that people have the right to express their opinions. I accept that fact and respect others, but that doesn’t mean I believe everything they say. There are a lot of haters out there hoping I fail. Despite their negativity and enjoyment of my struggles, I refuse to stay discouraged and I will always press on. This past year I faced a great deal of uncertainty. There were tough times, but throughout it all I stood tall with my chin up and my head held high.

Why? I am a God-fearing man. I find my strength from my faith in God and my family. I believe that He has a purpose for me and isn’t finished with me yet.

I’ve heard in church, “You must go through the storm before you receive your blessings.”

I have suffered through broken bones, torn ligaments, agonizing losses, unfair punishment, and extreme frustration—all for the dream of becoming a Super Bowl champion. I only know how to compete like a champion. That’s why I can’t give people what they want, because what they really want is to see me fail. I won’t let that happen, and I’ll fight with everything I have to stand up for myself until they knock me down and I can’t get up anymore. You want me to compromise? Make me!
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The Road to Free Agency




AS a rookie, your first goal is to make the team. Once a player makes the team, at that point, he wants to become a starter, win football games, be invited to the Pro Bowl, and ultimately win a Super Bowl. Those are the dreams of football players. And as professionals trying to make enough money to support our families for generations to come, we NFL players have another dream. That dream is to become a free agent.

Free agency is the process by which a player who’s made it through four seasons in the NFL has the right to negotiate with all thirty-two teams, determine a fair market value, and get paid what he’s worth. It took a strike by the NFL players and years of hard negotiating by the NFL Players Association (NFLPA) to let players become free agents. The way the NFL works, until you have completed your fourth season, the team that you play for controls your rights. Furthermore, even after your fourth year, the team can designate one player as their franchise player and restrict that player from going on the open market. Don’t get me wrong—the system is not perfect, but it works. The NFLPA has done an excellent job of providing free agency for veterans; I am living proof of that.

Although free agency can be elusive, if you stay healthy through four seasons and are a good football player, it’s there for the taking. Some situations are more complicated than others. Unfortunately, my situation has been as complicated as it gets.

I was drafted by the San Francisco 49ers in the third round of the 1996 NFL draft. I went from the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga to a team that had won five Super Bowls under Joe Montana and Steve Young. I had never won a championship at any level. I was going to be catching passes from Steve Young and running routes with the all-time great Jerry Rice. I signed a three-year contract worth an average of $280,000 per year and dreamed of winning a Super Bowl with those two as my teammates.

The 49ers’ coaches knew I had potential, but I was green and had zero technique. I was fortunate—although it didn’t seem that way at the time—to have an excellent cornerback, Marquez Pope, to practice against.

Marquez was very physical and tough. He started out as a cornerback but was moved to safety because of his physical toughness. The coaches made him jam me at the line of scrimmage. Marquez didn’t just jam me, he humiliated me. Here he was, a master technician, very strong and physical, and there I was, also strong but with no technique whatsoever. He kept pushing me and pushing me, keeping me from getting off the line. He was mean and nasty, but always in a positive way. He challenged and demanded that I learn how to fight back. Before long, the student became the master.

I became excellent at fighting off the jam and exploding past the defender. One technique I excel at now is the rip technique. This technique is good for when a defender comes in close and tries to push me with both hands. What I do is slap his hands away with my left hand and simultaneously rip my right arm upward from my hip to my head while running by him. The purpose of the upward rip with my arm is to simultaneously knock his hands away from me and create the momentum to stride forward, accelerating past the defender.

Little receivers try to move their feet quickly to run around a defender who’s trying to jam them. I can move my feet like a quick speedster, but I can also use my power to plow right through somebody. I eventually learned different moves that I can use to counter every technique they throw at me. Marquez Pope taught me well.

So did Jerry Rice. One of the things that made him so special was his ability to anticipate the snap count and get off the line faster than any player in the history of the game. He shot out of his stance quicker than anyone and was impossible to cover one on one.

I was like a sponge, soaking up whatever information I could from him. One of the things I learned from him was the importance of a quick start, so I created my own technique. I liken it to a downhill skier who uses his poles to push off and get started. At the snap, I shoot my hands down as if I am pushing off the poles and explode past the defender.

The last touch in my development as a route runner came when my 49er coaches told me to use my basketball skills and envision myself on a basketball court playing one on one. They told me to pretend that I have the ball and have to get around the defender to get to the basket. All of a sudden it all came together and I began to advance from someone who wasn’t sure he’d make the team to a guy who could play and contribute.

My rookie year, I was quiet on and off the field. I showed that I was good enough to play in the NFL, but I wasn’t considered a starter. My second year, the 1997 season, Jerry Rice blew out his knee when he was tackled by Warren Sapp on a reverse. Due to Jerry’s injury, I was thrown into the starting lineup and I played well, catching sixty passes for 930 yards and eight touchdowns. It was my third season, in 1998, that was the big breakout year for me.

