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Praise for Marinovich


“A rocket ride to football stardom in the high times of LA, Todd’s story will blow you away. Marinovich pulls you into the real-life dreams and nightmares that accompany fame, and you will emerge with a greater appreciation of one of the most misunderstood football players of a generation.”


—Troy Polamalu, Pro Football Hall of Famer


“Todd is an artist and an amazing football player who exceeded the expectations surrounding him on the field. He became the number one high school football player in the nation, led USC to a Rose Bowl win as a freshman, and joined an NFL team when he was barely a man . . . but at what cost? Marinovich will shock you with its mind-bending insights.”


—Marcus Allen, Pro Football Hall of Famer and former Raiders Running Back


“Todd’s story is both tragic and inspirational. As a player and coach, I never stopped hoping the world would see and know the depth and breadth of his talents. He’s deserving of our love and compassion for never giving up on his journey to heal.”


—Fred Biletnikoff, Pro Football Hall of Famer and former Raiders Coach


“A revealing read from start to finish, Todd is profoundly honest about his life and his struggles. If you follow football and the players behind the masks, this is a must-read.”


—Tim Brown, Pro Football Hall of Famer and former Raiders Wide Receiver


“There is no lack of sports books on shelves, but there are few that offer Marinovich’s insights about childhood trauma and elite athletics with brutal honesty and humility forged by more than 35 years of addiction and self-discovery.”


—Terry Robiskie, former NFL Coach


“Todd Marinovich rightfully evokes controversy with a name attached to provocative headlines. From his unconventional upbringing, rise to USC, and time in the NFL, Todd doesn’t hold back in Marinovich.”


—Pat Harlow, USC Teammate and former NFL Offensive Tackle


“A gripping and brutally honest story of incredible highs and bottomless lows, told with integrity from the man who lived it all. Todd Marinovich squandered what should have been a legendary football career, but, ultimately, his willingness to share the details of his life journey will prove all the more important and lasting.”


—Jeff Pearlman, New York Times Bestselling Author
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For those brave enough to live their truth











In a society that profits from your self-doubt, liking yourself is a rebellious act.


—Caroline Caldwell












This book is an act of self-love after decades of self-defiance.









While I have re-created some conversations from my memories, the essence of my story, and the feelings and emotions evoked, are accurate representations of what actually happened. To protect the privacy of some individuals, I purposefully changed select names and identifying details. Any resemblance between a fictionalized name and a real person is strictly coincidental. In passages containing dialogue, I have used quotation marks to represent the speaker’s words as accurately as possible and to convey the intended meaning of what was said. Also, consider this fair warning: the book contains language that may be offensive to some readers, but it is included to reflect what was said and done before movements that have evolved the collective consciousness. No disrespect is intended.










Prologue



If you could be anyone in Los Angeles, who would you be?”


It wasn’t a complicated poll—classic fodder for The Mark & Brian Show. I loved these radio personalities, rarely missing an episode on my way to work.


The dash clock showed 7:45 AM. I was supposed to be on the training table getting my ankles taped. Bring on the late fine. I wouldn’t be satisfied with a cliff-hanger. As I rounded the last corner to enter the Raiders training camp facility, Brian teed up the results.


The first choice was obvious: Magic Johnson. He was synonymous with Los Angeles. Even his HIV diagnosis had barely tarnished his public image.


The second pick nearly caused me to crash my ride.


“Todd Marinovich.” Out of all the athletes, musicians, actors, and celebrities in Los Angeles, the audience chose me—pure insanity.


There’s no way anybody would want my life if they knew what it was really like.


Two hours later, the Raiders released me.


So much for the fairy tale.


———


Buckle up. This isn’t about football, although that’s where it starts and ends. It’s a painful love story on a dark, twisted path toward self-acceptance. I’m the sum of a million different decisions. I own them all. Some come with heavy regret and a conveyor belt of baggage, while others usher in redemption with hidden watersheds of joy.


No one pushed me into football, least of all my dad, Marv. I chose it. Any suggestions to the contrary were lies offered freely by the media to manufacture a Greek tragedy. Worse yet, I peddled similar falsehoods in my darker moments to appease the relentless badgers. Ironically, I was so skilled at lying that everyone, including me, believed them. My deceit knew no bounds: from diet to football and Marv, but most often, my sobriety. I said what others wanted to hear or what might make my life easier at the moment, objective truth be damned.


Marv was a thorny scapegoat, as he’d delivered the genes and created the environment offering addiction fertile ground. He could be a ruthless tyrant obsessed with perfection, but ultimately, his criticism was child’s play. The most damaging voice came from within. At the height of addiction, I needed drugs to silence my mind as much as others require air. The relentless quest turned my life into material for nightmares. I didn’t know it was possible to inflict so much harm on my death march.


