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For my grandmother, Caletha Vick, who passed away on May 2, 2008.

When I was a young boy, she instilled in me wisdom and understanding. She was the rock in my life and taught me what the truly important things are.

It hurt me that I didn’t have the chance to spend time with her and talk with her before I got out of prison. It was my hope to be out before she died, but that didn’t happen.

She will always be a part of me, because with her is where the dream began. It was her encouragement, love, and support that pushed me to dream.

She’s the reason I’m living my dream.

I could never thank her enough. I will always love and miss her deeply.
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The first time I saw Michael Vick play football was in January of 2000 in the Sugar Bowl. He was a freshman quarterback at Virginia Tech and his team was playing Florida State for the national championship. I was the head coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers at the time. Our Bucs teams were known for their defense (in fact, we would play in the NFC Championship game later that month and hold one of the greatest offenses of all time, the 1999 St. Louis Rams, to eleven points).

I had seen Florida State’s defenses quite a bit over the years. We had drafted four defenders from Florida State in the previous five years, including future Hall of Famer Derrick Brooks. But that year Florida State had what I considered the best, and fastest, college defense I had ever seen.

However, Michael Vick put on a show that night in the Sugar Bowl and vaulted into the national spotlight. He was unquestionably the best player on the field. Florida State’s vaunted defense could not contain him as he threw, ran, and led his team back from a 21-point deficit to take the lead. Virginia Tech would eventually lose that game 46-29, but Michael had concluded the most dominant year any freshman quarterback had ever had.

That performance, more than anything else, convinced the Atlanta Falcons to select Michael with the first pick in the 2001 NFL draft. Once with the Falcons, Michael continued to electrify fans with highlight-reel plays and, in his second year, led them to the brink of a Super Bowl. By that time, I was head coach of the Indianapolis Colts and in my twenty-third year of coaching in the NFL. I had never seen a weapon like Vick at the quarterback position. He had one of the strongest arms to ever play the game, and on most days he was the fastest player on the field. His potential seemed unlimited; he had become an icon to the young sports fans of the new millennium—a flashy superhero to the so-called Generation X.

By the end of the 2004 season, Michael seemed to have the world at his feet. He was young, talented, and one of the most popular players in the most popular sport in America. But there were things going on in Michael’s private life that sports fans didn’t know about. At the height of his popularity, Michael’s career was about to come to a screeching halt.

Michael and I first met in August of 2005 in Tokyo, Japan. The Colts were playing the Falcons, and we did some joint press conferences to promote the game. It allowed me the opportunity to tell him how much I enjoyed watching him play. Spending some time with him, I discovered he loved fishing as much as I did, and we talked about getting an outing together back in the US. We tried, but were never successful in setting up a date that worked for both of us.

That has been one of my biggest regrets, because the next time we actually talked face-to-face was June of 2009, in the visitors’ quarters at Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary in Kansas, after Mike had been convicted on charges of running a dogfighting operation.

We spent about three hours talking at the prison that day, and we covered a lot of subjects. We talked a little about playing football and about the NFL. We talked about growing up, families, friends, and children. We talked about decision making, role modeling, and responsibility. But, more than anything else, we talked about the Lord—about what role God had played in Michael’s life, and what God might have in store for him in the future.

Michael shared with me how he had drifted away from the Christian faith in which his grandmother had raised him. I gave him a little advice that my dad had passed on to me years ago: “When you have a problem, don’t dwell on where you are but spend your energy thinking about how you’re going to make the situation better.”

That day I asked Michael what he wanted to do moving forward. He said he wanted to make sure his children grew up with their dad around, leading them in the right direction. He wanted the young people who had cheered for him to know that, although he had made some mistakes, he wasn’t a bad person. And thirdly, he wanted to come back to the NFL and be a better quarterback than he was when he left.

We agreed it wouldn’t be easy, given the public opinion that was so against him at the time. I had gotten letters and phone calls vilifying me for even going to see him, so I couldn’t imagine what he would face once he got out. He was going to have to do it with actions, not words. With God’s help, I believed he could do the first two, but even I didn’t have faith he could accomplish the last. Michael promised me he would achieve all three.

