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This book is dedicated to Coach L, Mr. Lawrence Lester.

We should all strive to have an impact as great as yours. Although you are not physically with us, your legacy continues.






It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT








FOREWORD

Malcolm’s unique journey to the top of the NFL is one of perseverance and determination. At times, I think players who come into the league with high expectations, like Malcolm, have a harder job than those of us who were late-round draft picks. Malcolm entered the NFL as a first-round pick with the weight of a franchise on his shoulders, and he never faltered in establishing himself as one of the best defensive players in the game and one of the greatest leaders our league has ever seen. Super Bowl rings and All-Pro selections only scratch the surface of what he accomplished every single down that he was on the field. However, what he accomplished off the field is even more inspiring. Malcolm stands for what is right and what is good in this world. He lives a life of integrity, and I am grateful to call him a friend.

One of my vivid memories of playing against Malcolm dates back to Super Bowl LII in Minneapolis. Going into the game, I knew he would be a significant obstacle for our offense in attempting to move the ball down the field and score points. It was later in his career, but in the whirlwind of Super Bowl weeks, I was always more wary of veterans who had been in that moment before. And he had played so many different positions in his career that he was hard to account for. I don’t like to relive the final quarter of that game, but thinking back, I was telling my guys to be as aggressive as Malcolm and his teammates were on the opposite line of scrimmage. Our offense played an incredible game that night, nearly perfect, but his unit was up to the task of getting one stop when they needed it. I know his presence on the sidelines and in the huddle was a huge part of making that happen.

As towering as they are, Malcolm’s achievements on the field pale in comparison to what he’s done off of it. He’s gone above and beyond what is expected and has used his platform to make a meaningful impact on the lives of everyone in his community. As the cofounder of the Players Coalition, he was a powerful advocate for social justice, pushing for meaningful change in policies and programs across the country. He’s been an influential voice in the conversation surrounding criminal justice reform, voting rights, and educational equality.

During our time together in the NFL Players Association, I was able to witness the passion Malcolm had for these issues. He was never afraid to speak his mind and stand up for what he believed was right. Malcolm helped articulate why it was so important to use our voices as professional athletes and how we could bring attention to systemic issues that affect so many Americans. It is inspiring to see how dedicated he was to creating positive change within our league and society at large.

In addition to his advocacy work, Malcolm has been a dedicated philanthropist, giving back to the communities that helped shape him into the man he is today. Through his foundation, the Malcolm Jenkins Foundation, he provides scholarships and educational resources to underprivileged students in New Orleans, Philadelphia, and his hometown of Piscataway, New Jersey. Malcolm’s commitment to the next generation is a testament to his character and a shining example of what it means to be a true leader and live a life of purpose and integrity.

It is not often that you come across an individual who excels in every aspect of their life—professionally, personally, and spiritually. Malcolm Jenkins is one of those rare individuals. This memoir will offer you a glimpse into the life of a man who has truly made a difference, both on and off the field. Through his words, you’ll experience highs and lows, triumphs and setbacks, and an unwavering determination that has defined Malcolm’s journey throughout his entire life.

Tom Brady






PREFACE

On the morning of March 30, 2022, I wake up alone. It’s 5:58 a.m., two minutes before my alarm is set to go off. As my brain floods with the list of things I need to complete, I stare at the ceiling, and exhale.


	I need to take my twelve-year-old Maltese Yorkie, Roxy, on her morning walk.

	I need to wake my two daughters up, and have them washed, dressed, and fed before I take them to school at 7:20 a.m.

	After that, I need to get back home to watch ESPN, because at 8:30 a.m. they will air the interview in which I announce that I’m retiring from NFL football.



After thirteen seasons in the NFL as a two-time Super Bowl champion and a three-time Pro Bowler, playing in 199 games with 1,044 tackles, 51 of them for losses; 35 quarterback hits; 13 ½ sacks; 11 fumble recoveries; 20 forced fumbles; 110 pass deflections; 21 interceptions; and 7 touchdowns, I am grateful to never have broken a bone or have had a major surgery. Though thirty-four years old is young, in a game where every inch counts, I’m old as shit. But what I may have lost in youth I’ve gained in wisdom.

In 2021, the season before I hung up my cleats for good, I decided, with me at the end of one journey and at the beginning of another, that I wanted to tell a story of my life that properly contextualized my career, shedding light on what drove me—honoring the people who inspired me, and sharing the lessons I learned that made me the man whom you watched play.

When my agent sent my proposal to publishers, we repeatedly received the same “This looks great, we’ll get back to you” response followed by radio silence. That was until a recently appointed senior editor gave me feedback. Because I played in this league for as long as I have and wanted the best book possible, I needed somebody who wasn’t afraid to tell me, “Yo, homie, this shit is trash.”

He wanted to talk to me alone, no agents, no managers, and that conversation sparked the clarity for the book you’re about to read. “Anyone can write a linear story about their lives, giving you the play-by-play of every waking year,” he told me on our call. “But the legendary books tell a story that lasts in the minds of the readers long after they have finished the final page.”

Not knowing the first thing about books, I needed a coach pushing me and pulling on every thread, challenging me to go deeper to help me connect dots even I didn’t see; my editor played that position.

One day during training camp, as I typed away at my computer, Saints quarterback Jameis Winston asked me what I was working on.

“I’m writing a memoir.”

He smiled.

“I want to be like you when I grow up, man.”

Though I knew he was joking, I also recognized his seriousness. That I was revising my book proposal in the middle of training camp became a point of fascination for my teammates. But every day, in training camp, I kept this routine until I finished the fifty-page proposal and sent it to my editor.