A harsh reality accompanied addiction: There wasn’t a cure. The insidious nature of my illness meant that it always loomed just out of view. It awaited complacency to return with an unmatched fervor. So my wellness was contingent upon discipline and hard work—two things I knew well, introduced in the crib under Marv’s watchful eye. This early primer set the stage for my demise, yet also my eventual salvation: a nuance lost on many commentators and armchair quarterbacks.


Decades later, I finally owned my addictive personality. But it was nearly too late. It wasn’t easy to accept that my most fundamental flaw was both a tremendous blessing and a horrible curse, but it was my reality. I saw the contradiction as clear as daylight. Without the zeal accompanying obsession, who knows if I would’ve succeeded in football? Someone else could have been the first college sophomore in history to declare for the NFL draft. Yet, on the flip side, there wouldn’t have been a soul-crushing dozen arrests, five incarcerations, and over seven trips to rehab.


I’ve been many things in life: a son, athlete, artist, addict, husband, father, and, most importantly, survivor. I’ll never stop fighting like hell to stay well enough for myself and those I love. While we may never meet, that includes you.









Chapter One


Tapped Out


December 1, 2002.


The syringe is too dull to pierce my jugular.


There are no virgins left on my body; every vein has been abused to silence the agony. I am desperate for a reprieve, but it will be short-lived before the storm returns, bearing down with unrelenting sheets of hurt, doubt, and self-loathing. Each time I’m hopeful the heroin will permanently silence this raging tempest, but I’m never so lucky.


The smell of death lingers in the fetid air. I don’t want to die, yet this isn’t living.


As I sharpen the large-gauge needle with a file, the scraping metals sound as wretched as I feel. It’s an out-of-body ache as I look down on an unrecognizable man. My skin hangs loosely from my weak bones. I’m a shell of a person, emaciated and propped up against a wall, alone in a vacant warehouse in East Los Angeles. I rise to shatter the mirror because I’m afraid of what I will see.


I forgo a tourniquet. It feels like a noose around my neck and a terrible way to die. But I need to expose the entry point for relief. I take a deep inhale as I’ve done a million times before. I’m not duck-diving a wave in the surf, though; I’m risking my life for a high. Is this my fatal last breath? It doesn’t matter; it’s not a choice. If I don’t shove the needle into this swollen vein, the agony of withdrawal will become all-consuming.


I brace myself against a filthy sink, leaning in as my lungs scream for air. My body fights for its life as the lights dim. I’m about to go dark, so I thrust the needle into my neck. The skin pops, and I wait. As my eyes flutter, I weave in and out of consciousness. My synapses slow to a crawl as I imagine blood mushrooming into the syringe to signal blissful contact. The euphoric warmth surges faster than a rising tide throughout my body. Extracting the weapon from my left hand, I apply pressure on the puncture point. It’s like covering a garden hose with my thumb as the blood wants out to expose the carnage.


This can’t be me, but it is.


It takes decades to process everything that led me to this moment. Heroin is both a god and a devil suspended in a syringe of fleeting bliss. But hasn’t that been true of everything in my life, including the ephemeral nature of football and fame?









Chapter Two


Flirting with the Third Rail


I didn’t end up in a warehouse after just one bender. Although the universe offered warnings, not even the humiliation of an arrest altered my trajectory. I watched the 1990 American Football Conference (AFC) championship game between the bars of a holding cell. No fucking joke. How did I get there? I asked the same question many times that day.


After a disastrous sideline fight with University of Southern California (USC) coach Larry Smith at the Sun Bowl my sophomore year, I needed to hang up my Trojan helmet. It was time to go for the pros. I wasn’t quite ready to leave college football and my teammates. But ESPN caught the nasty exchange with my dogmatic coach, and any subpar lip reader could see me announce, “I’m outta here.” Those three words set the gears in motion. By that evening, SportsCenter had aired the love spat, and it hit the wire, spreading verbal vomit.


A month later, I blew off steam with buddies in Newport Beach, California. It was the perfect antidote to lingering tension from the bowl game. We barhopped through the daytime party scene and continued deep into the night. At 4 AM, the fun meter was stuck on high with the volume to match. I was so close to home—a mere twenty yards from my family’s clapboard beach house. Yet I was a million miles away, lost in my stupor, when snared by the boys in blue.


Were we out of control? Nah. Loud as hell? Most definitely. At 4:15 AM, our substance-induced confidence turned us into walking megaphones, practically beckoning the police to our location. The beat cops rolled up fast. I didn’t have time to hide the goods—the gram of cocaine burning a hole in my left pocket. It was a bona fide code red, cracking the party atmosphere with the force of a sledgehammer.