Since that day we have stayed in touch. We call and text each other quite regularly, and Michael has kept his promise to me. He has been there for his family, and I know he’s going to be the husband and father that they need. He’s been active in the community—especially with young people, encouraging them to make good life choices and urging them to think about their futures. And yes, with the help of Philadelphia head coach Andy Reid and the Philadelphia Eagles, he has become a better quarterback than ever. In the fan voting for the 2011 Pro Bowl, Michael was the second-leading vote-getter, just behind Tom Brady and topping Peyton Manning—something I would have thought impossible that day at Leavenworth.

Finally Free tells an amazing story. It’s not all pretty, but it’s real. If you’re like me—if you’ve ever done something in your life you wish you could take back—it will encourage you to learn that we serve a God of second chances and live in a country of second chances.

The story is not complete, by any means, but this book will let you know why I’m so proud of Michael Vick and honored to call him a friend—because he has made the later chapters of his life better than the earlier ones.

And isn’t that what life is all about?

—Tony Dungy
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When the idea for this book was first conceived, Michael Vick was a backup quarterback. He wanted to tell his story so that other people, particularly youth, could learn from his mistakes.

He wanted to express yet again his sincere apologies for getting involved in a barbaric dogfighting operation that landed him in jail for eighteen months, plus two months of home confinement and three years of probation after that.

He wanted to share some of what life was like behind bars and how his relationship with God was rekindled during those dreary days of incarceration.

He wanted to talk about the absolute joy of getting a second chance to play in the National Football League, even if he was mostly watching from the sidelines.

There was no indication then that Vick, a former three-time Pro Bowler with the Atlanta Falcons, would do anything other than run a few plays out of the Wildcat formation for the Philadelphia Eagles during the 2010 season, just as he had done in ’09.

But then there was a telephone conversation—Vick with his former high school coach, Tommy Reamon, on the eve of the Eagles’ season-opening game against the Green Bay Packers. Reamon says he told Vick the game would change his life. Vick didn’t quite know what to make of such a bold statement.

But Reamon was right. Eagles’ starter Kevin Kolb was injured in the first half, and Vick entered the game and played extremely well in the second half. From that point on—even when he was out with a rib injury for three games—Vick became firmly established as the Eagles’ starting quarterback.

He played with a maturity and a precision in the passing game that he’d never displayed in Atlanta. Yet he still possessed those magic legs with the nifty moves that had made him such a threat to run with the Falcons.

As the 2010 season went along, Vick’s resurgence quickly became the story of the season in the NFL. He appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated. He was interviewed at length by virtually every major sports television network.

He was back—all the way back, better than ever.

He turned in a performance for the ages against the Washington Redskins on Monday Night Football, accounting for six touchdowns—four passing and two running. He led the league in passing for weeks and eventually became the leading NFC vote-getter in fan balloting for the Pro Bowl and the second-leading vote-getter in the NFL.

Imagine that: just a few months earlier, the same person who was voted the most disliked athlete in America was now receiving more Pro Bowl votes from fans than nearly any other player. Obviously forgiveness, redemption, and second chances remain cornerstones of our society.

The man who suspended him from the NFL, league commissioner Roger Goodell, was quoted late in the season as saying he was proud of Vick and cited as exemplary the way Vick was trying to be a model for others on and off the field, which included regularly giving talks denouncing dogfighting on behalf of the Humane Society of the United States.

Then, in early December, the same US District Court judge who had sentenced Vick to prison, the Honorable Henry E. Hudson, praised Vick’s progress in an interview with the Washington Post. “He’s an example of how the system can work,” said Hudson. “He’s having a terrific season. I’m very happy for him. I wish him the best of success.”

What Goodell and Judge Hudson did, in effect, was put the matter back in our hands. We were each left to determine what we were going to do with the Vick issue. Would we forgive?

This, then, is a story as much about the rest of us as it is about Michael Vick. It will chronicle perhaps the most remarkable personal and professional turnaround in pro sports history.


