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“The greatest pleasure in life is gambling and winning. The next greatest pleasure is gambling and losing.”

—Nick the Greek




PROLOGUE

No one grows up with dreams of becoming a sports handicapper. It’s not an occupation that you find in career catalogs or hear about at job fairs. There aren’t any such listings in the want-ad sections of newspapers. I don’t know of any colleges or universities that offer degrees in the subject, and there’s no way to train for it. It’s something you might fall into if you have an existential taste for unknown endings, nerves that are immune to sudden turns of fortune, and the twinkle-in-the-eye suspicion that luck is always tugging at your sleeve.

At the core of every sports handicapper is the soul of a mystic who feels he can divine the future. If the numbers are read correctly, if proper weight is given to nuance and form, you ought to be able to pick the winning side more often than not; provided, of course, luck does not choose the wrong time to turn its head and betray your trust. But the hazards of the trade go far beyond wins and losses, for sports handicapping is an extension of a multi-billion-dollar enterprise that is legal in only a handful of states and that, in most jurisdictions, flourishes just beyond the reach of a system that seems to embrace gambling on anything but team sports.

All the same, sports gambling is one of America’s most lucrative industries. About one billion dollars a year is bet on sporting events in Las Vegas alone, and that is just a fraction of what is wagered across the country. Best estimates put the total at more than 50 billion dollars; at least 500 million is bet on the Super Bowl and twice as much on the NCAA men’s basketball tournament known as March Madness. It is not possible to project an accurate figure, for most of the action takes place under cover. Neighborhood bookmakers, many of them affiliated in small consortiums, have traditionally covered most of the bets. In recent years, offshore Internet sites have been cutting themselves an increasingly generous slice of the pie. But the handle—the total amount wagered every year—continues to rise, driven largely by television’s exhaustive coverage of sporting events.

There has always been an umbilical connection between sports and gambling, which is alternately denied and condemned by the leagues and the television networks that indirectly profit from it. It was fed initially by the creation in the 1940s of the point spread, which made football and basketball exceptionally attractive to bettors.The point spread made every game, in effect, an even-money proposition; the odds were the same whether a player bet the favorite or the underdog. But the sea change came with the advent of television coverage, first by the networks, then by a bevy of all-sports stations that follow the action twelve months a year. Premium cable and satellite packages will give a viewer every NFL game and every NBA game throughout seasons that continue to grow in length.

There would be far less demand for such outlets if it were not possible to get down a bet on a game. Viewers crave a stake in the action and are far more likely to watch a game if they have reason to favor one side or the other. Were it not for gambling, the well of television money that nourishes the economy of every major sport would begin to run dry, for gambling delivers the viewers who create the audience that attracts the sponsors who fill the coffers of the networks with the vast reservoir of funds that feed the industry of primetime sports. Television is the medium that make it universally accessible; gambling is the fuel that drives its engine.

Betting on sporting events has little in common with other forms of gambling. Casino games—roulette, craps, blackjack, poker—require the active participation of the player; he is betting on himself. Sports gambling more closely resembles the Wall Street world of business investment. The bettor is required to consider the options, to calculate the factors that inform his selection and weigh them against those that favor the other side. He is betting on the performance of players whose actions he cannot control, trying to read the future, to forecast events and determine the outcome in advance of their unfolding.

The ingredients needed to win at sports gambling are not unlike those required for success in more conventional pursuits: a certain degree of knowledge, a great deal of patience and discipline, and a fortuitous bounty of luck. The element of luck, of course, is the variable most likely to elude one’s control. No matter how congenial the odds, no matter how esoteric the information he might possess, every gambler is schooled in the knowledge that there is no such thing as a sure thing. But a first-rate handicapper can often bring a bettor just that much closer to certainty; the difference between winning and losing is often measured by a perilously narrow margin.

Like most others in my trade, I came to it through the back door. My earliest ambition was to become a professional athlete. I had lettered in baseball and basketball in high school and was hoping to earn a full-ride scholarship, but somehow I managed to escape the notice of college recruiters, for I received no such offers. At eighteen years old and with no discernible direction, I enlisted in the U.S. Navy. My three-year tour was more adventurous than I had hoped for, but when I was discharged, in 1984, I still had no focus on the future.

I settled in Long Beach, California, which seemed to be an upgrade from my hometown, Midland, Michigan, worked at odd jobs, and traveled rather aimlessly for the next three years. Then, through no doing of my own, fortune intervened. My mother, recently remarried, moved to Las Vegas with her new husband and his five children in the fall of 1987, and she asked me to move in with them. I didn’t know it just then, but the future was knocking at my door. Las Vegas was a new world for me. With the bright lights, the sizzle and pop, the nonstop action, it appeared as though destiny had sent for me. Sports had been my refuge since I was a child, and I was eager to find a career that was connected to the games I had played and followed. It was only through sports, I thought, that I could get the charge that comes with the defining moment of winning or losing.

