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To Debbie; my children, Michael, David, Chrissy, Luke, and Lindsay; and my granddaughter, Autumn





PROLOGUE

“Sooner or later a man who wears two faces forgets which one is real.”

 



PRIMAL FEAR

 



 



 




I am not interested in anybody’s forgiveness, but I do want to tell the real story. I want you to know what happened, why it happened, and  how it happened. I want you to see us as real people, no matter how you may judge us by the end of this book.

Before O.J. Simpson killed Nicole Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman on the night of June 12, 1994, we were all people you might have liked. We worked hard, kept our business affairs straight, kept discretions (in personal matters), and watched each other’s backs. There were four of us in the innermost O.J. circle: Skip Taft, Cathy Randa, Al Cowlings, and me—the lawyer, the personal assistant, the best friend, and the agent. During the trial we were inseparable, but the pain and stress dissolved our bonds and now there’s just a resigned silence.

We weren’t evil, stupid, or crazy, any of us. We knew O.J., we knew Nicole, we knew their dynamics, and we could see the evidence. But unlike you, we had a profound conflict: We loved him.

That does not change the bottom line.


He did it. Of that I am 100 percent certain. Maybe if we start there, you can relax a little, and not feel that anybody is trying to tell you two plus two does not equal four, that O.J. is innocent. Then maybe we can wind the film back to the beginning, and get it right this time.

It’s been fourteen years since Nicole and Ron were murdered. For those of us on the inside, it’s been like living on the deck of a sinking ship caught in a typhoon. The storm never lets up; it’s never over. You think you can move on but you can’t, because you’re tied to this thing, and you can’t get off. The reason nobody can get off is because the ghost of the story is still stalking us.

I believe O.J. came as close as he will ever come to publicly confessing last year, in his bizarre tell-all book If I Did It. But he couldn’t go through with it. I see my book partly as the final chapter of his book—a way to finish what he started.

We all live in fear of the whole truth being told, because once it is, everybody’s ghosts start to come out. Let me put it this way: We are all guilty of something. I’ll start with myself—I am guilty of a whole lot.

Several months ago I had a dream in which my grandmother, who helped raise me, who loved me probably more than anybody ever has, placed her hand on my leg and said, “Michael, why are you crying?” I told her I was crying because I was unhappy. She said, “Michael, you are unhappy because you have gotten so far away from who you really are. I know who you really are. You need to return to being that boy that your grandfather and I knew and loved. Then you will be happy again.”

I woke up sobbing, and cried for a very long time. That was the turning point—when I decided never to try to get back to the privileged life, the VIP treatment, or any of it. I decided to write this book and not worry about how I might come across. I decided to just tell the story as honestly as possible.

But you have to take the whole journey with me, not just tune in when the saga began for the rest of the country, on the morning of June 13, 1994. While the public was watching this unfold, we were actually living  it. It’s very easy to sit in front of your TV screen and thunder about right and wrong. It’s another matter altogether when your friend, your client, your hero—or in my case, all three—is on trial for murder.

It wasn’t until two years ago that I finally broke ties with O.J. altogether and told him never to call me again. I was through. I always said, and this shocks people, that I could forgive him the murders—I really could. Why? Because it was the worst night of his life. Because everything that night happened in the blink of an eye, and it’s that blink that nobody can comprehend—not even O.J. How can we judge him, finally, if we don’t know what happened in the fateful, dreadful blink of a moment? I tried not to, all these years. I do judge him now, however, based on everything that happened after that—the choices he has made since.

I wouldn’t have thought this was true, but I have come to realize that the worst possible punishment for a man is not to be given a chance to atone for his sins.

Atonement for sin is partly a necessary act of catharsis—not just a merciful one—because otherwise the guilty are retried and rehanged every single day of their lives. But how could we forgive him for a crime he would not admit he committed? Instead we all became trapped in limbo, year in and year out, trying, and failing, to find a place on earth that was not tainted by it, where the truth didn’t reach. In the void created by O.J.’s denial, an industry sprang up that would give us all a chance to find our right price, to choose how exactly we would compromise ourselves. We all had something to sell: some piece of the story, some piece of the lie, or some piece of the truth. Even O.J. became a participant in the end.