The next day, I got a call.

“This right here is a story.”






1 FEAR



Courage, brother! do not stumble,

Though your path be dark as night;

There’s a star to guide the humble:

Trust in God, and do the right.

—NORMAN MACLEOD



The first time my toes touched the Bermuda grass fields at the New Orleans Saints practice facility, it was hotter than a motherfucker. Like walking outside into a steam room, New Orleans is always humid. I normally wouldn’t be nervous stepping onto a football field for training camp. But this was the highest level of the game I’d played at that point. This was the NFL.

Though the Saints picked me, first round, fourteenth overall, in the 2009 draft, because my contract was nowhere near done, my agent, Ben Dogra, told me not to go.

The issue with my contract was simple: when you’re signed to the NFL, all players’ salaries and payment schedules are announced on various sports sites, like ESPN. Just like the fans, I know what everyone is being paid. In my case, being the fourteenth pick, I knew that the thirteenth pick, Brian Orakpo, the linebacker drafted out of Texas by the team now known as the Washington Commanders, signed a five-year deal for $20 million; and the sixteenth pick, Larry English, the defensive end drafted out of Northern Illinois by the San Diego Chargers, signed a five-year deal for $17.8 million. In the case of Brian Cushing, the linebacker drafted immediately after me out of USC by the Houston Texans, he signed a five-year deal for $14 million.

As a draft pick, you expect the player drafted ahead of you to make more than you, and you to make more than the player you’re drafted ahead of. Because English was being paid more for the same-length contract than Cushing was, even though he was the lower pick, it was important to me to (1) get to camp as quickly as possible, and (2) be paid between what English and Orakpo received. This was my first business decision: start training camp on time and accept whatever deal they offered or hold out until I was paid my worth. I chose the latter, and it cost me the first eleven days of training camp.

We were to report to camp on July 30, but I didn’t step on the field until August 10, the twelfth day of a thirty-five-day preseason schedule. I had twenty-three days to make up for the time lost and catch up with the veterans in front of me. By then Ben had successfully negotiated the terms of my contract: five years for $19 million.

Now I would have to earn every dollar.

The first five days of camp are what you’d call an acclimation period, which allows your body to adjust to the physical demands of training camp. The ten days following are the bulk of training camp, where you are evaluated from sunup to sundown on your performance in practice, your performance in workouts, and your attentiveness in the classroom. The remaining twenty days—give or take—overlap with the preseason, when you’re evaluated more for your performance on the field against other teams. Arriving on the twelfth day meant that while everyone else was making their best effort to climb the depth chart, I was still learning the plays.

On my first day of training camp, Dan Dalrymple, our strength coach, blew the whistle for the team to begin stretching. As we were jogging out onto the field, I heard the excitement of the fans who were there to watch us practice. As I was trotting behind veteran cornerback Jason David, who’d been on the Saints for two seasons and was going into his sixth season in the NFL at that point, a fan yelled, “Thank God Jenkins is here! We can finally get rid of Jason David!”

In college, fans were never at practice except for two open practice sessions held at the stadium every training camp. Fans couldn’t see the daily toils and follies of trying to improve your game on the practice field. But in the NFL, almost every day, weather permitting, a couple hundred fans line the edges of the practice field during training camp. Access that ends once the season starts. Beat writers write and post articles about who looked good in practice, who was where on the depth chart, and wrote daily predictions of who would make the team and who might find themselves on the chopping block.

Right then, before the coaches split offense and defense into different position groups, defensive coordinator Gregg Williams called the entire defense into a circle that closed around me. The night before, he’d told me I’d have to do forty up-downs to start practice.

An up-down is essentially a “burpee”: you jog in place until you hear a whistle. When the whistle blows, you drop down, do a push-up, stand up, and jump. This wasn’t a team-bonding moment. Gregg was a mastermind and told me about an experiment that researchers conducted at the University of Wisconsin in 1966. In this experiment, researchers put five monkeys into a large cage. In the middle of the cage, one of the researchers hung a ring of bananas at the top, with a ladder placed underneath for the monkeys to reach them. But whenever one of the monkeys climbed the ladder, the researcher sprayed them with cold water. Not stopping there, the researcher then turned the water on every other monkey who hadn’t climbed.

This cycle repeated itself until the monkeys understood to leave the bananas alone. At this point in the experiment, the researcher replaced one of the trained monkeys with a new one. When the new monkey saw the bananas and attempted to climb the ladder, all the other monkeys, in fear of being sprayed again, attacked the new monkey.

The experiment continued until all the original monkeys were rotated out of the cage and all the new monkeys understood the program: leave those bananas alone. After he finished telling me about the experiment, he turned to me with a grin.

“That’s how you create culture.”

When I stood up during my last burpee, I understood a few things about how Gregg ran his program. Fear was at the very core of his leadership style. He knew how to make us more afraid of letting each other down than we were of any opponent.



The first drill of the day was a team run. This is a period in practice in which the offense’s objective is to advance the ball only with run plays, and the defense’s objective is to stop those rushing attempts to three yards or less; anything more is considered a win for the offense. The logic is that if you can rush the ball for more than three yards every carry, then you will always get a first down. The simplest and most basic game plan there is. You must first establish if you are strong enough to run or stop the run of your opponent before you try any other approach. The defense ran back to the main field to meet with the offense, who drew up run plays.

Knowing they were run plays, it was our job as the defense to react to those plays—with the emphasis on the defensive line. This drill always got intense because if you played defense for Gregg, stopping the football was a lifestyle. Any ballcarrier running through the defense without their forward momentum being fully stopped was a problem. Most NFL practices are rarely live. We still run at our top speeds, and collide, but because we all understand that the most important thing is keeping our best players in one piece, the goal is for no one to hit the ground. Gregg would literally tell us daily that when he watched the tape from practice, anyone who was constantly on the ground was only communicating, “Cut me.”