I had been betting on games since I was in high school; nothing too risky, mostly the football parlay cards on which you had to pick four straight winners to get back $10 on a $1 investment. Even then, I understood that I was getting 9-to-1 odds on a legitimate 15-to-1 shot. I was sure I knew what I needed to know about sports betting. I was well acquainted with the point spreads and money odds involved in most propositions, and I believed that having been an athlete, I understood the mystique of sports in a way that was foreign to those who were strictly spectators. I thought I might be able to pick winners at a better rate than most bettors, and if I was right I might be able to sell my opinions. I could carve out a career as a professional sports handicapper, an heir to the legacy of Nick the Greek.

I started out modestly. I took a job with a Nevada gaming house working “900” numbers. Callers would pay $2 for the first minute and 99 cents for each additional minute to get a handicapper’s best bets. But that was just the beginning. I had embarked on the swiftest, most reckless ride of my life. Before it ended, there would be high-wire escapades—some life-threatening, others emotionally draining. I would live in upscale districts, travel in designer cars with designer women, caddy at a prestigious golf course for the likes of Bill Clinton, Jack Nicholson, Tom Cruise, Sylvester Stallone, Mark Walhberg, and Wayne Gretzky, and be the subject of a major Hollywood film starring Al Pacino and Matthew McConaughey, who played me. Now, looking back, much of what happened seems to have been inevitable.

But I know that it wasn’t.Wisely or not, I made the choices each step of the way, and this is how I remember it.




CHAPTER 1

IN THE BEGINNING

I knew from the very start that one way or another my life would be built around sports. My two older brothers, Bryan and Bill, were both terrific athletes, so I got into playing sports at a pretty early age and found that I had some ability myself. Bill, who was six years older than me, was a superstar in baseball and football, and he was my idol. At Midland High School in Michigan, he played shortstop and batted third on the varsity baseball team and was a defensive end on the football team. He also returned punts; that’s the kind of speed he had. Terry Collins, a minor league shortstop who later managed in the majors at Anaheim and Houston, was the coach’s brother-in-law, and he thought Bill had big-league potential. Bill was big and had raw power; he was a Cal Ripken type. Collins used to come around in the off-season and work out with Bill, hitting him ground balls and pitching to him, and I was always there, right behind him, chasing the balls that went through. Several colleges—the University of Michigan and Michigan State among them—expressed an interest in Bill, but he never got the big-time scholarship; neither did Bryan, who also had phenomenal athletic ability, and, of course, neither did I.

Bill fell victim to drugs. Bryan fell victim to crime. It was not without cause. Our family life was a train wreck. We experienced it all—incest, rape, child molestation, drug and alcohol abuse, suicide, even attempted murder. It was amazing that I made it through relatively unscathed. I think it helped that I was the youngest of the five children. The future came too late for my brothers and my sister. My clearest memories begin when I was in the fourth grade, about nine years old. The years before that are a blur. I recall incidents here and there, but I’ve probably tried to block them out; that’s how bad they were.

We were all born in Midland, Michigan, which, as its name suggests, is right in the middle of the state, about two hours northwest of Detroit. But I have a vague recollection of living briefly in California when I was very young and of moving back and forth between the West Coast and Midland. At some point, my father had gotten a job out there and we all moved, but if there was any domestic harmony it didn’t last very long. My father was an alcoholic with a violent temper, and that was not a good combination. Before long, there was a wild flare-up between him and my mother, and I remember her packing up all us kids and taking the train back to Michigan. Some months later, my father came calling with his tail between his legs, and we all went back to California, but it didn’t last.

We finally settled in Midland, which was a typical small town in America’s heartland. Like many others of its type, it was a company town, virtually owned and run by Dow Chemical and Dow Corning, but its familiarity lent a feeling of stability. My mom’s parents were there and so were her sister and brother and their families, and she felt at home there and somewhat protected. But it was a false sense of security. My father made no attempt to stop drinking, and he grew more volatile and more abusive. Finally, it all came to a head. My mother asked for a divorce, and that really set things off. My father said he would never agree to a divorce, and he began to make other plans. His basic strategy was simple and definitive: he would kill my mom, all the kids, and complete the job by killing himself.

Ironically, his alcoholism was partly responsible for his plot being foiled, because he was roaring drunk on the day he chose to pull it off. Other circumstances also played to our favor. His intent was to wait until late in the day, when we were all home, and then he would get the job done with a 30.06 caliber rifle. But it didn’t work out that way. I had had an argument with my brother Bill, and he had left the house. It was a Friday night, and Bryan and I were watching Sonny and Cher on CBS, and I said, “Let’s go outside and throw the football around.” We went outside, leaving the house empty.