One game in particular had the biggest impact on my career. We were playing the Green Bay Packers in early January 1999. I’d played well that season, proving to be a good starting wide receiver. Playing opposite Jerry Rice, I caught sixty-seven passes from Steve Young for 1,097 yards, and scored fourteen touchdowns during the regular season. But this was a playoff game. I was a good, but not yet great, player. And the way the game started out I was awful.

Steve Young was on fire that game, wanting badly to beat Brett Favre’s Packers. Although Steve was playing very well, we were losing in the first half 20–17, and it was because of me. I dropped a lot of balls that day. The very first pass I dropped was going to be a touchdown. When the ball left Steve’s hands, its trajectory sent it up past the stadium seats, into the sky, into the winter sun, and it came down fast. I lost sight of the ball until it was too late, and I dropped it.

On another drive in the first quarter, I fumbled the ball away. Steve kept throwing to me, but I was dropping pass after pass. At halftime on TV, the announcers were criticizing my play, repeatedly saying I was hurting the team with my poor play. And they were right.

To make matters worse, I dropped another pass from Steve Young on third down in the third quarter. I can’t tell you how bad this felt. My mom, my grandma, and all my friends were watching me struggle out there. I hated letting them and my teammates down. I was so angry with myself that I became frustrated. I knew that if we lost this game, I would have to spend the entire off-season knowing I was the reason we were sent home. I was desperate to do anything to try to win the game.

I stood on the sidelines quietly with my arms crossed. I couldn’t look my teammates in the eye. I thought about how the local San Francisco newspaper had a hero for every 49er win and a goat for every 49er loss. I knew the writers were penciling me in to be the goat. I didn’t want my mother’s son to be the goat for the next eight months.

The 49ers safety Marquez Pope came over to me and told me to keep my head up. I heard him and appreciated it, but I was too frustrated to respond. I told myself that this was the playoffs, what I had dreamed of, that there was no time to be depressed.

As we got the ball back late in the fourth quarter, we were winning 23–20 with just a few minutes to go. This was our chance to drive the ball, kill the clock, put some points on the board, and prevent the Packers from getting back on the field.

As I put on my helmet, I told myself to catch the ball like my wide receiver coach Larry Kirksey told me—to watch the ball into my hands and not to look away until I had control of the ball. Receivers have a tendency to look away early, to see where the defensive back is and where the hit is coming from. I had made that mistake earlier and that was why I had dropped so many passes. This time, I was going to make myself look at the ball all the way.

We just needed a couple of first downs to run down the clock and win the game. When third down came, Steve once more went to me. I knew it was coming and I ran a great route, getting open. He threw a perfect spiral right into my hands. I made sure to watch the ball go into my hands. I did everything right and I somehow still dropped the ball. I rolled around on the ground and looked at my hands in disbelief. The replay showed me mess up again on national TV and the big screen in the stadium. I couldn’t believe it. Now we had to punt the ball away. We had to give the ball back to Brett Favre and stop him from scoring.

I prayed the Packers wouldn’t score and we would win. If we won, then we would have another game to play and I could have a chance to redeem myself. If we lost, it would be awful. I couldn’t stand the thought of my mother’s feeling the pain of her son’s being the loser who cost the team the game and a chance at a Super Bowl. It was unbearable to think my mom would suffer because of what I did. I play this game for her and my family. I wanted to be successful so she could live in a nice house and we could afford to provide my grandma with the best possible care to treat Alzheimer’s disease. My spirit comes from them and drives me to make their lives better, not worse.

It was agonizing to stand helplessly on the sideline and watch the Packers march down the field and score a touchdown. The Packers took the lead, 27–23, with less than two minutes to go.

We got the ball back on our own twenty-four yard line with 1:50 to go. Steve threw pass after pass, driving the ball down to the Packers twenty-five yard line with about fifteen seconds to go. I ran hard on every route and got open, but Steve threw the ball to Jerry Rice, J. J. Stokes, and the other guys. I couldn’t blame him for losing confidence in me. On second and three, Steve called the all go double comeback play in the huddle. The play was designed for two receivers on the outside to run straight into the end zone by the sidelines, and for two other receivers to slant inside toward the middle of the end zone. I ran the play and I was open for a touchdown, but Steve threw to J. J. Stokes instead, even though Stokes wasn’t open. The pass was nearly intercepted, and with eight seconds to go we had our last chance to win. This was to be the final play of the game.

Steve called the same play again. The whole world thought the ball was going to go to Jerry Rice, but I wanted the ball to come to me. No one would suspect that Steve would even look my way. When I got to the huddle, Steve looked at me when he called the play and I knew what he was thinking. As I took my stance at the line of scrimmage, I thought of doing it for my team. All that I wanted in the world was to catch that ball and to prove I could play this game. I prayed for that chance.