Part I:

The Rise


Chapter One

In the Beginning [image: image]

“The beginning of my love for football goes back to when I was seven years old.”

 

Hokies.

Falcons.

Eagles.

I’ve always been a bird.

I went from the ground—a foundation of faith and family that positioned me for success … to the air—a dangerous and selfish rise that took me higher and higher in flight … to a crash—a wounding yet deserved fall that took me lower and lower … to the cage—a humbling and desolate state that helped me return to the ground, rediscover my foundation, long for redemption, and ignite a strong desire to change.

To change and rise again …

[image: image]

After everything I have been through in my life and football career, it was surreal to be back in Hawaii for the Pro Bowl in January 2011.

I sat in the middle of the bus that was transporting the NFC team from our hotel to the practice field, surrounded by three star players from my former team, the Atlanta Falcons. Wide receiver Roddy White was to my back right, quarterback Matt Ryan was directly across the aisle from me, and running back Michael Turner sat directly in front of me. We talked some, but mostly Matt and Roddy kidded Michael Turner about his eating.

It was so ironic that we were sitting together. I spent six years with the Falcons, making the Pro Bowl on three occasions, and even though my time with them didn’t end anything like I or anyone else expected, I still have a fondness in my heart for that organization. I forever will.

Once the bus arrived, I was amazed at the scene that was in front of me. Fans packed the path to the practice field. I saw reporters, cameras, and banners welcoming everyone to the 2011 Pro Bowl—the all-star game that follows each NFL season. It’s one of the greatest honors in the league to be selected for the game, especially since your peers and fans both get to vote.

The sun was shining bright that day. It was beautiful. Everyone I looked at had a smile on his or her face, especially the children. They wanted to get helmets and other items signed. I tried to sign as many autographs as possible, but the security officers assigned to us kept ushering me toward the field.

It was a long but incredible walk. I felt such a sense of accomplishment as I looked at all the great players around me. I felt a sense of belonging. It was so rewarding to feel like I was back on the right track.

I kept having flashbacks, though.

I thought about my two long years away from football, when I didn’t know if I would ever make it back to the Pro Bowl.

I thought about how hard I worked to get there again and the incredible opportunity the Philadelphia Eagles gave me with a second chance to play in the NFL.

And I thought about my childhood years, when I first dreamed of playing in the NFL. Back then, in the beginning, being in a place like Hawaii was beyond my wildest imagination.

[image: image]

I grew up in the Ridley Circle housing project—unit 667—in the crime-infested East End of Newport News, Virginia. Back then, I was known as “Ookie,” a nickname that was given to me by my Aunt Tina shortly after I was born, on June 26, 1980.

The environment I grew up in played a tremendous part in my youth. There were consequences—both good and bad—that I had to deal with.

Newport News is sometimes referred to as “NewportNam”—a word twist on “Vietnam.” The inference is that Newport News is a jungle-like war zone with pitfalls and traps at every turn. You just never knew when a peaceful situation would turn into a violent, volatile situation.

In and around where I lived, anyone could get shot at any time or place. Anyone could be the main target. And anyone could be in the wrong place at the wrong time and caught in the line of fire. It was rough for the people who lived there.

One summer growing up, I heard a gunshot every night. I vividly remember being awakened one night by a sharp POP. I jumped up. The shot was so loud and clear because we had to sleep with the windows open; it was really hot, and we didn’t have central air upstairs.

You reach a point where you become immune to the violence and crime; the sounds of gunfire became white noise that faded into the background of our lives. It was common to see guys walking through the neighborhood with shotguns and rifles. They were either headed to an altercation, or would start one because they were carrying guns and acting “tough.” You’d see fights all the time—fistfights, and even domestic family fights. It was crazy in that area—a living environment many people can’t comprehend.

You had to watch your back and be cautious of where you were. So many people—good people—fell victim because they weren’t aware of their surroundings.

One of those victims was a close friend of mine, Abdullah McClane, who was known to the rest of us simply as “Peahead.” As just a young teen, he was shot walking near the Food Tiger store on Hampton Avenue.