While Bryan and I were playing catch, we saw two cop cars go by, then my mom’s car, followed by another cop car. I waved at my mom. I was only nine years old and I didn’t sense that anything was wrong. But Bryan did. We learned that my dad had been waiting in his car, armed with the rifle, and when my mom came by our house, he fired at her from the car. My mother thought that all us kids were in the house, so instead of pulling into our driveway, she went across the street to a neighbor’s yard and got out of the car. By this time, my Uncle Dave, who happened to be with my mom that day, was struggling for the rifle with my dad. My dad threw him to the ground and took aim at my mother, who was running to get to the corner of the house. My father hunted a lot and he was an excellent shot, but with the liquor running through him, he was in no condition to play marksman. He tried to shoot but the gun jammed. He quickly cleared it and fired, but the bullet hit the edge of the house as my mom turned the corner. Uncle Dave had picked himself up and with the aid of a shovel he subdued my father just as the police arrived on the scene. They put him in a patrol car and took him away. He was not a first-time offender. He had done time for grand larceny auto before he married my mother, so he was already an ex-con and that would not help him at trial. Since I had seen the whole incident, I was called as a prosecution witness to testify against my father on a charge of attempted homicide.

I remember the judge questioning me before the lawyers came into the room. He asked me if I knew the difference between true and false. I told him that false meant you’re telling a lie and it wasn’t right to tell a lie.The judge seemed satisfied with that answer and allowed me to take the witness stand. I recall sitting in the swivel chair turning this way and that, the chair scraping against the wooden railing and the judge holding it steady and giving me an all-day-sucker to calm me down. Although I must have been a bit edgy, I don’t recall being really nervous. The situation seemed very plain to me: They were going to ask me questions and I was supposed to tell the truth. It didn’t matter to me who was involved or what it was about. If what he did was wrong, it was wrong. And that’s the way I approached it.

Basically, I was asked to relate what I saw from the very beginning and that’s what I did. I remembered that the day before, I had seen the 30.06 and a few other guns in the trunk of my father’s car and I asked him what they were for. He said,“Me, you, Bill, and Bryan are going to go out a little later, maybe tomorrow, and shoot a while, take some target practice.” I thought, “Oh, cool,” and the next day he disappears and things go haywire and there he is shooting at my mom with blood in his eye for the rest of us. And that’s what I told the court, step-for-step, right on through the police taking him away. I still recall everyone in the courtroom smiling at me approvingly, I suppose because I seemed oblivious to the pressure. It was just natural to me to tell the truth. Even when I was very young, my mother used to tell people, “Be careful what you ask him because he’ll tell you exactly what’s on his mind whether you’d like it or not.” So I was comfortable testifying against my father because it was just a matter of telling the truth, and at ten years old I’m not sure I really understood the gravity of what he had tried to do. In the end, my father was convicted of attempted murder and sentenced to five to fifteen years in the state penitentiary.

Our family had never been financially comfortable, but with my father in prison we were downright poor. My mom did the best she could to hold things together, but we were struggling. I had a ticket for the state lunch, and everyone knew we didn’t have a lot of money.We sold our house and moved to an apartment complex on the other side of town. It was called the Forest Glen Apartments and it was a wonderful place to grow up. I had no consciousness of being poor and I didn’t feel deprived because most of the people around us were no better off. There was always food in the fridge and I had clothes to wear and I never paid much attention to what kind of clothes they were.

Most important, I had my brothers and sports and I knew that eventually sports would play a big part in my future. But I needed some direction; I needed someone in my life who would fill the gap that my father had left, that he never really filled at all. Bill and Bryan had already fallen off the edge. Bill was severely abused by my father, and he never got over the psychological damage. Like my father, he became an alcoholic and he was also addicted to drugs. It was pretty much the same with Bryan. He began smoking pot in the ninth and tenth grades and graduated to stronger stuff. He had great natural ability as a baseball player but he never really gave it a chance. I got lucky. At just the right time, just the right person came into my life, and very possibly saved me from a fate similar to my brothers’.

When my father was in prison, he met Pastor Stan Anderson of the Local Assemblies of God Church, and he asked the pastor to look in on our family from time to time. One day, Pastor Anderson sent a gentleman to our house who asked if any of us wanted to go to church. I said, “Sure, I’ll go.” I was the only member of my family who agreed to go, and I started attending church at the Midland Assemblies of God. I was in fifth grade then, and it was there that I met the first father figure who replaced my dad. He was Pastor Stan Anderson, and he placed his hand upon my life and changed it forever. Stan had three daughters, so he kind of adopted me as a surrogate son and looked after me from fifth through ninth grades, which is such a critical time, right through adolescence. For me it was especially critical because the likelihood was that there was nothing but trouble in my DNA. My dad’s father committed suicide, he shot himself in the head; his brother died of alcoholism on Skid Row in California; my dad sexually assaulted my sister; my mom’s brother tried to rape her. That was my heritage; I needed help to get beyond it, and Stan Anderson showed me the way.

When I was ten years old, I accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior. It would be years before I truly understood what the spiritualism of Christianity meant, but at the start, it provided a foundation that was essential to my growth. My principal article of faith was that I never wanted to let Pastor Stan down. Any time I had to make a decision about something I knew to be right or wrong, I would ask myself what Pastor Stan would think and let that be my guide.

It was around the same time that we moved to Forest Glen Apartments that I began to find myself, to consider various possibilities and develop the character that would later define who I was. I also met a kid there who became my best friend throughout my youth. His name was Kenny Sanders. He was a year older than me, in the sixth grade, and he was black, which made us an unusual duo in Midland, Michigan, back in the late sixties and early seventies. Midland was a town of about 35,000 people, and there were probably no more than five black families in the entire community, and they all worked for Dow.