This created a dilemma for us on the defense. How in the hell am I supposed to stop a ballcarrier’s forward momentum without tackling him? And how do I play football with the biggest and best in the world and not hit the ground? Technique! If you cannot play full-speed and still be under control, you are a danger to yourself and the other players around you. We practice getting better, and we show up every day to get better. Injuries prevent players from practicing, which stops them from getting better. A player must learn to play at a high enough rate of speed to challenge their limits with the sobriety of mind to keep from putting their teammates in compromising positions. The most important example of this is staying off the quarterback. Nothing will end your championship dreams faster than some out-to-prove-it-to-the-world rookie who injures your franchise quarterback, Drew Brees, before the season even starts. Imagine playing tag with a person you’re not allowed to touch and being evaluated on the hypothetical outcome of your positioning. Quarterbacks were the only players whose jerseys were red. A reminder to stay the fuck off them. But these parameters applied to almost everyone in practice. If we were to lose someone, let it be in a real game, not at practice.

A team run consisted of twenty plays. Starters ran the first four plays, second-stringers ran the next three, then third-stringers ran another three, and then we’d repeat. As I was at the bottom of the depth chart—behind veterans Jabari Greer, Tracy Porter, Randall Gay, Jason David, and Leigh Torrence—my first set of plays in an NFL practice would be with the guys fighting desperately to make the team. Because the rosters will hold only fifty-three spots, the depth charts become real-time standings of who’s on the chopping block of the eighty players invited to training camp.

On my first team run rep, Reggie Bush ran the ball to the opposite side of the field. But because Gregg believed in maximum effort, the play wasn’t dead until everyone touched him. The second play was a run in my direction, which allowed me to tag the runner sooner than the first play. I had one more play until I was off the field. In anticipating the moment I’d be able to leave the field, I didn’t see that our backup quarterback, Mark Brunell, had snapped the ball already.

All I saw next was Pierre Thomas sprinting through the middle and into the secondary, unimpeded, toward the goal. Over fans cheering, cameras clicking, Gregg’s voice cut through.

“Stop the fucking ball!”

For about forty yards down the field, I ran until I shoved Pierre out-of-bounds. My first three plays were finished. And so was I. Turning to jog off the field, I could no longer feel my legs. I could physically touch them, but I couldn’t feel them.

“Quit fucking walking on my field!”

Until my walk sped up to a fat man’s trot, more voices swarmed me. Nauseous, I hyperventilated. Trying to get as much access to air as possible, I took my helmet off. When the trainers saw this, they grabbed cold sponges, squeezing the water down my pads to help regulate my body heat. Desperately trying to cool off before I had to get back on the field, I stripped out of my shoulder pads. The defensive back coach, Dennis Allen, checked in.

“Is he up or is he down?”

If you’re up, you’re expected to perform the given task to the standard of the team. If you’re down: get off the field and go to rehab until you’re up again. I was down—and out. My opportunity to shine ended with a sponge bath in the cold tubs. The day was over.



When I was six years old, I attended the Chad School, a private, all-Black K–12 school in Newark, New Jersey, that prided itself on teaching its students Black history, culture, and identity. Mainly because of my new teacher, Sister Friar, I hated the school.

Before Sister Friar, I loved the Chad School. Instead of pledging allegiance to America’s flag every morning, we’d sing James Weldon Johnson’s “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” We referred to classmates and teachers as “brother” and “sister.”

In preschool, Sister Penny made her teaching atmosphere full of fun. In kindergarten, Sister Beatrice taught us about prominent figures in the Black community—from Malcolm X to Martin Luther King Jr.—and we put on a play in which I portrayed Marcus Garvey. My experience quickly turned into a hell of Sister Friar’s making. Suddenly, rules became the focus.

She made Agatha Trunchbull from Matilda look like a substitute teacher. If you didn’t pay attention, she snapped a yardstick across the top of your arm. When you didn’t do what she said, she made you write your offense on the blackboard, like Bart Simpson, till your arm fell off. Her favorite punishment was having a kid stand in the corner with their nose against the wall like a real-life dunce. Her authoritative style, marrying obedience with pain, worked. I was so afraid of her, rather than getting into trouble, I peed on myself when she refused to allow me to use the bathroom during assembly. The difference between Gregg Williams’s implementation of fear and Sister Friar’s? Gregg had something defensive players wanted: playing time.



In the second quarter of our first preseason game, just four days after my first practice, I found myself at the bottom of the depth chart, watching from the sidelines. Our opponent was the Cincinnati Bengals. It was third down with four yards to go on the 14-yard line with eleven seconds left in the half. We were up 7–0, and they just called a time-out.

Because their offense was already in field goal range, we knew, as a defense, that they only had enough time to execute one play, making the likelihood of that play being a pass all but guaranteed. Gregg radioed in the orders to our middle linebacker, who spread the word.

“No double moves! Play the goal line.”

With the second-stringers in the game, Jason David played the right-side cornerback. As a defender, Jason made a career out of anticipating offensive patterns and jumping between the ball and the receiver for an interception. What he didn’t understand: when you gamble, the house always wins. For every interception he snagged, it seemed like he gave up two touchdowns. In a seemingly harmless preseason game on 3rd and 4, I could tell by his stance that Jason was ready to gamble.

When J. T. O’Sullivan had the ball snapped to him, Bengals wide receiver Chris Henry executed the double move Gregg had warned the defense about. After only a few strides, Henry broke toward the end zone. Jason attempted to jump the short route and was caught out of position.