The cops started with my buddies. This gave me time to pray for a graze-n-go pat down before my turn. But feeling my anxiety spike in anticipation, I made an unfortunate game-time decision. I casually eased a hand into my pocket to palm the seeds of my demise. Grabbing the baggie, I slid it down my backside to hide between my cheeks like a drug mule. One of the cops caught the motion out of the corner of his eye as I completed the move. He dropped me to the ground faster than an outside linebacker.


“Okay, fucking Robo Quarterback, I saw that shit,” he snarled, reluctantly shoving his hand down the back of my jeans and aggressively parting my cheeks. “Jesus Christ, look what you made me do, you asshole.” The beefy young cop, maybe three years my senior and still peppered with cystic acne, held up the ratty baggie trophy between two fingers.


In shock after getting waylaid, I twisted my neck off the filthy pavement to examine his facial features for signs of familiarity. There had to be some high school overlap. Given his tone and demeanor, we must’ve played for rival schools. Football, basketball, or baseball? With the number of teams and games that littered my childhood, the possibilities were endless. But whatever sport we had in common, that’s where our similarities ended. I’d veered left, and this kid had taken a hard right in life, coloring inside the lines.


I was cuffed, read my Miranda rights, and handled as a fugitive while the cops shooed off my crew. With my anxiety redlining, they crammed me into the back of a squad car as if I were a danger to society. I wasn’t a criminal; I just needed to escape. How could I explain in a way that they’d understand? Hauling me in would make more sense if I’d hurt someone other than myself. It struck me then, and still does today, that we criminalize addicts when their only truly harmful crime is usually self-inflicted. But it was no time to resist arrest. The headlines would be bad enough already.


On the ride to the Newport Beach City Jail, I envisioned the arches of Marv’s bushy eyebrows when he received the news. Marv would lose his shit. So much was on the line as I declared for the NFL draft. This was the last, no, far beyond the last, thing I needed. My professional career could end before it even launched. I’d be the player that never was, Marv’s crowning achievement gone awry. All the years of sacrifice, training, sweat equity, and tears would be for nothing. That little baggie that eased my pain also caused an incalculable number of problems.


I was booked on one count of cocaine possession, my first arrest of many to follow. Then they moved me to a holding cell. My mind swirled, and the pit in my stomach grew in lockstep with my increasing sobriety. The clanking of the cell triggered feelings of entrapment. The wild animal in me wanted out. I desperately needed a distraction. I reflexively turned in response to a ref’s whistle, a distant sound so familiar to me that it was like a nursery rhyme. There had to be a football game on. Sure enough, I looked up out of my misery at a distant TV screen flashing with the silver and black that dominated my childhood. The Los Angeles Raiders, Marv’s old team when they were in Oakland, were knee-deep in a shitstorm, embarrassed by the Buffalo Bills. I stood transfixed as Jim Kelly fumbled a snap, only to have it bounce back into his hands before throwing a touchdown to James Lofton without breaking stride. No matter what the Raiders did, it wasn’t their day. I knew exactly how they felt.


I couldn’t hear much other than the whistle, but that was fine. I always listened to games on mute anyway. I didn’t need someone to fill in the gaps. I wanted to get a closer look at the action, though. With a billboard-shaped backside, the duty guard blocked much of my view. After some maneuvering on the unforgiving cement, I found a sliver of the screen. I welded my cheekbones into the steel bars to watch the players who, unbeknownst to me, would be my future teammates.


The game kept my mind off my circumstances temporarily. But as the matchup concluded, the magnitude of my situation returned with the force of a Category 4 hurricane. I had a few hours of wicked, soul-slicing self-talk in my temporary quarters. My self-loathing, usually a steady six, hit an eleven out of ten. I paced, mumbled under my breath, and stared into the abyss, desperate to thaw time.


I wondered who would bail me out. Please let it be anyone but Marv. I prayed for the first time since Catholic school. With more gusto the second time: Anyone but Marv. I didn’t realize the shortsightedness of these pleas until moments later. A recognizable voice, as deep as the ocean, pulled me from my angst-ridden appeal. I detected a familiar aftershave overtaking the stench of unwashed misfits that consumed the lockup. Twisting my neck, I discovered my savior. I locked eyes with Papa, the former police chief of Huntington Park. He was here to pick up his grandson. Dear God.


He proudly wore a USC booster jacket over his full belly and boxy frame as he occupied the space beyond the bars. While the duty guard fumbled with his keys, Papa gave me more than a message with his eyes. It was not of anger but of complete and utter despair. This was worse than Marv because it appealed to my heart. I bit my lip and looked down while completing my out-processing. Then we left the clink, two wordless carrottops making their way to the vacant lot. Still speechless, we idled in his Cadillac until he broke through the tension.


“I had to put up the beach house to get you out of there,” he said, his voice thick and gentle as he slipped the car into gear.