I was crushed when I heard about it. Before, I had been immune to the gunfire, but now it had real consequences. My world changed that day. I lost my friend.

We had been teammates in Pop Warner football, and the plan was for us to play together all the way up through high school. Peahead was going to be the quarterback, and I was going to be the running back. He was good—better than me, actually. And, coincidentally, he was a left-hander too, just like me.

But those were my surroundings. Anything could happen to anyone at any time. It’s what we all dealt with on a daily basis and why I wanted to escape from Ridley Circle.

My escape came through football.

[image: image]

Ironically, my roots in football come from the Washington Redskins—the same Washington Redskins that I would play my career game against in 2010, cementing my return to professional football. Sometimes it’s the moments that take us back to the beginning that are most important.

The beginning of my love for football goes back to when I was seven years old. I was spending time with my grandmother, Caletha Vick. I never knew anything about the game until one Sunday afternoon when she turned on the television because the Redskins were playing. They were my Uncle Casey’s favorite team—and my grandmother’s favorite too.

After watching the game with them, I was hooked; my fascination grew deep inside me. At that moment, I knew playing in the NFL was what I wanted to do when I grew up.

“I’m going to play professional football someday,” I told her.

“Well, you have to learn how to play then,” I remember her saying. “Ask your uncle because he played in high school.”

From that day on, I carried a football with me everywhere I went in the neighborhood. As time went by, I played more and more, getting better every day.

I was highly competitive, a trait that was developed not only in Pop Warner but also in impromptu games and scrimmages that broke out on the street before school began.

We used to play tackle against other neighborhoods—against guys who were bigger and stronger than us. We were little guys, but hey, we wanted the older guys in our neighborhood to view us as good football players, and we wanted to be the best. So by playing against the bigger kids, we had to work harder and be faster. It was great practice.

We played tag football in the street in the mornings before our school bus arrived and were usually sweating when we climbed on the bus. It was how everyone honed their skills. It was why we were so much better than the other youth league football teams we played. We were practicing all the time.

My first position for the Boys & Girls Club Spartans was tight end, which I didn’t like. I was a good receiver, but the problem was that I also had to block, and I didn’t like contact. I didn’t even know what I was doing. The whole time I played in games that year, I was looking at my mom on the sideline and was really ready to go home. The next season, however, I was moved to quarterback, and on my very first pass I threw a touchdown.

I didn’t even see what happened because I was so short. I dropped back and threw the ball as far as I could to my receiver, Corey Barnes. The next thing I knew, the coaches started jumping up and down, and people started grabbing me. I was so happy and excited. I loved that feeling. I chased that feeling.

[image: image]

One thing I can certainly say about my youth is that it wasn’t difficult to find trouble in the streets.

I wasn’t a troublemaker per se, but I hung around with guys who caused a good deal of trouble. They were constantly getting into fights, stealing bikes, and taking stuff from people’s yards and local stores. My childhood best friend, Jamel Wilson, and I were never into all that. We showed respect to the other guys and the older kids in the neighborhood, and they had respect for us because we didn’t get involved in the neighborhood nonsense. For me it was more fun to play football than to fight or steal.

But I wasn’t an angel by any means either; I had my moments of childhood indiscretion and mischief. I snuck down to a place called The Crab Factory and stole seafood to sell elsewhere in the neighborhood. I also would ride my bike or even walk miles farther away from our house than my parents knew.

The thing is, I had four great influences keeping me from getting into too much trouble: my mother, Brenda Vick; my grandmother; the outlet of sports; and especially the Boys & Girls Club, which was located a short walk from home.

My mom was, and is, the rock of our family. I have a younger brother, Marcus, and two sisters: Christina, who is the oldest, and Courtney, the baby of the family. Mom took on all the responsibilities of raising us. Even though my dad, Michael Boddie, was there, Mom dedicated herself to making sure that we were provided for and that we lived the best life we could.

She was a very forgiving lady—very generous and gracious. But she was stern and didn’t hesitate to correct us by chastising or spanking us. And when need be, the belt came out. But we needed it. God knows I did!