“Touchdown, Bengals!”

Gregg was livid. If Gregg could’ve cut him right there, he would’ve. Instead they cut him the next day. In that moment, I saw how the decisions we make on the field have real consequences, and even though my spot on the depth chart was secured for the time being, I understood I could be the next Jason David if I didn’t tighten up.



It was 3rd and 5 as my teammates and I lined up for the play. I was ten and the quarterback for my team. Summertime on Third Street in Piscataway, New Jersey, meant we played football from sunrise to sunset. We either played two-hand touch in the street or we played tackle in the rectangular plot of grass next to my house. Because we were all highly competitive in my neighborhood, these games were often heated, but they rarely escalated into physical fights.

All we needed was five yards to get a fresh set of downs, but everyone wanted to run deep and score touchdowns. My younger brother Martin—the tough and fearless middle child who’s two years younger than me—was one of the receivers on my team. Because Martin’s practical, he knew what to do without me saying a word.

“Set, hike!”

Martin ran five yards and stopped right over the middle with no defense. I dished it to him immediately. At that time, his favorite players to watch were the legendary half- and fullback duo for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, Warrick Dunn and Mike Alstott. Giving his best Alstott impression, Martin lowered his head, shielded the ball with both hands, and rammed his shoulder into Hassan’s chest, dragging him for another five yards.

Hassan was short—with an even shorter temper and a foul mouth. A bad combination on my block. But his secret weapon was his older brother, Hakeem, who was two or so years older than me. Hakeem constantly checked to make sure that you feared him, the type to jump at you just to see you flinch.

Earlier that summer while playing ball, Hassan pushed Martin into a set of hedges that outlined the grass field we played on. Instinctually, I threw a perfect spiral, hitting him in his spine. As he turned around, Hassan’s eyes welled with tears.

“I’m going to go get my brother. He gon’ fuck you up.”

A few minutes later, Hakeem arrived. As he got within about ten yards of me, I attempted to defuse the situation. Before I could finish my sentence, Hakeem cocked back with his right fist and threw a wild haymaker. As I ducked, I had a decision to make: Do I counterpunch him and fight a kid that’s older than me or do I run?

Before he could recover from his punch, I was three steps past him, through the bushes, and in the house. From that point on, the other boys in the neighborhood ridiculed me. Even the younger kids had jokes. Whenever I bossed up, they’d say, “Shut up before I go get Hakeem.”

Now, after Hassan felt the wrath of Martin’s shoulder, he pushed Martin again.

“Ey! Keep your hands to yourself!” I yelled.

“Shut up, bitch,” Hassan said, and then spit at me.

Knowing that Hassan was sure to summon his older brother, I cut my losses and went to the house. As I grabbed the handle to the red screen door, I realized it was locked. As I looked up, I saw my father’s mother on the other side of the screen.

My grandmother Barbra Jenkins, with her curly short Afro and soft caramel skin, was a retired social worker who worked for DCF in Child Protective Services. She was tough, independent, and loved to travel. She adorned her home with knickknacks and souvenirs from her adventures around the world. Because she always had pyramids all around her house and the pictures from her trip on her fridge, I think her favorite destination was Egypt. The magnets on her refrigerator showed all the places she had traveled. When arranged in the right order, they created a map of the world. Though her love for me, her oldest grandson, was unconditional, her love never stopped her from teaching me hard lessons.

“Did that boy just spit at you?”

“Yeah, but it didn’t land…”

“Go punch that boy in the face.”

“Huh?”

“Somebody spitting at you is the worst thing they can do. Go punch that boy in the face. Don’t come in this house until you do.”

The house in question was the same house she and my grandfather had bought in the early sixties, the same house she raised my father in; the same house that, when she and my grandfather got divorced, she converted into a two-family home and rented out the upstairs part to my parents. If she wouldn’t give her son a break on rent, I knew she meant what she said.

Emboldened by the request, and, quite frankly, fearing my grandmother more than Hakeem, I about-faced, walked directly down the pathway in my front yard to Hassan, grabbed him by the throat, and punched him in his face.

“I’m going to get my brother!”

After a few hours, Hakeem never materialized, so I thought the coast was clear. To blow off steam, I went down to the basketball court to shoot around. Right on cue, I saw Hakeem, Hassan, and their pudgy third wheel, Skeet, walking down the street, pointing at me.

As they approached me, I kept my cool, ignoring them. The closer they got, the tighter I clenched my fists. They stopped at the edge of the court.

“I thought I told you to keep your hands off my brother,” Hakeem said.

“You better tell him to keep his hands off mine.”

Sensing that I wasn’t going to back down, Hakeem had an appetite for dialogue.

“Yeah, aight, nigga, you heard what I said.”

To my surprise, Hakeem turned around and left. That’s when I learned that, for fear to win, you have to be afraid, and for that moment, I wasn’t.



A few days prior to my second preseason game, where we were set to play the Texans, we arrived in Houston. In the days leading up to the game, we were scheduled to conduct three joint practices with them. On paper, joint practices sound like a good idea. To break up the monotony of training camp, and to get high-quality reps and evaluations, the league allows teams to compete in a controlled practice. Though everyone doesn’t play in the actual game, joint practices provide even the bottom-roster player an opportunity to show their value.

What this really turns into is a dick-swinging contest between teams and players. “High-quality reps” are replaced with fights, injuries, and overaggressive plays. After two fights broke out between us and the Texans, we only got through two of the three scheduled practices. On one field our offense was in an all-out brawl with their defense and on the other field our defense was in a melee with their offense.