“I’m sorry, Papa, it won’t happen again.” I honestly believed it, but it was a temporary truth.


The silence on the ride home to the family beach house was worse than a tense family dinner. It wasn’t more than ten miles from the city jail, but that short jaunt took half an hour on a good day in Southern California. The gridlocked 405 Freeway moved slower than a line at Disneyland. I stared at the sea of cars, unable to convert thoughts into words.


Finally, we pulled into the garage. Papa left me alone in the car as I sat, unblinking, in my internal house of pain. What would I say to Mom? She knew everything: my struggle with the pressure, the inescapable fame, and the desire to be anyone but Todd Marinovich. She understood it all, except that drugs were the only relief. I could taste the words I was supposed to say but would not: “never again.”


I tiptoed through the entryway. Mom paced like a cat in a cage, her usually perfect brown coif in a disheveled knot and her eyes still swollen from a night of worry and tears. She locked her arms around me, ignoring the rings from the telephone. The media was on her for another comment about my arrest. She went out on a limb, suggesting maybe the cocaine wasn’t mine. Papa fiddled in the kitchen, eyeing some half-eaten lunch. Meanwhile, we sat on the couch, her tears spilling over and our pain consuming us. She would gladly take on my ache; her desire to protect me was as strong as ever.


“I’m here for you, always,” Mom explained, wiping this round of tears away and adding to the mound of Kleenex. Her reminder never needed to be spoken. Since childhood, she had been a retreat from Marv’s intensity. Now, she was a haven from my follies. But although she was well-intentioned, her efforts would only delay my descent to rock bottom.


After a night at Mom’s house, it was time to talk with Marv—my mentor, hero, nemesis, and most brutal critic. And yet, this exchange surprised me the most, especially after news of my arrest made the front page of national papers. It was in bold print beside a headline about the start of the Gulf War. In retrospect, the irony isn’t lost on me. As the country went to battle, I began my fight against addiction. Unfortunately, unlike conventional war, my addiction would never end. I’d have to learn to live with the ongoing conflict.


While I fully expected a tongue-lashing from the man whose standards knew no bounds, he took a different tack as we spoke on the phone.


“It’s a bump in the road, Orange,” he said, using a tried-andtrue nickname as he worked to convince himself as much as me.


“What about the draft?” I asked incredulously, hoping he could pull a rabbit out of a hat. I busied my mitts with a football, but it couldn’t soothe my anxiety. “Coach Smith called and told me he’d take me back.”


“No need to go that way. Someone will take a chance on you if you prepare. Are you ready to put in the work?” he asked with the sobriety of a man who’d never touched a drink, smoked a joint, or done a line.


“Yes.” I spoke cautiously, sensing that my athletic future was no longer a shared burden between us.


His crisp parting words were an about-face after years of intense involvement. Marv insisted, “It’s your deal now, so go make the most of it. Call Benny Podda. He’s your guy.”


“Benny Podda?” I questioned, surprised to hear this name emerge from the archives.


“Yes, Benny.” Then, just as the conversation began, it ended.


How the hell would I unearth Benny Podda? Word on the street was that he didn’t want to be found. He’d taken up residence in a cabin or cave somewhere deep within Silverado Canyon. Living a monk-like existence, this enigma was not easy to reach. I’d ask around and then hunt my way through the canyons, looking for Benny along with my lost compass. But first, I needed to prepare to pay my freight in sweat. Benny was no joke. It was full-on when I entered his presence, as in ground to orbit in under ten.


Benny’s a difficult cat to explain—eccentrically gifted in many regards with unorthodox methods across all aspects of life. Rumors suggested that he robbed a pharmacy using a bow and arrow and wore werewolf masks during bodybuilding competitions. He also gushed blood out of his nose at will. All tall tales, I suspect. As for the suggestion that he could hang more than two hundred pounds from his nuts, well, I never dared to ask about that one.


From firsthand experience, I knew this guy was as colorful as a box of Crayola crayons. He was a next-level medicine man, trainer, and spiritual guru. I first met Benny toward the end of high school at Marv’s gym within the Anaheim Hilton. I’d finished spring practice, limping in on crutches with a badly sprained ankle. Marv’s usual go-to guy, Leroy—part pharmacist, part bookie—suggested Benny for help with my condition. So it shouldn’t have surprised me that Benny was in the gym, awaiting my arrival.


Full of hope, I hobbled up to this mini Mack truck. If his physique indicated his talents, I was in good hands. The guy was the perfect block of muscle, diced without an ounce of fat, with boundless energy and passion oozing from his pores. He greeted me with a firm handshake, which felt akin to handling a meat hook. Then he asked me to sit on the bench. The most bizarre thing about the experience was that Benny never touched my ankle. He created powerful heat, rubbing his palms together and hovering over the grape Popsicle–colored injury with the movement of a spaceship. It must have been an alien intervention because I could feel the heat radiating into my ankle, as if from a makeshift microwave inches from my skin. I shrugged my shoulders, still unconvinced, until I stood. I rose and gingerly applied some weight to the foot. I could walk—hell, even jog—without pain. Benny’s skills defied logic, winning Marv and me over for life as I strode out of the gym, tossing the crutches.