Steve yelled in what seemed like slow motion to hike the ball, and then I ran with strength and speed like I never had before. I was crying in my heart to get open. I was hungry for Steve to throw me that ball.

As I ran like a madman, I cut inside and exploded away, separating from the defender. I turned and saw Steve put the ball in the air. The ball soared right toward me, coming hard and fast in a perfect spiral. I wanted that ball like I never wanted anything in my life. No one was going to stop me. As I jumped up for it, I could see nothing but the ball, while the two defenders were coming to take my head off from both sides. They could have been armed with baseball bats and I was still going to get that ball. I watched my hands pounce on the leather and I could feel the laces. I clutched it in my hands with every ounce of strength I had and pulled the ball into my chest, bracing for the hit. They battered me with their best shots and we all violently collided at the one yard line. No matter what, they couldn’t stop me. My determination pushed me through and kept my momentum going forward as I fell into the end zone.

I made the catch! I scored! We won! Game over! I cried tears of joy as my teammates hoisted me in the air.

“That was for you, Mom and Grandma! That was for you!” I cried. That was one of the happiest days of my life. That game changed my career. That one play turned me into a hero set on a path toward stardom. One play can really mean that much. This game is very unforgiving, and all it takes is one play to haunt a player for the remainder of his career. At the same time, one catch can make a player into a hero forever. This business is all about what have you done lately, and that’s why one play from one big game can be all it takes to land a big contract. I gained a tremendous amount of confidence in myself and I knew deep down now that I was a winner!

We lost the next game, but my three-year rookie contract expired and I was a 49er hero. I had exceeded everyone’s expectations and was penciled in to be the heir apparent to Jerry Rice. I was looking forward to getting rewarded with a fair contract.

To me, a fair contract is one that pays me what I’m worth. What am I worth? I’m worth what other teams would pay me for my services—just as an NFL team is worth what any billionaire is willing to pay, and an NFL TV contract is worth what any TV network will pay. I wanted the chance to earn what I was worth. Unfortunately, I did not get that chance.

To prevent other teams from making me an offer, the 49ers designated me as their franchise player by making me a one-year offer for $1.47 million. I was disappointed about getting franchised, because that enabled the team to make that one-year offer rather than a possible multimillion-dollar signing bonus and a long-term contract. The franchise tag meant the 49ers could restrict me from going on the free agent market and hitting the jackpot. Here I was, thinking that they would treat me right, that I was the future, and rather than let me test the market, they were able to keep me from getting a fair market value contract.

It was not that $1.47 million was not a lot of money. It was. The problem was that I was being prevented from making several times that amount. I was being underpaid for the value of my services. I didn’t think that was right.

Throughout that fourth season, I just assumed they would do right by me and it would be a smooth negotiation. I thought that my agent at the time, David Joseph, would be able to easily negotiate a great contract for me. This is what a young, naïve player thinks. It doesn’t take long for the NFL to teach its players the hard way that this is a business.

Before I knew it, the 49ers were sending us a below-market offer, and our head coach Steve “Mooch” Mariucci was publicly criticizing my agent. Mooch took a shot at David, stating that he had never done a big contract before and didn’t know what he was doing. In hindsight, he may have been right. Regardless, this was my first taste of how teams use the media to sell fans their point of view.

Things got ugly. The negotiations turned acrimonious and I couldn’t understand why. Eventually, though, after a couple of months, we came to an agreement on a seven-year contract worth nearly $35 million. The key to the deal was an initial signing bonus of $7.5 million, and that I could void out the remaining two years of the contract after the fifth year. That way, I could become a free agent in March 2004 while I was still young enough to command a top contract. This was crucial to me. Careers are short in the NFL. You have a very brief window of time to capitalize on your abilities before age and injuries start to slow you down. And, yes, seven figures is a lot of money—but I ask you, if you knew you could make a lot more money than you’re currently making for doing the same thing, wouldn’t you try to get it so as to secure your family’s financial future? Of course you would. If I was able to beat the odds and somehow last five more seasons in a dangerous game, I wanted the chance to reach for another big contract.

And the thing to remember is, NFL contracts aren’t guaranteed. If the 49ers decided along the way that I wasn’t worth what they’d agreed to pay me, they had the option to cancel my contract, and to try to get me for less. Teams do this all the time, and players have no choice but to accept it or go elsewhere. Fans don’t realize this, and the media don’t report it much, either.

The seven-year contract wasn’t what I could have gotten on the free market, but I figured it wasn’t bad for a kid who was once a scrawny nobody not good enough to play high-school football.