During our downtime one evening, the veteran defensive backs invited the entire group for dinner. Though I wasn’t invited to attend the dinner as a guest, as a rookie who was expected to pay for this dinner, my presence was mandatory. For first-round draft picks, this was tradition. As if learning the ins and outs of the playbook weren’t enough, we stocked the meeting room fridge with snacks, bought and delivered breakfast upon request, and provided daily entertainment during the dog days of camp. Until this point in training camp, I did what I was told, kept quiet, and stayed out of the way. When I was asked to sing the “Thong Song,” I obliged. When they wanted to hear a joke, I yelled, “I’m rich, biatch!” in my best Donnell Rawlings voice. I did it all, with humility.

Though having to pay a bill of $10,000 or more—depending on the defiance of the rookie and the ruthlessness of the vets—wasn’t uncommon for rookies, the vets took it easy on me by only having me pay for the defensive backs and not the whole defense or whole team. The worst I’d ever heard was Dez Bryant’s purported $54,896 dinner bill. This came after Dez openly refused to carry other players’ football pads.

Del Frisco’s was the restaurant of choice. At a long table in a quiet corner of the restaurant, twelve of us on the Saints’ defensive back roster broke bread. Suddenly defensive captain Jonathan Vilma, or “JV” as we called him, and the entire linebacker core arrived, increasing the group from twelve to twenty-one. As they raised their glasses to me for covering the evening’s bill, I sat at the head of the table, worried.

After devouring plates of calamari and lobster, the check arrived. Looking at the total, I leaned over to Darren Sharper and Roman Harper.

“Do I have to pay for the linebackers, too?”

Roman smiled.

“Nah, bro, you’re our rookie. Let their rookies take care of them.”

Sharper followed up.

“Nah, we ain’t gonna do you like that.”

When the waiter returned, I told him that I would only cover the twelve defensive backs I was with. The waiter then dropped another check on the opposite end of the table. Confused, JV grabbed it and looked at me.

“What’s this?”

“They said I only had to pay for the DBs.”

JV raised his eyebrows, slowly leaned back, and nodded.

“Okay, that’s how we’re doing it.”

When JV no longer directed the question-statement at me, but at Roman and Sharper, I realized they had set me up. When I tried to offer to pay, JV declined, reached into his pocket, paid for the linebackers, and left.

The next day, when the coaches blew the last whistle of practice, the team huddled, Sean Payton made a few comments, and we headed to the locker room. Walking off the field, veteran defensive linemen Will Smith and Paul Spicer walked up on both sides of me and lifted me off the ground. Besides cutting me in the lunch line once, I didn’t know Paul, but Will, who was a former Buckeye like me, was like a big brother. This was when JV walked up.

“You too big to pay for dinner, huh? Okay, well, let’s see how you feel about it now.”

My feet still in the air, Will offered, “We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

It was at this moment that I realized that piles of athletic tape and every watercooler and Gatorade bottle were conveniently positioned by the goalpost at the end of the field.

“I’ll walk.”

Paul and Will escorted me down to the goalpost, where they, along with JV, taped me flush to it. Thinking that would be it—that they’d leave me taped from head to toe—I then felt something ice-cold rushing from my neck down to my toes. Pouring cold Gatorade, water, and ice over my head, they told me, “Cool off, rook.”

After that, they brought the watercoolers with the motorized pumps on them and fixed them inside the collar of my pads. They turned the water on and left it on. And there I stayed, hugging the goalpost on the Houston Texans’ indoor practice field, freezing my ass off, until the tape softened enough for me to wriggle free.



In the second quarter of the fourth preseason game, I was lined up across from Dolphins wide receiver Davone Bess. The fourth preseason game usually means that the starters only play the first series, and the rest of the game is played by all the backup players desperate to solidify their spot on the roster. Because Jabari Greer and Tracy Porter have both cornerback positions on lock, it was clear that, come week 1, I won’t be starting.

My last hope to crack the starting lineup was as the third corner, or the “nickel.” Due to the versatility and intelligence the position requires, the nickel is an important position. You must be quick and skilled enough to cover wide receivers, tight ends, and running backs. You must be knowledgeable enough to understand how to navigate run plays, and you’re closer to the line of scrimmage, which means that you are up against the opposing team’s offensive linemen, and because the closer you are to the line of scrimmage, the faster the game happens, your decision-making must be fast.

Gregg emphasized that we needed to fight the desire to be right and only play fast.

“When in doubt, check whup ass!”

Even if you don’t know the play, just go somewhere fast with bad intentions. Gregg could coach you to make better decisions, but he expected his players to make fast decisions. While I was skilled with the ability to cover receivers and the physical physique to play in the league, I didn’t have the skills to play the nickel position. But here we were.

Coming off the ball, Bess gave me a jab step one way. Eager to get my hands on him—because he was a smaller and quicker receiver than me—I reacted. If I can get my hands on him early, I figured, then I can control him. But my overreaction to his jab step and the cast I wore on my left wrist from a sprain I got earlier in camp left me grasping at the air.

By the time I recovered, he executed his route off toward the sideline right at the 1st-down marker. And because this is the NFL, the ball was right there, with no chance for me to recover. I dove, only able to get him to step out-of-bounds.

At this point, I attempted to stop everything myself. If you try to stop everything, you stop nothing. If I understood the defense, all I had to do was make sure I secured my left, which was the outside, exactly where he ran that route. In a situation where I had help to my right, playing to the strength of the defense would’ve helped me, but I lined up with what I came with, which at that point was my competitive nature and natural talent.