Given this history and Marv’s recommendation, I began the search for my redeemer. I headed into the canyons, conscious of the energy change from the salty smells of the ocean to the earthy aromas of the woods. I breathed deep, drawing in the scents of moist moss and peat. Leroy had given me rough directions on the back of a napkin, but it looked more like a treasure map. I followed the fire roads with periodic off-roading until I spied a truck on a distant hillside. Benny, perhaps a seer too, barreled toward me through the woods in a tan Ram truck.


“Looking for me?” he belted out from his ride as he came within earshot.


“Did you get my message?”


“Of course, good old Leroy sent a runner in between filling prescriptions and taking bets.” He grinned. Leroy was as peculiar and undefinable as Benny. No wonder they were friends.


“Yup, I’m guessing you didn’t hear it in the news, but I’ve got to get in gear for the NFL draft. Since I’m too young to enter the combine, I gotta hold my own.”


Benny nodded, unfazed. He didn’t share my addiction to football.


“What would it take for you to spend a few months getting me ready?” I fished.


“Nothing, just your commitment . . . and I mean unwavering dedication.”


I expected nothing less, confirming with a nod.


“Good then, let’s start today,” he declared without blinking.


It was precisely what I’d hoped to hear. It was a good thing I had packed my bag for the duration because I would need it.


Benny dictated a few orders to prime the pump, including human growth hormone (HGH), until the draft. It would help me derive the maximum benefit from the grueling months ahead. Jabbing a needle into my ass every day was a small price to pay to achieve my goals. That shit was magic, but it was the only period of my life when I used the juice. I didn’t want to bulk up too much.


Under Benny’s supervision and intense preparation in his tree-ensconced home, I reached the pinnacle of my mental and physical shape. I topped out at 233 pounds and a mere 8 percent body fat. Nature was our vast dojo as I squatted logs, lifted heavy rocks, pressed into trees, and navigated trails parkour-style. I also lived on isometric holds and many slow movements based on tai chi methodologies. Wise in various practices, Benny closed each session with breathwork and mental training. By the end of our time, he deemed me a freak—though not in the conventional sense. In his unorthodox world, it was the ultimate compliment. Like Marv, Benny wouldn’t follow societal norms with his praise. Instead, I had to read between the lines.


The plan of wowing teams at my mini combine took shape. As I made gains through the training protocol, my agents recruited two offensive coordinators: Mike Holmgren of the 49ers and June Jones of the Falcons—the masterminds behind my showcase. They also secured some star power in Stacey Bailey, an Atlanta Falcons veteran wideout. We spent a full day on Los Angeles Valley College’s Astroturf throwing routes. By the appointed hour, it was a well-scripted show without a single ball drop.


My agents invited twenty teams to the showcase. Every one of them came to witness what I could do. I loved to perform and had a well-honed knack for making it count when it mattered most. I recall the 49ers head coach, George Seifert, eyeing my movements with interest. He asked me to try all sorts of additional tests. The more he threw at me, the better I did.


Halfway through my time with Coach Seifert, a familiar face strolled into the stadium, taking a seat between Mom and Marv: Raiders owner Al Davis, whose cologne made an entrance well before he did. Their exchange was heartfelt—a genuine hug with Mom and a firm, respectful handshake with Marv. I breathed a sigh of relief. From Marv’s experience with the Raiders, I knew Al only exerted himself for things he cared about. It looked like I might be one of them. As long as I continued to perform and impress, which was second nature by this point, I believed it was a done deal. So I dropped my shoulder back and started firing off bombs, Al’s favorite. He loved the vertical game. At the end of the day, I knelt on the forty-yard line and threw the ball as far as possible. I saw a few coaches gesture out of the corner of my eye, impressed as the ball sailed through the goalposts—the perfect cherry on top of a stellar day.


While the guys in attendance took note, the national media speculated I might be taken in the twelfth round despite the arrest. A few weeks later, their conjectures evolved. They suggested possibly the sixth round, and then, a week later, the third. Finally, a few outlets got it right: they believed I had first-round selection potential.


I declined offers to fly to New York for the draft and instead checked into a Loews Santa Monica Beach Hotel suite. I wanted to hang with friends and crash out until the main event. I gave my agent, Mike Barnett—Wayne Gretzky’s guy who partnered with Tom Condon—specific instructions to roust me before the Raiders were on the clock. As I celebrated into the wee hours of the morning with close friends, I wasn’t feeling stressed. I’d done everything I could and more since the arrest. So I trusted the universe to bring it home. Meanwhile, I temporarily satiated my growing addiction with a half-dozen beers and Jack shooters.