For some reason, when I was away from the house, I was a cool, calm guy. But when I was home with my mom, I would just wreak havoc all over the house. My mom would put the belt to me when she needed to. Of course, I didn’t want to be punished, but it did keep me in line.

She always made sure we had the finer things in life to the extent we could afford them. If it was one new pair of shoes per year, she was going to make sure they were clean, and she was going to make sure we had brand-new clothes to wear with them. Mom just dedicated herself to giving us the best life possible. She worked two jobs at times and did everything she could to provide. It’s amazing what she did for us on the income she earned from working at Super Kmart.

She found a way to keep us away from potential harm too. She tried to show us a different side of life when she could. For instance, she took us to Outback Steakhouse whenever she had enough money so we could eat somewhere nice. She sacrificed a lot for us.

My father worked in the nearby shipyards as a sandblaster, turning in long hours that kept him away from the family. But it wasn’t just his job that kept him away and distant at times. He also spent plenty of time in the streets, struggling with drugs and alcohol.

He would stay with us at our house, but he really wouldn’t put in the effort and family time like I thought he should have. I guess he was into his own thing. I can’t really put my finger on it, but I wanted something more. I wanted to spend time with my dad, but he wasn’t there. He was usually running with his friends. But he showed that he cared by making sure things were okay for us financially.

I do have some great memories with my dad. When we did spend time together, he would take the time to throw the football with me in the yard. It was in those early days that I realized I was a left-handed passer, which makes me somewhat unique in a sport in which right-handed quarterbacks are most prevalent.

My mother and father eventually married. To my best friend, Jamel, our family seemed close-knit since there was a father and mother in the home. He said we were just about the only family in the neighborhood with a mother and a father in the home together. Jamel once told me, “You have the complete family. You have what everybody else wants.” He also said he fondly remembers my mother bringing out cookies, candy, and chips for all the kids in the neighborhood to enjoy.

Jamel’s perception wasn’t far off. Although my father struggled and may have been separated or distant from us at times, the rest of our family was tight. My brother, sisters, and I joked and played pranks on one another. For some reason, I specifically remember my brother flipping the light switch and acting like he was being electrocuted. My sister would go bananas.

Besides being practical jokers, we also played different games and had fun contests around the house. Thursday nights were pizza night. We would stay home, order pizza, sit cross-legged, and everyone would have a good time and laugh and joke. We were competitive in everything. We stayed up and played cards late at night, talking and enjoying time with each other. We played spades, war, checkers, and one of my favorite games, Monopoly. In Monopoly, I won all the time. I always had the most money and properties.

Back then, money seemed easier to manage.

[image: image]

I was especially close to my grandmother and spent many memorable times with her. Every weekend, my sisters and I would stay over at her house. I laugh now, remembering how I would flee to her for refuge.

When my mom was mad at me, or whenever I got in trouble and got a spanking, I would usually go to my grandmother’s house. She was my getaway. She was my hideout. And she spoiled me to death.

If the trash was full, I would take it out, and she would give me a quarter. When I came in at the right time, she would also give me a quarter, enough for me to go get some candy from the store. She was an incredibly loving lady who always cared about us. If anything was wrong with our health, she felt like she could cure us. If I went to her house on the way to school and said I was tired, she would let me stay home, and I wouldn’t have to go to school. If only my mother knew …

Always a positive influence (even when I stayed home from school), she instilled in me that I had to have the inner strength to overcome adversity. I can remember her saying, “You make sure you take advantage of every opportunity you can in life and make sure you take your education seriously, because nothing is going to be easy.” At that time, when I was young, I didn’t understand what she was saying, but she was right. Taking advantage of every opportunity is something I wish I had done.

My grandmother also introduced me to the Christian faith. She took me to Solid Rock Church, located in our neighborhood close to where we lived. Those times established an important foundation that I later turned to in my most trying moments.

During my sophomore year of high school, I started sleeping with the Bible under my pillow. I felt like it protected me, and I wanted to be closer to God. As I read the Bible at a young age, I tried to get a clearer understanding of what was written. But I really needed some counsel, discipleship, and education about what I was reading. Even though I wasn’t able to grasp everything on my own, I was able to build that sense of belief, knowing that I could do all things through God and that I couldn’t do it without Him.