Now, one quick out route in a game is to be expected. But when you’re desperate to make plays, those frustrations mount up. Instead of making plays, I made a mistake. Later in the game, I lined up at corner across from a familiar face, Brian Hartline, a former teammate at Ohio State. The ball was snapped. I took two shuffles back and saw that it was a run play, and it was coming right to my side.

Similar to how Bess set me up, I set Brian up. Knowing he had to block me, I jab-stepped him to the inside. When he overreacted, I countered back, ducked under him, and now I was free to the ballcarrier, who was coming up quick. Closing my eyes, throwing my arms out, I dove. When I opened my eyes, the ballcarrier was in the end zone. I’d missed the tackle.

As the game went on, more and more players got reps, and I was taken out in the third quarter. Having not much action after that and with the preseason quiet for me, when I walked into the locker room, I was pretty sure that I had done nothing to change my spot on the depth chart. As we approached the season, I was going to have to settle for playing special teams. I felt as if I had failed but I decided to embrace whatever role I was given and would compete my ass off every day until I took the starting spot.



The same summer that my grandmother taught me to defend myself, my father taught me to play the game of football. A new pep in his step, my father was excited to sign me and my middle brother up for Pop Warner football, to teach us the fundamentals of the game.

Almost every boy in the neighborhood stood in a single-file line in my father’s backyard. An architect at heart, he saw the backyard as a makeshift training facility. As the summer heat drew sweat that dripped from his ever-growing widow’s peak down to his Apollo Creed–like mustache and onto his brown shirt that he worked the yard in, his eagerness beamed.

Using landmarks in the modest-size backyard as a pseudo–obstacle course, he created a game that simulated the routes receivers ran—eight different routes, eight different obstacles. Whoever completed the route first, won.

We walked ten yards away from my father with our backs turned to him, and when he yelled, “Hit,” we turned to find the ball ripping quickly toward our faces. We couldn’t run away or duck. Before the ball blasted us in the face, we had to focus and catch it. In my career, you can ask any of my teammates or coaches, catching the ball has always been a problem.

Always hard on me when the ball bounced out of my hands, he spared no expense, laughing at me in front of all the other boys.

“You got to come back to the ball, Malcolm. Stop being afraid of it.”

Second only to myself, my father was the harshest critic of my game. Immediately after games, he loved to remind me of the tackles I had missed or the interceptions I’d dropped.

“Good game, son… But what happened on that play when you let that boy just run you over?”



The day after a game, players normally come to the facility on their day off to receive rehab or to work out. While I was setting up my locker in preparation for the season, Pierson Prioleau, the thirteen-year vet, looked worried.

“Man, I got to lay low. Grim Reaper walking around.”

The “Grim Reaper” was one of the assistant coaches whose job it was on cut day to find the players that the coaches wanted to let go, notify them that Sean wanted to speak to them, and usher them to the coach’s office. If he looked for you, it was not good.

When training camp began, there were eighty players on the roster. By the third preseason game, the roster must be cut to seventy-five players. After the fourth and final preseason game, coaches had two days to cut the roster from seventy-five players to fifty-three. You knew who’d been cut by seeing which lockers were already cleaned out, or witnessing that someone was at his locker with his head down, packing things into a black construction-grade garbage bag.

With the roster now at fifty-three players, the meeting room looked like Thanos had snapped his fingers. Even though I was their first-round draft pick and knew I wouldn’t be gone in the first training camp, between my lackluster performance, not being in the starting lineup, and seeing veterans like Pierson nervous, I thought the worst.

But the Monday following the last preseason game, Sean Payton started the meeting upbeat.

“This is who we’re taking into the 2009 season. Congratulations. Let’s get to work.”






2 DISCIPLINE



We must all suffer one of two pains: the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.

—JIM ROHN



I was at the starting line of a 400-meter race, but this was practice. After my high school health teacher, Mr. Lester, who was also the head track coach and assistant football coach for the varsity team, had pestered me for months to come out, I decided to show up. Besides the fact that track would allow me to work on my speed during the offseason, word on the street was that the cutest honeys ran track.

Figuring out what events I would be best at, Mr. Lester had me try out all of them in the early parts of practice. At that time in my life, a freshman in high school, the farthest I ran was a hundred yards. Four hundred meters was an entire lap around the track, but how hard could it be, right?

Mr. Lester said, “Set.” And then I heard the large clap from the two 4x4s to simulate the sound of a gun. The first one hundred meters, I learned from Mr. Lester, was to get up to speed. Get out of the blocks, open your stride, and get around the first turn of the lap. Once you get to the back straightaway, on the second one hundred, conserve energy. The only way to maintain speed while reserving energy: Sync your breathing with the cadence of your strides; use your arms more than your legs; maintain an even stride that doesn’t restrict your breath.

As you hit that third one hundred meters, you feel the lactic acid in your legs build up, your chest tighten, and with the finish line nowhere in sight, doubt creeps up. But coming around that last turn, when you see the final finish line, you’re reenergized. Now it’s time to finish strong and give it everything you got. That last one hundred is in front of the bleachers in the stands, and everybody wants to see how you finish. You don’t want to cross the finish line looking like you have a refrigerator on your back, so you try your best to finish strong.

Approaching the finish line, I heard Mr. Lester calling out times: 49, 50, 52. After fifty-two seconds and some change, I crossed the line. Not bad for my first attempt. Our best runner, Sir Leslie Ford, ran his 400s at about forty-eight seconds, a full four seconds in front of me.

Soon as I crossed the line, I collapsed onto the track, lying on my back, barely able to breathe. Telling everybody to get up and walk it off, Mr. Lester jogged over. It wasn’t until he pointed to a huddle across the field of a few girls, whose job it was to record our times for the records, that my legs regained their strength.