The next day started like the opening scene from The Hangover. There wasn’t a tiger in the bathroom or a baby in the closet, but I was far from sober and hadn’t had a wink of sleep. I spotted dozens of beers, several Jack Daniel’s bottles, plenty of substances on the glass coffee tables, and some random clothes in the trash. Then I heard a loud rap on the door and stumbled toward the stereo. A resort rent-a-cop? Just in case, I silenced the music and hushed the few remaining diehards. Slowly opening the door and squinting in the stark light of the hallway, I encountered my agent. At least three coffees into his morning, Mike was jumpy and ready for action. He must have showered with a squeegee, he was so fresh-faced and polished.


“It’s 5 AM, but it’s about to start back east. The Raiders will be on the clock in another hour or so,” Mike stated. Word on the street was that I’d be their first selection. But if they passed for whatever reason, favorable rumors had emerged from inside the New York Jets franchise.


“Oh, great. Thanks,” I said, less energetically.


“You bet, now let’s get you some rest.” He pointed to my motley assortment of friends on the couch. They were the human Whitman’s Sampler: budding artists, musicians, dancers, and athletes.


“Yeah, I could use some rest. Call me when it’s time,” I requested as my crew took the cue to head out.


Once everyone left, I shut the door and signed off for a short nap. Partway through a dream, the phone rang louder than a fire alarm. Guessing it was my agent, I rose and grabbed it on the fourth ring.


“Hey, Mike.”


“Todd, it’s Coach Shell,” a deep, smooth radio voice responded. It was the Raiders’ head coach. My family had known him for decades as one of Marv’s early recruits for the Raiders. My heart skipped a beat.


“Hey, Coach.” I cleared my throat of any party remnants. “Sorry about that.”


“No sweat. I wanted to call you personally to let you know that we unanimously decided to select you as our first pick.”


“Holy shit, right on, Coach. Thank you. This was the news I hoped for, and I can’t wait to get after it.” I left out the part about getting started after sobering up from last night’s bender.


“Great. Our people will contact you with today’s schedule. They’re sending a car. Be ready within the hour. It’s going to be a long day.”


“Yes, Coach.” I was jacked.


After we hung up, I ran onto the balcony and unleashed a primal scream, my body covered with goose bumps. Over a decade of grueling work had landed me at the pinnacle. The climax was short-lived, though. After a few minutes, I stepped back inside to look around the trashed hotel suite. It was time to sober up with the type of reality check only discovered in an ice-cold shower followed by a twenty-ounce dark coffee and as much electrolyte water as I could stomach. I couldn’t arrive drunk on day one of a new job.


My first day as a Raider was one of the longest of my life. It began with two hours of interviews. Then the staff granted me a short time-out to peruse the facility. When I entered the still of the locker room, I locked eyes with Bo Jackson, one of the greatest athletes in the modern era. He stood, stronger than a bison but as compact as a pit bull. I couldn’t believe my luck and must’ve been grinning from ear to ear. He was there to clean out his locker after an abbreviated but amazing run with the franchise. Much to everyone’s disappointment, his time had been cut short by a career-ending injury.


In true Bo fashion, it was a brief but heartfelt exchange as the pressure of his beefy hand fell on my shoulder heavier than a slab of tri-tip. It represented the passing of weighty expectations from one star to another. He released his grip with a lightness. Wishing me luck, he flashed his soulful smile before taking one last look around. Then he literally and figuratively vanished from the public eye.


After Bo took off, I approached my locker with Christmas-like anticipation. I made out “Marinovich” above the locker: a tangible sign that instantly made the whole experience real. The spot was mine. I’d earned it. I’d be playing in the NFL—not hoping or watching—while throwing the ball to some of the game’s greats, including Tim Brown and Willie Gault. I’d also hand off to several of the best running backs in the business: Marcus Allen, Roger Craig, and Eric Dickerson. This was all I wanted from football: to play among the best.
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Handing off to Marcus Allen.


Eyeing the jersey a bit closer, I stutter-stepped, and my eyes narrowed: number sixteen. Come on. Really? I didn’t want to seem ungrateful—I loved Jim Plunkett—but I wasn’t a number sixteen guy. It was a momentary disappointment, though. I immediately zeroed in on a man who could fix anything, the receiver coach and former player Fred Biletnikoff. He was a wily coyote who made a living catching balls from Ken Stabler. He was also a fixture in Raiders lore and a former teammate of Marv’s on the 1965 roster.


“Look what they gave me,” I shared, holding the jersey as a billboard for Fred to see from across the locker room.