My favorite Scripture passage growing up was Psalm 23, which, in the King James Version of the Bible, says:

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:

he leadeth me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of

righteousness for his name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of

death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;

thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of

mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil;

my cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days

of my life: and I will dwell in the house of

the LORD for ever.

My favorite verse of Scripture, Jeremiah 29:11, is one that my grandmother always told me to read:

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

I know the other kids in the neighborhood weren’t sleeping with the Bible under their pillows; they weren’t reading their Bible at night. None of my friends were doing it. I was probably the only kid in Newport News who was. The reason I say that is to highlight my solid foundation. Though gunshots echoed through the night in Newport News, my personal foundation—thanks to my mother and grandmother—was rock solid.

I practiced this discipline from when I was about fifteen until shortly before I was drafted into the NFL. For me, in connection with my grandmother’s support, reading the Bible provided me a solid center and balance for my life. It kept me focused. Turning away from that practice and no longer sleeping with it under my pillow was symbolic of my turning away from God and leaning on my own understanding, which was a huge mistake.

Later in life, when I went to prison, the Bible returned to its rightful place—under my pillow. But it never should have left.

[image: image]

I don’t know what would have happened to me during my youth if I had not had the local Boys & Girls Club as a place to spend my time productively, participating in sports and other group activities. It was a sanctuary for me. It may have saved my life.

The man who was in charge of the club, Mr. James “Poo” Johnson, was a key mentor early in my life. He was an outstanding man for any kid to have in their journey through life. He kept everything on even ground and even keel. He was there for us. He was very inspirational and encouraged us to do our best. He wanted us to, and hoped we would, come to the Boys & Girls Club each and every day.

Realizing that many of us didn’t have father figures in our lives, he felt a sense of responsibility to take on that role. He was a loving guy, but he was also a disciplinarian in a sense. He was stern and didn’t allow us to do whatever we wanted.

One thing I remember about Mr. Johnson was that he had a box of yock—a type of beef noodle soup—from the 18th Street Chinese food store every Friday. When I was a kid, a box of yock was seven bucks. My mother could only get it on Fridays too—when she and my dad got paid. When Mr. Johnson had his, I wanted to ask him for some, but I couldn’t muster the courage because I thought it’d be disrespectful. But I wanted it so bad. To this day, every time I see a box of yock, I think of Mr. Johnson.

Mr. Johnson remembers me as being not only highly athletic at a young age but also very competitive. He says that he remembers sitting me down a couple times and telling me, “You can’t win everything.”

His goal then was the same as it is today—for the Newport News Boys & Girls Club to be a safe haven for children from the negative influences all around them. He understood that, because of where I was living, I had a lot of distractions that could’ve been disastrous for me if it wasn’t for the Boys & Girls Club.

Mr. Johnson had high expectations for me and tried to be a “tell it like it is” mentor. He gave it to me straight—whether I liked hearing it or not. I’m glad Mr. Johnson did. I needed it that way.

After my prison sentence, I returned to the Boys & Girls Club to work for Mr. Johnson.

I went back to my roots—back to the start.

[image: image]

Another very important mentor over the years was Coach Tommy Reamon, a former professional running back who became a high school coach in the Newport News area. When I was in the eighth grade, he saw early glimpses of raw talent that needed to be developed and thought that I could become a special player.

Even then, I possessed a desire to escape the projects by playing pro football someday. I asked him if he could help me get a college scholarship like my cousin—quarterback Aaron Brooks—who played at the University of Virginia and later in the NFL with the New Orleans Saints and Oakland Raiders from 2000 to 2007. And Coach Reamon willingly and sacrificially helped me.

Like me, Coach Reamon grew up in the rough East End of Newport News, and he knew what it took to escape. He played college football at Missouri before being drafted in 1974 by the Pittsburgh Steelers of the NFL and the Florida Blazers of the World Football League, where he had an MVP year his rookie season. He later told me, “You had to dream to get out of that neighborhood.”