This entire saga is an extended act of role-playing, masking, posturing, and selling—selling trinkets of easy morality and quick salvation. What I hope is different about this book is that it contains firsthand experiences, and I have not altered them to make myself appear better than I was or am.

Speaking of selling, I should tell you straight off that my loyalty to O.J. was not purely emotional or personal—it was also professional. We  continued doing the business we’d done before the murders—primarily the business of sports memorabilia, of signing items and selling them—all the way up until my final break with him, two years ago. We did this throughout his incarceration, up until the day of the verdict. This is how and why I wound up spending virtually every day with O.J., in jail, during the so-called “trial of the century.”

I never lied to him, never told him I didn’t think he did it. Over time, I became more and more disillusioned with him, and disgusted with myself, for all the lies I told for him, for everything I did to help him hide, move, and lie about his most valuable possessions, to hide his assets, to shelter his money. I found myself, pretty soon, outside of society, living in a twilight world, where truth was always negotiable, but where there was absolutely no peace of mind.

I once screamed at him: “You bastard, I hope you committed this crime because if you didn’t, then all of our lives have been ruined for nothing!”

But I know he did it. He told me as much. But I’ll return to that later.

You are wondering why I decided to write this book now, and if it is “all about cashing in.”

Nothing is “all about” anything. I wasn’t ready before. I was still working for O.J. and I was still an apologist for him, for myself, for all the positions we’d taken over the years, and for the decisions we’d made. And always in the back of my mind was that I didn’t want to hurt the people this may hurt. For me, the decisions we made were rooted in my enslavement to O.J.’s charm and charisma, and in wanting to turn back, mediate, and negotiate with the elephant in the room: the murders. I was in denial and I was hooked in by choices I made from day one, the day of the blast, June 12.

Now I’m not.

The simple reality is that I have a story that I know you will want to hear and I am telling it. You are free to judge me however you wish.

What follows is my story—not as I dream it, or imagine it, or would like it to be—but as it actually was.





 CHAPTER ONE

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR


People always ask me what I miss the most about the golden years, as agent to one of the most iconic American athletes of all time. The five-star hotels? Flying first class? Being treated like a rock star wherever we went? The women?

All of that was intoxicating, and I enjoyed it more than I would like to admit. But what I miss the most dates back much earlier, to when I was a kid, in the eighth grade. That was just before the leap into real life, when my dream world still governed me. Like every other American kid at that age, I had a hero. Mine happened to be O.J. Simpson.

I watched his every game. I knew his every move. He was one of four people in the world I dreamed of one day meeting.

I can remember the smell of the black magic marker and the thrill I felt as I carefully drew the number “32” on the back of my white T-shirt from JC Penney, stretched against the kitchen table. Those of you who remember O.J. from before all this know that 32 was his number. I wore that T-shirt constantly in our local football games, yelling: “I’m O.J.  Simpson!” There was nobody on earth I admired more, or wanted to be more. We played football constantly in my neighborhood, Highland Drive, in Hollister, California, until long after dark most days, every weekend, every holiday, every chance we got. We drove our mothers crazy—we just wouldn’t come home. In my case, my mother was actually my stepmother, but I think of her as my true mother.

My birth mother had us three kids when she was just a teenager, and simply couldn’t cope. I was the first one she gave up—deposited on the stoop of my grandparents’ house, and that was it. She kept my sisters a little while longer, but soon came and dropped them off too. I guess there’s a lot I don’t know. It’s not a subject we like to discuss in my family. In any case, things stabilized after my mother left us. My father remarried, happily, and I became a fairly normal suburban kid.

My birth mother came to see me once in the eleventh grade when I was competing in a track meet for Hollister High. Somebody told her where I would be competing and she just showed up. My buddy Ray Sanchez said, “Hey Gilbert, there’s a lady here looking for you who says she’s your mother.”

I said, “What does she look like?”

He said, “She kind of looks like you.”

I looked over his shoulder, and saw her walking toward us. I stiffened, but I was glad to see her. We talked for a while. She took me to have a hamburger, then asked if she could drive me home, which I agreed to. I was quiet and a bit distant during the two-and-a-half-hour ride, which seemed like an eternity.

I didn’t see her again for many years, until my grandfather’s funeral, when my mother came over to give me a hug and to thank me for being there.