[image: space]

From there, I began to flourish as a wide receiver. My confidence grew and I developed a natural feel for getting open, eluding tacklers, and scoring touchdowns. Unfortunately, while I rose to the top ranks of my profession, the team fell apart around me. Steve Young’s career came to an end after the third game of that next season in 1999, and Jeff Garcia became my quarterback. The Niners were 4–12 in 1999, and it was a few more years before we got back to the playoffs.

During the 2000 season, I got my first real taste of controversy. My celebrating drew some serious attention when the Niners played in Dallas. I scored a touchdown in the second quarter, and then I ran from the end zone over toward the middle of the field and stood on the famous blue Dallas star, the symbol of “America’s team.” I raised my arms and looked up to the sky. My teammates loved it—and the Cowboys hated it.

Little did I know how significant that day would be.

When I went over to my bench, my teammates were patting me on the back for it. The Cowboys players, not surprisingly, responded. Dallas running back Emmitt Smith scored a touchdown later and emulated me, scolding the 49ers sideline. Throughout all the drama, none of my coaches or anyone else said to me that what I did was wrong, so when I scored once more in the fourth quarter, I did the same thing.

After the game, I was widely criticized and made out to be a villain. Look, I was trying to pump up my team—we were 0–3 and facing the Cowboys on the road. I got ripped by the media and felt for the first time the hypocrisy of many sportswriters. They criticize players for being dull and lacking personality, but then as soon as you let your personality come through they smack you down for it. I know their job is to sell papers, and I honestly respect that, but I felt a lot of what was said about me was unfair, and when I pointed this out, the writers got even more angry. If you want to criticize me, okay, but then I’ve got the right to criticize and call you out, too. The media outrage over my actions was loud enough that the 49ers’ management suspended me without pay for one game, costing me $24,294. I didn’t like the fact that my team caved in to the league instead of supporting its players. I don’t think that’s how things should be, not when we’re the ones leaving our sweat and blood out there on the field.

One of the main stories of the 2000 season, as we finished 6–10, was Jerry Rice’s 49ers career coming to an end. It wasn’t that Jerry didn’t want to play anymore, or that he was no longer effective—he played all sixteen games and caught seventy-five passes—but the Niners had decided it was time for a change, and he eventually signed on with Oakland and played across the bay for the next three-plus seasons.

Jerry’s last game in a San Francisco uniform was at home against the Chicago Bears. The stage was all set for him to have a great game and go out in style, but the Bears were expecting us to try to force the ball to Jerry, and instead I caught a record twenty passes for 283 yards. They sent my jersey to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, and I was named to the Pro Bowl for the first time.

In 2002, I was again in the middle of another media storm. On Monday Night Football against the Seattle Seahawks, I scored a touchdown. A friend of mine was at the game, sitting in the front row of the end zone. I’d promised him that if I scored a touchdown, I would give him the ball. That was the plan—until another idea came to me in the middle of the third quarter. Before stepping onto the field, I asked a team trainer to hand me a Sharpie. I put the marker in my sock and ran on the field. As fate would have it, I scored the winning touchdown, pulled out the Sharpie, signed the ball, and gave it to my friend.

All hell broke loose over this little celebration. I figured it was creative, and was not that big a deal. But Seattle’s head coach, Mike Holmgren, thought differently and said to the media, “It’s shameful. It’s a dishonor to everyone who has ever played the game.”

What? Give me a break! ESPN put me on the cover of its magazine, with a line that said it all: “Guys are beating their wives, getting DUIs and doing drugs, and I get national attention for a SHARPIE?”

At the end of the 2002 season, the 49ers fired Mooch and hired Dennis Erickson. The off-season going into the 2003 season meant a new start for me. After that season, I’d have the right to void the remaining years of my contract and become a free agent. I hoped to get a new deal done with the 49ers before the season started; my agent, David Joseph, met with them but they never actually made an offer. They stopped returning his phone calls and said they didn’t want to negotiate until after the season. I was disappointed but remained determined to have a great year and help the team win a championship.

Unfortunately, in the 2003 season we went 7–9 and failed to make the playoffs. I had another Pro Bowl year, my fourth in a row. Despite wanting to play on a winning team, I was still willing to stay with the 49ers. With the season over, I had the choice of voiding my contract and becoming a free agent or playing out my existing contract with salaries of $5.3 million in 2004, $5.9 million in 2005, and $6.5 million in 2006. I had three years remaining on my contract because in 2000 I renegotiated my contract to add another year. After thinking it over, I decided to enter the open market, confident I could do better.

I was fired up. I had played eight years in this league and was finally going to become a free agent. I dreamed about going to a team that was just one wide receiver away from being a Super Bowl contender. I wanted to play for a team that had a quarterback like Steve Young. I was super excited to let the teams come to me so I could get a fair market value contract and play with a winner again. I couldn’t wait!
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