Kenny and I had a lot in common. His father had left when he was very young, and he was being raised by his mother. He also liked to play basketball. There was a nice full-court basketball court at Forest Glen and we played together every chance we had. When we weren’t playing we still hung out together. We had sleepovers at one another’s homes. People called us salt and pepper or, individually, half of an Oreo cookie. Some called us Piccolo and Sayers, referring to the Chicago Bears teammates—Brian Piccolo, who was white, and Gayle Sayers, who was black—an inseparable union made famous in the film Brian’s Song.

Kenny was a practicing Baptist, so we followed the same Christian principles, and together we were immune from peer pressure. If someone tried to entice us with drugs or anything else we knew wasn’t right, we each said “no” for one another. But basketball was our common obsession. We used to play one-on-one, full court, up to one hundred baskets, best-of-seven games. That was our NBA championship. We played at least three times a week. Our dream was to be the starting backcourt on Midland High’s basketball team three or four years down the road.

In the meantime, I was playing other sports too, and doing pretty well at them. I was the best twelve-year-old pitcher in my Little League.We fell just a few games short of going to Williamsport, Pennsylvania, to play for the Little League championship, now known as the Little League World Series. In the first game of the playoffs I pitched a four-hitter, struck out eleven batters, and we won, 6–1, but three games later I was beaten and that was that. I was also a pretty good hitter and played shortstop when I wasn’t pitching. Here again, I benefited from my relationship with my older brothers. Before we moved to the apartments, we used to pitch a tennis ball to one another with a concrete wall as a backstop in a barn on our property. My brothers could throw much harder than I could, and I had to be pretty quick to get my bat on the ball. So I learned to react to a pitch in a fraction of a second and I developed exceptional hand-to-eye coordination. I also played quarterback on my Pee Wee League football team, but basketball remained my number one priority.

If I was going to go big-time in any sport, I knew it would be basketball. And my model was right out there and on display with the Philadelphia 76ers—Julius Erving, known to all who followed the game as Dr. J. Erving, was the first of what we might call the postmodern basketball players, those whose athletic ability sometimes eclipsed their basketball skills. The Doctor soared through the air, made spectacular slam dunks and handled the ball as if it were no bigger than a grapefruit. He was not only good, he was spectacular and what I wanted when I was twelve years old was to be like Dr. J., in the same way that years later kids wanted to be like Michael Jordan. I even had my red hair done up in a wild Afro which was later put into corn rows by Kenny’s cousin.

It was around that time that a new spiritual influence entered my life. He was Dennis Campbell, the youth pastor at my church. In all Assemblies of God churches, you have your main pastor and another—a youth pastor—who just deals with the youngsters. We used to go on retreats and to camp every summer and Dennis was fantastic. He was extremely charismatic, and his personality was so overwhelming that just about every teenager in his church tried in one way or another to emulate him; I certainly did. Dennis became another surrogate father for me, just as Stan Anderson had. And around that time I needed all the help I could get, for my real father was about to reenter my life.

My dad served only three years in prison and was released for good behavior just about the time that I was about to start ninth grade. My mother was apprehensive about my father’s return; she did not want to be anywhere near him. She had suffered considerable abuse at his hands and now she wanted to get away. She decided to move to Duluth, Georgia, because she had a friend down there and she wanted me to go with her. I was not at all eager to move. I had been looking forward to going to Midland High, where I had my whole support group. But my mother pleaded with me and, very reluctantly, I agreed to leave my cocoon, to leave behind everyone and everything I knew and go with her.

So it was in Duluth, Georgia, that I began ninth grade, a high school freshman, and I did not know a single person in the school and no one in the town either, except for my sister. I got along okay; I made the freshman football team as a starting wide receiver, but I was extremely homesick, and as it turned out I had an option. My father had moved back to Midland and was ready to take me in.We had been to visit him in prison a few times and he seemed properly remorseful, but there were still issues to be considered regarding my living with him. I was aware of the hazards, I knew what the past was like, but in the end, you know, he’s still your dad. Even at his worst, he continued to work at his job; he put food on the table and we always had clothes on our backs. He was a house painter and despite his drunken binges, he never failed to show up for work; he had a tremendous work ethic.

My first priority was to get back to Midland, and in a decision that still breaks my mother’s heart to this day, she let me go. Had I stayed with her, I’m not so sure things would have worked out the way they did. Once again, her sacrifice cleared the way for my dreams.

Everything I understood and cared about was in Midland and it was worth any hardships that living with my father might entail. As it turned out, it worked pretty well. There were times when he would come home drunk and I’d have to get him up, take his shoes off, and put him to bed. There were a few occasions when his drinking bouts were long enough and severe enough that I didn’t want to deal with them. So I would move in with my aunt and uncle, who lived about five miles away, but it was a tough five miles. I had to take two buses to get to school or walk a considerable distance, while my father’s house was just a few blocks from the school. In the long run, I think I made the right choice. I was back in my environment, ready to pick up where I had left off, eager to begin my basketball career in earnest. But there were obstacles to overcome. I was entering the school as a sophomore and it was going to be difficult to make the junior varsity at Midland because it was already loaded with talent, but I made the squad nevertheless.