Fred squinted but didn’t say a thing. He strolled over with a half-finished cigarette hanging from his lips, equally unclear and unbothered as the smoke lingered in his wake.


“Don’t get me wrong, Plunkett was great.” I launched into an off-the-cuff explanation. But Fred wasn’t listening. He handed me a fresh cigarette instead.


“Relax, kid, I got you,” he interrupted, tossing me a lighter as the edges of his mouth curled like the Cheshire cat’s mischievous grin.


How does he know that I smoke? I was up to at least a pack of Marlboros a day.


“I’m a Snake guy, man.” I hoped he’d read between the lines. “Thanks for the cig,” I added, realizing this was a guy to keep in my corner. I’d eventually have more than a cigarette to thank him for, as he would do his best to keep me focused during my brief tenure with the Raiders.


Fred paused, took another long drag, and brought me to the phone. He dropped the receiver into my palm. “Well, call Kenny, then. Make it happen.”


My nerves spiked as he rattled off his digits. I waited a hellishly long moment before entering the last number. Fuck it, what do I have to lose but my pride?


Moments later, Ken picked up, offering the most gracious southern gentleman greeting. He sounded light-years away from the hellion quarterback of his youth.


I paused, then introduced myself and explained my predicament. “How’d you feel about me wearing your number instead?” I probed cautiously.


“I’d be honored, Todd,” he responded without hesitation.


And so began my Raiders career as number twelve. I channeled my childhood hero and another leftie quarterback, the wild and rebellious Ken “the Snake” Stabler.
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Raiders rookie year, 1991.


Even with everything falling into place, it didn’t take long for my insatiable love of football and drugs to barrel toward a head-on collision. With Hollywood celebrities on speed dial and more temptations than in Sodom and Gomorrah, everything was far too accessible in my hometown. Looking back, I was doomed the moment I donned that Raiders jersey. But it all felt ready-made at the time. I moved seamlessly from USC to the Raiders, even playing at the Coliseum for both teams. With the universe seemingly working in my favor, I wanted to show my appreciation, celebrating far and wide. And I certainly did, with reckless abandon.


Before training camp, one of the all-pro veterans called with clear instructions: “Bring a couple of ounces of crip to camp.”


I paused, too stunned to answer this force of nature. I wondered how many of my new teammates smoked weed.


He persisted. “I know you went to USC. I’m sure you’ve got good connections, so come loaded.”


“All right, I got you,” I said, my initial shock morphing into excitement. If this call was any indication, I was in for a good time with like-minded brothers. So I arrived with plenty of pot and a surfboard on top of the Land Cruiser, ready to crank it up.


Later, at the end of training camp in August 1991, I went all out in hosting my first NFL party. It was a true barn burner. It was customary for recruits to throw a rager at the close of camp, and this one had to be legendary. Treating my assignment off the field like a nosy reporter, I probed players about infamous parties. What were the wildest stunts? The franchise had a long, colorful history of crazy antics. They were the rule-defying, anything-goes renegades who thrived outside the lines—the team was sometimes called the NFL’s halfway house. It wasn’t far from the truth, especially in the 1970s.


Back in the John Madden era, they partied harder than nearly any other team in the league. With Coach giving players plenty of slack off the field, rebels Ken “the Snake” Stabler, Ted “the Mad Stork” Hendricks, and the unhinged John “Tooz” Matuszak would go to town literally and figuratively. I heard it was like shaking a beer can and letting it rip after the last meeting of the night. Highlights from these escapades, namely bras, panties, and a carpet of beer cans, decorated training camp suites. But one player dared to blur the boundaries. Preferring to make an entrance, the Mad Stork galloped in on horseback at the start of one practice, dismounting like a medieval knight on the fifty-yard line. Rumor has it that Madden didn’t even flinch since these pranks were so common.


With plenty of outlandish history as my guide, I designed a party for the ages. I even pulled in Mom to assist with some of the arrangements. She was always ready to take on any burden.


“I’m throwing a big party at the end of camp and need some help,” I seeded during an innocuous call after my sixth two-a-day practice of week one.


“A party? Of course. What do you need?” She was all in. A former USC sorority girl and natural party planner, she scouted locations and planned the menu with a mother’s passion.


Meanwhile, I covertly managed the rest of the stuff that would’ve dropped her jaw. And I knew who to call to support that part of the equation. Juan was my usual contact, moving high quantities of drugs. He always gave me whatever I wanted in exchange for tickets to USC football games.


“Hey man, it’s Todd. I’ve got a boatload of Raiders to impress. Can you help me out?”


“Hell yeah. For you and the frickin’ Raiders, anything. I’ll set you up with whatever you want.”


“I need plenty of weed and coke,” I rattled off like Escobar’s personal shopper.


“That’s easy—anything else?” he probed.