Coach Reamon provided a tremendous amount of support and guidance for me. He believed in me so much that, when I was a sophomore, he took me to the University of Virginia football camp, paying out of his own pocket. He was trying to help me become the best quarterback I could be, and that experience—being around the best players in Virginia—helped catapult me to a different level.

I had only known him for a year at that point, and he had a son of his own, but he chose to make personal sacrifices for me. He didn’t have to drive me two hours to UVA. He didn’t have to help me become a better player. But he did. It was scary, because those four days at UVA were my first time away from my family. But at the same time, I wasn’t away from family. That’s because Coach Reamon became a dependable father figure for me that weekend. I had family with me.

When I made it to the NFL—something that would not have happened without Coach Reamon’s help—I began to neglect our relationship and focus on myself. He called me his “son.” He treated me like a son. And I recklessly abandoned our relationship because I was becoming a “me” guy.

Not talking to him once I made it to the NFL was one of the worst things I could have done. It’s probably one of the reasons things ended up the way they did. Upon my release from prison, we rekindled our father-and-son relationship.

Again, I went back to my roots—back to the start.


Chapter Two

Seven’s Heaven [image: image]

“It fit me.”

 

My No. 7 Philadelphia Eagles jersey became one of the NFL’s best-selling jerseys again in 2010 after topping the charts at times during my stay in Atlanta. I guess you could say the number is as much a fixture on me as No. 18 is on Peyton Manning and No. 12 is on Tom Brady.

I like the fact that the number has biblical significance. Someone told me that it’s considered God’s “perfect” number by many theologians. For instance, there are seven days in a week, making the number symbolic of completion.

I didn’t start out with 7 as my number during my high school days, however. I wore No. 11 playing for Coach Reamon during my freshman and sophomore seasons at Ferguson High in Newport News and initially was given No. 1 when I transferred to Warwick High with Coach Reamon when Ferguson closed down in 1996.

At first I liked my new number. My archrival was quarterback Ronald Curry at nearby Hampton High. Ronald received more fanfare than I did back in those days, so when Coach Reamon gave me No. 1, I saw it as a vote of confidence that he considered me the best quarterback around.

It was nice, but something about the number didn’t seem to fit me (yes, I admit to being just a bit superstitious). The entire time I wore No. 1, things just didn’t go right for me. I couldn’t complete any passes, and I remember having a really, really bad scrimmage.

The next week in practice—and I’m the team leader, remember—I was lying on the ground thinking, How can I get better? How can I gain the confidence of my teammates entering my junior year? I looked over at my friend Andrae Harrison, who was our top receiver at the time, and said, “Andrae, let’s exchange jerseys. Let’s switch numbers.”

He said, “Are you serious? I thought you wanted to wear No. 1.”

I told him, “Yeah, I just need a change.”

So we switched, and I put on the No. 7 jersey that Andrae was wearing. I’ve kept it ever since.

My career took off from that exact point. I had a great practice that day, and I felt like a totally different person. The number actually looked good on me! It fit me. Everyone told me, “I like you a lot better in No. 7 than in No. 1.”

Coach Reamon just laughs at the memory.

[image: image]

One thing No. 7 could not do was make me the No. 1 high school quarterback in Newport News. That belonged to Hampton’s Ronald Curry. All through high school, I lived in his shadow. The newspapers routinely had a huge picture of Ronald, and at the bottom, a tiny picture of me about the size of a stamp.

My whole high school career can be described as me trying to emulate someone who, I believe, is the best to ever play high school football. After every game, I read his stats in the newspaper. I looked at his picture—saw his socks, his uniform, what kind of shoes he was wearing. Anytime I had the opportunity to watch Ronald play, I went to Hampton’s games. I dissected his style of football—his leadership, his moves, his stats. Everything he did was engrained in my memory bank. He probably didn’t do the same with me—he was No. 1.

Living in Ronald’s shadow ended up being great for my career. He made me a better player. Made me dream bigger. Made me play harder. Made me want to improve. Made me want to be the best. The best ever.