As circumstance had it, my high school basketball career was less than auspicious, although Kenny and I did make the dream of being the starting backcourt come true.Tom Hursey was the varsity basketball coach, and he soon took his place along with the two pastors as a significant male influence in my life. He, along with the junior varsity coach, Chuck Trzcinski, better known as TRZ, knew I had incredible talent but that it just needed to be handled the right way. I made the varsity my junior year and my game was starting to peak. Coach Hursey sent me down to junior varsity in the middle part of the year and in my four games for TRZ I averaged 24 points and 13 rebounds, which led to Tom bringing me right back to varsity and inserting me into the starting lineup for the last four games of the regular season. With Kenny and I in the backcourt together, we went to the district finals before losing to Saginaw High, the third-best team in the state, 50–48, coming from 13 points down in the last four minutes. I scored eight points in the run, all on assists from Kenny, but it wasn’t enough.

The most enduring lesson Coach Hursey taught me—one that I embraced and has served me well all through my life—was the importance of attitude as an essential ingredient in achieving success. He always preached that if other things are relatively equal, a positive attitude will always make the difference. I took that to heart and in more than one instance it worked in my favor.




CHAPTER 2

FINDING MY WAY

In truth, my options following high school were neither plentiful nor particularly attractive. Given my druthers, I would have liked to receive a basketball scholarship to a Division I college that had a good broadcasting program. I had done some play-by-play on a local radio station when I was in high school and I was the public-address announcer for the girls’ basketball program and for the local men’s college basketball team, Northwood Institute, so I had a notion to pursue broadcasting and communications as a career. Coach Hursey contacted a few small schools for me where he thought I might get at least a partial scholarship, but it would not be easy pickings. My high school grades were average which put me at an academic disadvantage, and my basketball career was not nearly as distinguished as it might have been had I been able to play more freely, as TRZ allowed me to during those four games on JV. For whatever reason I never played that freely for Coach Hursey, never felt I had that freedom my senior year that I’d had earlier with TRZ. You add the fact I was playing with two very selfish seniors, and I just never found a consistent rhythm all year.

A few small colleges expressed some interest, but they didn’t have any scholarships available. What they were offering was preferred walk-on status, which would give me serious consideration and a better-than-average chance of making the team. I considered the possibilities and eventually settled on Northern Michigan University, a school of about 8,500 students, located in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. They had an excellent broadcasting program and the campus was only about an eight-hour drive from Midland. So I enrolled at Northern Michigan but I never got to go there. I needed financial aid and was eligible to receive it from the federal school loan program. But before I crossed the school’s threshold, the Reagan administration, which had just taken office, pulled the rug on student loans.What originally was going to cost me $900 a year jumped to $4,000 a year and I had no chance.

Now, I was back to square one, and it was not just my future that I was forced to contemplate. I had to take a hard look inside myself and I decided that I was really not ready for college. I was emotionally and psychologically unsettled. Broadcasting sounded like it might make a good career but I was still uncertain whether it was right for me. I needed to find some stability in my life; I needed a personal compass that pointed me in a direction that was well defined and of my own choosing. I also decided that the Upper Peninsula was not far enough away from Midland. I wanted to put some distance between myself and my past; I wanted to go out into the world and try to become the person I was supposed to be, which in my mind was a person famous for something. I didn’t know what for at the time, but I knew I’d be famous.

If you are raised in an environment as dysfunctional as mine was and you don’t find a way to disown it, it becomes a part of your life. It’s like an umbrella you’re under. If you stay under that umbrella you’re never going to know what it’s like outside, you never have a chance to find out whether you can really be different, whether you can break the mold and get out from under it. I began to realize that I had to break free, I had to get away from my father, from everyone I had known and depended on and try to find my own way. But I still didn’t know how to do that, how to take the first step. As so often happens, chance would soon intervene.

My cousin Jeff was living in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and I went down there to visit him. I decided to stay a while and took a job with a telemarketing firm and then left to work in a movie theater. This was in the summer of 1981 and one of the big movies of that season was Stripes, an army comedy starring Bill Murray. On my breaks I used to watch the movie. I particularly liked the scene in which girls were mud wrestling and slipping and sliding all over the place, and crazy as it seems, the idea of joining the military appealed to me. It seemed like a place where you would have some time to hang out and meet girls and think about what you might want to do with the rest of your life. I told this to Jeff, and he said, “Great, let’s go join the marines.” I told him any branch was good with me, I just wanted to join the military. So we went down to the marines recruiting office and told them we wanted to learn to be trained killers, snipers, and the recruiter was impressed by our enthusiasm. He gave us a lot of paperwork to fill out, but by the time we got home Jeff had changed his mind. He didn’t want to go into the military at all. I decided I didn’t want to join the marines by myself, so I went back down to the recruiting office and returned the papers.While I was there, I talked with a navy recruiter and asked him point blank whether it’s true that of the four services the navy would give me the best chance to see the world. “Absolutely,” he said. I filled out the papers to enlist in the navy, but for some reason I got spooked and again decided not to follow through. It was further proof of just how uncertain I was about my future.