After he blew his whistle, a coach yelled.

“Angle tackles, line them up!”

It was practice on the Piscataway Braves Pop Warner junior peewee team. I played Pop Warner football, and attempted to quit both years, but my dad wouldn’t let me. You got to finish what you start, he’d tell me. So there I stood in line for the drill I hated the most: tackling.

Though these drills were meant to educate kids on the proper technique to tackle safely and effectively, back then usually the volunteer coaches implemented these drills as a litmus test to identify which kids were tough and which ones weren’t. Oftentimes those who weren’t tough were deployed as practice dummies for the best players on the team. They split us into two lines and, judging by the fact that no one in my line was naturally gifted, or were the favorites, it was obvious that I was on the practice-dummy line.

So I did what any kid that’s a little afraid of contact does. I counted how many players were in the other line and made sure that I wasn’t matched up with any of the biggest hitters. In fact, I was all the way at the end of the line, hoping that the five or ten minutes that the coaches allocated for this drill might run out by the time I had to go. One by one, I saw the kids in my line get demolished. And after every time, the coaches surrounded the player and enthusiastically asked them if they wanted to go again, to which that player always said yes.

Next in line was my best friend on the team, Calvin Johnson. He lived on the other side of town with both his parents. But I can tell you one thing, he was no crash test dummy. He was one of those kids that you never had to teach the technique of how to strike somebody. He did it naturally. He was doing at the age of nine what I didn’t learn to do until I was well into my NFL career. That is a striking six-inch blow. The perfect tackle is like a golf swing: it sounds great when executed. It’s about getting a little bit lower than the ballcarrier and at the right moment striking him with a short upward motion of your shoulder, knocking him either backward or off his feet.

When the whistle blew, Calvin took off to the cone situated at a forty-five-degree angle from him and the ballcarrier five yards away from him. They’d both been instructed to run to the cone, to not make any jukes or try to make anybody miss, but to collide and let the strong man win. Well, in this rep, Calvin was a strong man. Like a car crash, you heard the oversized football pads smack into each other as Calvin drove the ballcarrier into the ground, and all the kids and coaches erupted into cheers. Calvin was like that.

He loved every bit of contact and wasn’t somebody who closed his eyes or winced right before he made hits. He did it willingly and happily. Next up was Billy. Billy was a kid who was blessed with a ton of heart and a ton of will, but very little God-given talent or size. They blew the whistle, he ran to the cone, and got hit so hard I thought his head would come off his shoulders, still in his helmet. Billy lay there on the ground for a while as we all looked on thinking that he was dead.

But the coaches quickly surrounded him, picked him up on his feet.

“Billy, you want some more?”

“Yes, Coach.”

To everybody’s cheers and encouragement, Billy got back in line. The players lined up at the cone, the whistle was blown, and Billy met the same exact fate. After his punishment was over, I was up next. My plan to beat the clock failed. So I was going to just do what I had to do. The whistle blew and I ran to the cone. I closed my eyes right before contact and felt two pains. The first pain was being struck by the tackler.

The second pain was hitting the ground. When I opened my eyes, it was over. So I slowly got up and began to head to the back of the line, thinking the worst of it was past me. But the coaches ran up to me the same way they had Billy and surrounded me.

“Jenkins, you want to go again? You want some more?”

Right in his eyes, I looked at the coach.

“No.”



The summer before I joined the track team, I strutted down the street with my chest up, head high, feeling good as I walked back home one summer afternoon. The reason why I was feeling good? Because for the first time in my life, I had got some pussy. So of course I wanted to strut my stuff in the neighborhood.

As I walked into the house, I beelined to go upstairs where my bedroom was, skipping the first floor, where the master bedroom was and where I knew my parents would be. But before I could hit the second step, my dad called out.

“Malcolm, come here. We got to talk to you.”

I was a kid with good grades. I didn’t get in trouble much, so I couldn’t imagine what it was that we had to talk about. Surely they didn’t know what had happened earlier that day.

In the summers, on Third Street, the neighborhood was full of latchkey kids—kids with parents who had to go to work during the day and often couldn’t afford weeks of summer camp—so we were left at home with large portions of time unsupervised. My grandmother had retired and moved to Virginia, so I was in charge. And the first thing I would do was kick my brothers out of the house, invite my boys over, and we’d play video games, watch BET, or spend some quality time with our girlfriends.

My mother was the first to speak.

“I heard that you had girls at the house and that you had unprotected sex.”

“Uh, no. I used protection.”

Being thirteen, I didn’t understand the line of thought my dad went to next.

“What about your career?”

My face screwed up. What kind of career is he talking about? I wasn’t dreaming about being in the NFL. Also, I’m not in trouble? My mom chirped in next with something a little bit more sensible, and she said that I would have plenty of time to experiment with sex, to explore those things when I was older, but that I should really be careful and selective who I share my body with.

Surprised that my parents found out that I had sex in their house and wasn’t in trouble, I left with a smirk on my face. Reflecting, I wish I had heeded those warnings, especially my mother’s.



Track was over, and so was the school year. And with all that free time, I spent more and more time with my best friend, Calvin. Not only had we played football together from Pop Warner all the way into high school, but we did everything together. Got into some fights. Skipped school a couple times. We were even dating two girls that were also best friends.

I always had his back and he had mine. He was still the punisher when he was off the field. Cool, calm, and collected, the same way he was when he was standing in that line. But when it was time to go or somebody tried him, he had a quick temper and even quicker hands. But even me, I was no longer the kid that was sitting in the line for crash test dummies. I’d had a growth spurt and had a mean disposition for proving my point. So oftentimes, no one messed with him and no one messed with me, because they’d have to see both of us if they did.