In football, you need people to push you. You need a backup quarterback to push you. You need coaches to push you. Ronald was my push. I saw his stats and knew they were better. I saw his team’s record and knew they were better. But I could not say to myself that he was better than me. I was always struggling with that internally, but I never let it out. I didn’t want anyone to catch the vibe that there was any form of hatred, jealousy, or envy toward Ronald. Though I was jealous, I admired him too much to let that out.

Now, don’t get me wrong. Though Ronald Curry was Virginia’s main attraction, I still stood out—especially to Coach Reamon.

Even back in my days at Ferguson—in my first two high school seasons—Coach Reamon saw something special in me. He marveled at my arm strength and a throwing motion that featured a flick of the wrist.

“It’s unique,” Coach Reamon told me. “There are very few players who do that.” But we both knew that it worked.

I spent most of my freshman season at Ferguson with the junior varsity but was elevated to varsity for the final three games of the season. I remember throwing for over 430 yards with four touchdowns in my second varsity start, a 41-14 win over Gloucester.

After transferring to Warwick for my last two high school seasons, my skills improved and I became more successful. My favorite play came in a game against Denbigh High. I remember it vividly. I scrambled to my right and I had three guys coming at me. I made a move that was so “freaky” that Coach Reamon was like, “Son, when I saw you make that move right there, I knew you were going to play in the NFL.”

He said he had never, in his history of watching football, seen anyone make a move as quick and as agile as I did. The truth is, it was actually a bad play—an incomplete pass—but the way I improvised, I guess, just made people see that I had potential.

Coach Reamon began to utilize my speed at other positions too. In 1997 at Warwick, I bookended my senior season with a pair of punt returns for touchdowns. In our first game of the season against Phoebus, I returned a punt 70-some yards for a touchdown, and in my high school finale against Woodside, I had a 35-yard punt return for a touchdown.

My running ability became more noticeable in my junior year and really blossomed my senior season. Hundred-yard rushing games became more common. I noticed I was faster than other players. The game slowed down for me. Teams changed their defenses just for me. People said I was “elusive.” They said I was a “new kind of quarterback.”

Even though I accomplished a great deal, one of the disappointing aspects of my high school career is that I never played in the Virginia state playoffs. I don’t dwell on it, though. I knew we didn’t have the same talent or size that some other teams did, and I couldn’t change that. However, I’m glad that I never played on a team with a losing record in high school. We were 5-5 twice at Ferguson, and we were 6-4 and 7-3 at Warwick. But I wanted to be better. I wanted to win. I wanted to be No. 1.

During our senior season, I had the chance to play my rival, Ronald Curry. The game drew a lot of attention. Eight thousand people came to see us play. It was an opportunity to emerge from Ronald’s shadow.

Before the game, Coach Reamon talked to me. “Virginia Tech called and wants to offer you a scholarship,” he said. “But it’ll probably be based on this game and how you react.”

This was my chance.

Though our team was outmatched, losing 34-16, I threw for nearly 300 yards and a touchdown, and also rushed for about 40 yards and another score. I had one of my best games ever. I put on a show that night. And finally, for once, my stats were better than Ronald’s.

As my senior year approached, Coach Reamon oversaw my college recruitment and made it known that schools had to choose which quarterback they wanted—me or Ronald Curry—and that recruiting both of us simultaneously wasn’t an option.

He told them, “You make that decision. Michael has been ‘second fiddle’ long enough. He’s not going to go to a place that Ronald is considering.”

Once we made it to college and the pros, I caught up with Ronald. It was great to move past our rivalry and support each other in the next stage of our careers. He battled injuries at the University of North Carolina and wound up playing wide receiver in the NFL for seven seasons with the Oakland Raiders. But in high school, I remained in his shadow as he led his Hampton High teams to three state championships and beat my team three consecutive seasons.

After his senior season, Ronald was named National Player of the Year by Gatorade and the Atlanta Touchdown Club. He was honored as a first-team Parade All-American and as the McDonald’s National Player of the Year in basketball. He was every school’s prized recruit in the Class of ’98.

For four years, I was second-best. But it made me want to be the best—the best ever.
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