“Any chance I could get the stuff in two days?”


I met him at the appointed hour in Costco’s parking lot.


“You always come through for me,” I said, thanking him as he dropped a bag in the back seat. With the 11 PM curfew a distant memory, I snuck back into camp undetected shortly after 1:30 AM. I was hoping for a catnap as my mind drifted, and the walls eventually danced me to sleep.


Meanwhile, Mom found the perfect spot for the revelry: a secluded ranch in Oxnard, California. It was out of the paparazzi’s reach and close to training camp. The large spread had a massive barn, the perfect spot for off-the-wall entertainment. My inner artist went to work immediately. I envisioned something akin to a circus with hay bales as stadium bleachers for unobstructed views of center stage. An impressive DJ booth and a peppering of well-stocked bars flanked the space.


But what would keep everyone’s eyes glued to the main stage? For that, I went to one of the veterans. He was more straitlaced than the others, rarely drinking, and quick to speed off from camp in a sweet ride. But he knew his guys and understood I hoped to make a lasting impression.


“I want the team to remember the night long after—to top the list of the best camp party ever,” I admitted, knowing it would be difficult to wow players who had everything at their disposal.


“I’m going to give you two numbers,” he responded. “Don’t ask questions. Just call both to get things handled.”


I nodded my appreciation and pocketed the information. The first was a contact who lined up a dozen strippers. The second one caught me off guard. It was a contact in the adult film industry who secured a half-dozen porn stars for the event.


These professionals, well versed in rousing audiences of testosterone-and-alcohol-fueled dudes, needed little instruction. I watched the crowd from the cheap seats as the party kicked into gear. The strippers took on act one, and the film stars got creative with their bodies in act two. They did things with toys that some of these farm boys had never seen or imagined.


Even I didn’t anticipate what came next. The strippers and porn stars, not unlike NFL teams, were highly competitive when performing. Who could get more audience response? Which side could push it further? It turned into one hell of a dance-off with the two groups raising the stakes with a mind-blowing finale worthy of a porn Oscar.


After ninety minutes of arousal, the crowd was electric, with more androgens cresting than at a prizefight. Not wanting to leave these red-blooded guys hanging, the entertainers formed small huddles. They performed acts in unholy positions that wives and girlfriends could never know. I must protect the not-so-innocent, but it would be fair to say almost everyone came away satisfied.


Meandering outside the barn to the barbecue, I discovered plenty of linemen who prioritized the buffet over the girls. My forethought was rewarded, as I’d secured the best grill masters. With the carcasses of a fully carved cow and a pig, it was a meat fest—a paleo eater’s wet dream. My guys were lions, gorging on an endless quest to maintain their bulk. It was a selfish act of giving: keeping them well fed with nonstop ribs and steaks would protect me from brutal sacks on the turf once the regular season started.


All told, the $15,000 spent on the mayhem was well worth it. In the following days, messages blew up my phone filled with stories that lived on, like the one about the strippers who accompanied two players home for a marathon session. Or the teammate who naively tried dating one of the porn stars—that’s right, love, or lust, didn’t last. Then there was my teammate who got in deep shit with his wife for arriving home days after camp wrapped. I guess he went on a bender, but I’d never tell. To avoid the same fate, another famous veteran insisted, “Awesome party, but I was never there, right?” There were too many names and countless reputations to protect in the aftermath.


They say that first impressions matter, and while I’d certainly delivered a memorable experience for my teammates, the party had also rewarded my own extreme tendencies. But with camp in the rearview mirror and the season set to begin, I had to get my head straight. This was a far greater challenge than all the physical training. I packed my bags, cruised to my new townhouse in Manhattan Beach, and spent the afternoon staring at the empty walls of the bedroom. I felt as vacant as that barren space, with Jack Daniel’s keeping my thoughts at bay, if only for a night. While being alone is not the same as feeling alone, I was both as I headed into the most intense period of my life.


Once the season was into its weekly rhythm, I really wanted out of my skin as I grew increasingly weary of my inescapable public identity. Media scrutiny had made me uncomfortable in high school and at USC, but it only intensified as a Raider. The long shadow of judgment followed me everywhere. I couldn’t eat at restaurants or walk down streets without attention of all sorts: favorable, nasty, and everything in between. With each passing day, the public persona of Todd Marinovich felt as unfamiliar as a foreign crossword puzzle. It was an odd feeling to be a stranger in my physical form, but that’s how I felt most days, especially when I was sober.


[image: image]


The media onslaught.


After many nuanced attempts, I rebelled at one practice by impersonating Jimi Hendrix. Why pretend to be one of the greatest artists of all time? I admired his unconventional ways and life outside the lines. And our backgrounds had a few common threads, including a quick rise to fame far too early. It would be fair to say that neither of us handled it well.
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