Jeff and I hitchhiked from Tulsa to Los Angeles and what an adventure that was. It took us a total of eight rides. We got stuck at one exit for twelve hours trying to get one ride and slept under an overpass one night, but all in all, reflecting back on the trip, it was a ton of fun.

I went on one job interview in Los Angeles, at a Big 5 sporting goods for a position as a sales rep, and after the thirty minute interview I was offered the position on the spot. It would become a common occurrence in my life, getting offered a job on the first interview. I batted 100 percent in nailing the first job interview, which was the first sign I had a personality that just couldn’t be ignored.

However, I sensed I was not ready for the fast-paced life in Los Angeles at this time, and I turned down the job. Instead, I took a bus to Casper, Wyoming, to visit with my mom. She had divorced my father, remarried, and moved to Wyoming, where she worked at a Holiday Inn. I loafed around for two months, stretched out on my mother’s couch, gained about twenty-five pounds, and knew that I had come to the end of the line, that if I did not do something now I might float into freefall and lose my way entirely. What I needed, I felt, was a kind of discipline imposed on me from outside that would teach me to discipline myself. I called the navy recruiting office, had them forward my papers, and this time followed through with the enlistment.

The navy introduced me to a whole new life and to aspects of myself that I had never recognized. Not long after I started boot camp in San Diego, my company commander called me into his office. “I’ve been looking over your personnel file,” he said. “You’ve played a lot of sports and it appears to me that you have the makings of a leader.” He asked me if I wanted to be his RCPO1. The RCPO is a recruit captain personnel officer.The RCPO1 is his assistant; it’s something like being an assistant squad leader in the army or marines. Of course I accepted the offer. It made boot camp a breeze and after that it got even better. I was made class leader in the senior apprenticeship training program and that gave me first pick in duty stations. The choice of a duty station was critically important because that’s where I would spend the rest of my three years in service. My first priority in making a selection was the same consideration that drew me to the navy in the first place.

“Which assignment,” I asked the personnel officer, “would give me the best chance to travel and see the world?” “That’s easy,” he said. “If you go on the Battleship New Jersey you’ll do a world tour.” I didn’t need to hear anything else. I took a week’s leave, went home to see my family, and reported to the Battleship New Jersey in Long Beach, California.

Once aboard ship, my run of luck continued. It began to appear as if every authority figure I ran into in the navy was there strictly for my benefit, as things were breaking my way at every turn. The personnel officer on the New Jersey—his name was Vinny something—looked through my file and liked what he saw. He said, “You know, you don’t have to serve on deck; I can put you anywhere you want to go.” “Really?” I said. “We need people up on the bridge,” he said, “in the navigation department, quartermasters. You plot and navigate the ship. The ship pulls into port, you’re the first to get liberty. It’s a lot better job than working the deck.” “You sold me,” I said.“I want to go to navigation.”

So there I was, up on the bridge, working with officers, plotting the navigation of the ship. Even better, part of my quartermaster training involved learning how to steer the ship and I seemed to have a natural feel for it. I first learned to control its speed and then to steer it and I really felt I was in my element.There were two master helmsmen above me—second- and third-class quartermasters—and they needed a third. I took the test, passed it, and, at age nineteen, I became the youngest master helmsmen ever to steer a battleship. A year or two later, I became one of only three sailors to steer the New Jersey through the Panama Canal.

But for most of that first year we remained in Southern California, and it couldn’t have been better. The New Jersey had two softball teams, the blue and the gold, and we were very competitive with one another. I was on the Blue team, and in one of the biggest tournaments on the West Coast, we beat the Gold team and faced the Navy team (coached by the All-Navy coach Mike Jones) from the base in Port Hueneme in the championship game. We lost the game but I did my best, crushing two homers and throwing out two guys at home from my position in center field. After the game, Jones came up and asked me if I wanted to get picked up to play in his next tournament. My senior chief Mike Binder, who was at the game, said it wouldn’t be a problem. Two weeks later I was selected for the 1982 All-Navy softball team.What that meant was that for the next two months I did nothing but travel all over California playing softball.

When the softball season was over I segued directly to basketball. It wasn’t played on as broad a scale as softball had been, but I was the starting two-guard, the shooting guard, on our ship’s team. We had a pretty tough club. I was the only white guy on the team.We had a good six-foot-nine player in the low post, and two six-seven forwards. I had become twice the player I ever was in high school and was playing with unbelievable confidence. I averaged 25 points a game, and I was approached by an officer who suggested I transfer to the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, play basketball for them, and become a naval officer. But that involved too long a commitment—four years at the academy and then another four years in service. I was more than satisfied with my three-year term. I was having a great time, and in June of 1983 we were preparing to leave on our world tour.