But I also knew that things were rapidly changing in both of our lives and there were parts of his life that he kept me far away from. It started out with things like smoking. He knew I didn’t smoke. So whenever he and his cousins would pick me up, they usually smoked beforehand or once we got out of the car. They wouldn’t hot box while I was in it, just out of respect. Then things escalated when I would catch wind that Calvin and his cousins or friends had robbed somebody or they were rumored to have jumped somebody on a weekend that Calvin told me he was busy.

And even more so when he went to North Carolina for a few weeks to visit his brother and some of his family members there. Word on the street was that Calvin had become a Crip. We had already hung out around a lot of the Crips in Piscataway, just naturally gravitating toward one another. Calvin was there with them, I was there with Calvin, so I was constantly around it. But none of this shit popped off while I was around.

And every summer, Our Lady of Fatima, the local church, threw a fair that had all the kids from Piscataway, but also the surrounding towns, show up. So I was there with Calvin and a few other Crips that were normally hanging around. One, his name was Mike. I saw that Mike had been staring at me for the last few minutes, but I played it cool. Calvin walked away to go get a funnel cake and some lemonade. As soon as he was gone, Mike walked up to me. Mike was the type of dude that was like a pit bull with no leash. Everybody tensed up when he came around. Because, one, he played too much. But two, he was known for having an ill one-hitter quitter and knocking niggas out.

But through association, me and Mike were on good terms. So as he approached I said, “What’s good, Mike?” “What up, Malc?” he asked with a smile that I then knew meant he was up to something. Whenever he approached you too friendly, you knew it was something. He was up to his games. He was looking at me up and down, and he was like, “Hey, man, let’s go smoke one.” “Mike, you know I don’t smoke.” “I’m just saying, man, you’re around us all the time. You might as well get down.” And then there was a pregnant pause in the conversation as I realized that he wasn’t talking about smoking when he’d said, “You might as well get down.” He was saying I should become a Crip.

Before I could even respond, he said, “You’re around us all the time, you might as well.” And he had a point. While I knew that I had been excluded from this side of Calvin’s life, that didn’t feel good. I didn’t have many other friends. I didn’t want to be the guy left out. So I looked Mike in the eye and said, “I’ll think about it.” He smiled as if he had just planted a seed and accomplished what his mission was, and walked back to where he was at.

When Calvin came back, he asked, “What y’all talk about?” I said, “Nothing.”



As I jogged around the track at the NJSIAA Group Championships held at Egg Harbor Township High School, I took a big yawn and shook my head as I thought, L is right, I’m tired. It’s the biggest meet of the year. The finalists go on to the Meet of Champions to determine the fastest runners in the state of New Jersey. But he also, to so many students in the school, was a therapist, a disciplinarian, and a father figure. Any day of the week you could go to his classroom and find kids who just needed an escape hanging in the back of his class or coming to him for advice or asking for food, which he always had.

Most of the kids called him Mr. Lester. But to the chosen few that he had handpicked to put under his wing, he was L. L was always put together, in his late forties, in shape. We never saw him lifting weights, but somehow he had muscles on muscles and that old man’s strength that let you know he could whup your ass if you really wanted to pop off on him.

His son, Larry Jr., graduated the year before I got there and was a star athlete who landed a full scholarship at Boston College to play football and he was known as one of the greatest athletes to come through Piscataway High School. Much to his credit, that was L’s doing. L had an entire program from philosophy to lifestyle to training that he obviously instilled in his son and then used that same program to build up other kids who wanted to be great. He would handpick those who he thought had the discipline, the grit, and the talent to be special and then groom them to be the best that they could be.

His program required some stipulations, though. You had to stay out of trouble, there was no bitch-assness allowed, with bitch-assness to him meaning complaining or making excuses about things that are hard. And last but not least, no fraternizing. When it was time to work, it was time to work, and I’m sure on the track this was important because there were girls everywhere. The finest in-shape girls you can find.

The reason I was on the track yawning right before the biggest race of the season is because I broke that last rule the night before.

Myself and three of our sprinters, Curtis Ford, Kyle Wilson, and Jeff Omoregie, were all a little bit too excited to be two hours from home on an overnight trip with the girls’ track team right across the parking lot in the hotel adjacent to us. So, of course, we decided to devise a plan on how we could sneak across the parking lot and see about the honeys on the girls’ track team. I suggested that we wear our track uniforms and warm-ups so that just in case we got caught in transition, we could say that as a group we were nervous about the races and doing a late-night jog to stay loose. But a couple of the guys decided, nah. Instead, they wanted to get fresh, and get themselves the best chance of getting lucky.

So as we walked through the parking lot, we were about halfway there, and the coast seemed clear. Kyle was on the left, Jeff and I were walking in the middle, and Curtis was on the other side of Jeff. And as we crept through the dark parking lot, we suddenly heard L’s voice say, “Omoregie?” Immediately Kyle and Curtis ducked behind cars, leaving Jeff and me, who were in the middle, sandwiched between them, in plain sight. We kept walking like we hadn’t heard him. “Omoregie!?” I turned to Jeff and said, “Jeff, I think he’s calling you.” We both turned around to find L sitting in his truck in the parking lot, waiting for the move he knew we would make. L was always about preparation, discipline, and focus, so he knew what we were going to be on long before we even thought about it. “Where y’all think y’all going? Mm-hmm. Trying to be slick. Go back to the room.” And we just ducked our heads without looking him in the eye, and walked past his truck and back to the room.
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