The cruise began simply enough. We started out in Hawaii, then traveled to the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore. From there, things became a bit dicey.This was 1983 and there were problems in Central America—in Nicaragua and El Salvador. The New Jersey was dispatched to the area, but we were there chiefly as an intimidating presence. We parked off the coast for about a month doing nothing more than giving tours of the battleship to distinguished visitors. But our next stop, which was totally unexpected, was serious business. We thought we were headed home from Central America, but Uncle Sam had other ideas. The Middle East was heating up and we were on our way to Lebanon. Our original three-month cruise was about to become a seven-month journey. We were stationed about three miles off the coast of Beirut on October 23, 1983, when the Marine barracks at Beirut Airport were bombed and 241 servicemen were killed. President Reagan brought the marines home, but the New Jersey remained where it was, firing missiles into the hills of Beirut by way of retaliation. The projectiles, weighing 2,500 pounds, were fired from sixteen-inch guns in an intense barrage, sometimes in volleys that numbered in the hundreds. It was a stressful time. We knew that there were missiles capable of reaching the ship from the coast and there was no way of knowing what would happen next. All told, we were on the ship for more than four months without once setting foot on land; it would be eleven months before we returned to the States.

There was, however, some relief when we left Beirut. Our last port before going home was in France; it was a fitting reward. We had put together a basketball team on the New Jersey and we played the French national team in a gym up in the Alps. They had a big front line—seven foot, six-eleven, and six-nine—but their guards weren’t very big and their team as a whole was slow. The refs, we learned upon walking into the gym, spoke virtually no English. I was acting as coach of our team as well as playing shooting guard, and I had an interpreter next to me when we discussed the rules. Both teams played a two-three zone and both teams could shoot from the outside. We had a three-point lead with the clock winding down, but then the refs took over the game. They made some terrible calls. It was clear that they were determined not to let us win the game. We had the ball with eleven seconds to go, holding a 93–92 lead, and were whistled for traveling. It was the third bad call in the final minute of the game and I pulled the team off the floor. We never completed the game. Nonetheless, we were given medals for participating, and there were no hard feelings. The coach of the French team apologized to me for the way the game was officiated. He gave me his card and told me to call if I wanted to play for him after I got out of the navy. In fact, my enlistment was coming to an end. I was offered shore duty in Hawaii if I re-upped for another three years, but I had had enough; I knew it was time to move on.

In August 1984, four months before I was to be discharged, I met the first love of my life, a girl named Cassie Vida. She lived in Harbor City, which is in Southern California, and I decided to settle there too. Ironically, it fulfilled an informal commitment I made to myself when I was a kid back in Midland. I was a big Michigan football fan, and I remember watching the Wolverines get beat by Southern Cal in the Rose Bowl, it seemed every New Year’s Day. I used to sit there looking out the window; it was freezing outside and turning dark, and there on the TV screen I was looking at sunny California, the green grass, the bright red-and-gold Trojan uniforms, the frisky, sharp-looking cheerleaders, and saying to myself, “That’s where I’m going to live,” and now here I was. I rented a room from a lady who happened to be the mother of David Pack, the lead singer of the rock group Ambrosia. I was living where I had always wanted to live, dating a good-looking girl. All I needed was to figure out what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

At the time, I didn’t feel a sense of urgency. I had just turned twenty-two, and I felt like I could take my time while seeking the right direction. When you get out of the service, you need to reprogram yourself to a certain extent. For the previous three years I didn’t have to do much serious thinking. In the military, you’re told what to do and someone else is largely responsible for the outcome. Now I had no one to rely on but myself. I still believed my final destination would be somewhere in the sports field, but I didn’t know where or exactly how to find it. In the meantime, I took a job as a warehouse worker at a glass company in Long Beach. I was a foreman’s assistant. My job was to assist with the cutting of the glass and then to load the glass onto trucks. The cutting was done with a $750,000 computerized cutting machine that I had been taught to operate. The foreman and I would do this all day, five days a week, and I was making pretty good money. After about six weeks, when the foreman hurt his back, I was made foreman because I was the only one who knew how to run the cutting machine. I was given a 50 percent increase in salary, but it didn’t end well. One day, I got my leg caught in the cutting machine. Thinking the machine was going to go further up the table to make a cut, I had turned my back and it sucked my right leg right into it. Had I turned into the machine instead of away from it I probably would have lost the leg. But it was bad enough. I was rushed to the hospital and it took 120 stitches to close the wound. The leg healed all right, but I was determined to seek another line of work.

Not long after that, Cassie and I broke up. Without a girl, without a job, with no real connection to sports, I was beginning to feel adrift, that I was going nowhere but where the wind would take me. Once again, I felt I had to start over. This time I decided to seek professional help. I went to a big Los Angeles employment agency, and they got me a job that put me on track to what could have been a career position. I was hired by the prominent Wall Street investment banking firm Drexel Burnham Lambert where I worked directly for the fabulously wealthy, soon to be notorious, Michael Milken. I started out at entry level, working as a courier. Milken had 130 brokers working for him and he wanted every one of them on the floor every minute it was open, thinking about nothing but turning small profits into large ones. He did not want them dealing with details or distractions. So every broker had his own personal secretary and each secretary had a number of people at their disposal. So if, for instance, Mr. Ackerman called his personal secretary and said, “Listen, I want my Porsche taken to the car wash and I need my dry cleaning picked up and dropped off at my house,” the secretary would call a courier to run Mr. Ackerman’s errands and then, maybe, to go to his $5 million home and wait for the cable guy to arrive.

Well, here I am on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills in the employ of Michael Milken, king of the junk bonds. Every Monday morning I was handed a five-star menu from a catering service and I’d write down what I wanted for lunch each day, and from Monday through Friday I would have a gourmet lunch right at my desk. Other than that, I’d sit around, read the sports pages, and wait for my phone to ring. There were also side benefits. If I was taking Mr. Ackerman’s car to the Porsche dealer, I might drive around Beverly Hills awhile looking to pick up chicks and playing Mr. Cool. If I waited at some guy’s mansion for the repairman to show up, I’d hang out at the pool and raid his refrigerator. It was a wonderful job for a twenty-two-year-old guy just out of the navy trying to decide what he was all about. I would be sitting with Michael Milken in his office—he might not know me from a hole in the wall—and the next thing you know I’m doing a bank run with $2 million dollars in cash in a briefcase, flanked by two security guards.

One day, it seemed as if the future might have come calling for me. I was sitting in Milken’s office and, for the first time, he appeared to take some notice of me. “You’re doing a good job here,” he said, “have you given any thought to your future?” I told him I wasn’t sure yet about what I wanted to do, and the next thing I know he offered to pay my college tuition if I wanted to work for him as a broker. To this day I don’t know why I didn’t accept the offer, but something about it didn’t register with me. I trusted the sixth sense that I had always counted on and politely turned it down. Just about a year later my instinct was justified. It was revealed that Drexel Burnham Lambert, and Michael Milken in particular, had been involved in illegal activities in the junk bond market. The firm was driven into bankruptcy (it went out of business in 1988) and Milken went to prison on finance-related charges.

I had left the firm just before the scandal broke. Still unsure of my future and lacking any real sense of direction, I chose to return to my roots. I went back to Midland, moved in with my aunt and uncle, and got in touch with Coach Hursey. One thing I was pretty certain of was that I wanted to get back into sports in one way or another. Hursey made me his assistant basketball coach at Midland High, and I began working with the kids in other ways as well, as what you might call an informal counselor. A number of youngsters in the high school system were identified with Down Syndrome, which is a chromosomal disorder, and I started working with them. I assisted the teacher who ran that program and felt I was making a difference, doing something constructive. For added measure, I started working as a DJ for the local radio station, doing play-by-play of high school sports.To flesh out my income, I got a part-time job as a porter at the Holiday Inn, setting up banquet tables, happy-hour buffets, and taking care of odds and ends. During the summer, when school was closed, I worked at a nearby church summer camp, sharing my Christian values with the kids while also giving them some lessons in sports.

I was having a great time; my plate was full, I was squeezing out a living and I had begun playing basketball again. I was averaging thirty points a game in a church league and, at twenty-three, I was in the best shape of my life. One Monday night in December 1986 I was playing pickup basketball at Northwood Institute, a small college in Midland, when I ran into a guy who played a pretty good game. We played H-O-R-S-E and I beat him and then I beat him playing one-on-one. He asked me if I had ever played college basketball. I said I hadn’t. It turned out that he was the assistant basketball coach at Evangel College, a Christian school in Springfield, Missouri, associated with the Assemblies of God. He told me I was better than any of the guards he had in his program. He said he would like to give me a full scholarship but that none was available at the time. He suggested that I enroll in September and join the team as a walk-on. Then, he said, he would be able to give me a three-year scholarship. It sounded great to me. I put together all my financial aid papers and I was looking forward to the trip. But a few months later, in February 1987, I blew out my left knee in my church league’s championship game. I tore both the meniscus, which is cartilage, and the ACL, the anterior cruciate ligament. There was no chance that I would be healed and ready to play ball in the fall.

As things developed, I had a number of other opportunities to mull over for the fall. Coach Hursey approached me at the end of the 1987 school year and told me the public school system had created a full-time position for me doing what I had been doing, working with the Down Syndrome kids and assisting Hursey with the basketball team. At the same time, I was offered a regular job as a DJ with the local AM radio station I’d been working for. For added measure, a friend called and said that Dow Chemical had a spot for me if I wanted it. It was the radio job that had the most appeal. It was a chance to get into the field that I had been interested in from the start and I snapped it up. I did some local sports and was given a program list for the music I was supposed to play, and I did whatever a radio DJ does. I worked from 6 to 10 AM on Sunday and 6 to 10 PM from Monday through Thursday. It was just what I wanted, because it left me free to continue the high school work I’d been doing on a part-time basis.

In many ways it was an ideal situation. There was just one sticking point. I was twenty-four now and I knew that if I settled in too comfortably I would spend the rest of my life in Midland, Michigan. That was not what I wanted, and by the end of the month I was gone from Midland forever. Where I was headed would turn my life in a new direction and open vistas I had never dreamed of. In November 1987 I was on my way to Las Vegas.
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