With biting sarcasm, I introduced my sisters, her daughters: “Surely you remember your daughter Sondra and your other daughter Debbie?”

She looked at me quizzically and said, “Of course I do.”

I didn’t let up. I said, “Do you even remember my birthday?”

“November 3,” she said quietly.

“I didn’t get a birthday card from you for my entire childhood, that’s why I asked.”

She fell silent. A few moments later, when my anger had passed, I started to regret what I had said, as I so often do. It’s always like this: my anger flares and I say something cutting that I later regret. I wish I had just returned her simple gesture and kept my mouth shut.

I’m sure she did what she felt was best for my sisters and me. As an adult I’ve come to love her, and always will.

At a young age, one way I learned to conquer hardship, or at least escape it momentarily, was through sports. Once I discovered football, I was free. I loved everything about it: the excitement, the clarity, the suspense, the heroics, the perpetual chance at instant redemption. At center stage of my dream world was O.J. Simpson: flying, defying gravity. He was an amazing athlete. He had everything—speed, strength, grace, agility, the ability to turn on a dime, and an uncanny gift of acceleration. That was his most exceptional talent, I think, if I had to pick one—acceleration. He could go from standing still to top speed in four steps. He was just faster than everybody else on the field—they couldn’t catch him. He did things on the field that I thought were physically impossible. He could run over you, he could run around you, he could run past you. His coach at USC said he was not only the greatest running back, but the best college football player he had ever seen. Had he not chosen football, O.J. could easily have been an Olympic track star—he was that fast. In fact, he and his teammates set the world record of 38.6 seconds for the 4 x 110 relay,1 in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1967.2


In January 1969, I took USC against Ohio State in the Rose Bowl for twenty-five cents, in a bet with my aunt. O.J. played brilliantly, but USC lost. I was crushed, and paid up the twenty-five cents. Stung, I promised my aunt, “One day I’m going to meet O.J. Simpson and get my twenty-five cents back.”

Sometimes I wonder if God punished me for being so greedy about that quarter. But of course it wasn’t the money—it was the emotion of losing. Twenty years later, when I was his agent and we were sitting on the patio by his pool, I told O.J. that story. I asked him for the quarter. O.J. did have a great sense of humor.

“No,” he said. “Fuck you, Mike. I’m not giving you the money. Twenty-five cents? Fuck no. What the fuck do you want me to do? It wasn’t my fault we lost. I had a great game and Ohio State had an unbelievable defense that year.” O.J. ran 171 yards and scored a touchdown in that game.

In 1992, Skip Taft, O.J.’s business attorney and longtime friend, sent me a Christmas present. It was a check from O.J.’s bank account for twenty-five cents. It was itemized as: “Repayment of gambling loss on 1969 Rose Bowl.”

I still have it.

I have been a sports marketing agent since the mid-1980s. I was never one of those agents who only watched the bottom line—I was always emotionally attached, more than the average agent. My childhood experiences made me form fierce attachments, and to fear abandonment above all else.

In my heart I identified with the fans; I was a fan. Even when I was moving among the elite, representing the athletes, I still felt my strongest affinity not with them but with the fans—who believed in something.

My career as an agent began accidentally, in my sophomore year in high school, in 1971. A bunch of us took a Chevy Suburban to the coliseum at Cal Berkeley to watch a Raiders-Rams pre-season game. We got  there at halftime. After the game we went over to the locker rooms, hoping for autographs. I spotted one of the players—Ben Davidson—and I had an inspired idea.

“Uncle Ben!” I hollered, not quite loud enough for Ben Davidson to hear but just loud enough for the security guards to hear. The guards stepped away and I followed “Uncle Ben” into the locker room. I scored my first batch of football autographs that day.

Soon after that I started to understand and tap into the immense power that athletes have to do good. A friend of my brother’s had been paralyzed from the waist down in a car accident. I called the Raiders office and made arrangements for a few players to come to a fund-raiser. They did. Very quickly and simply, we raised several thousand dollars for the family’s medical costs. One of the players even visited him in the hospital, which gave him inspiration and made him extremely happy. In that moment, I saw both the power of celebrity and the power of athletes to give back. They are given so much because of a God-given ability—because they can run a little faster or jump a little higher than everybody else.

By the mid-1980s, I was continuing to do work with the Raiders players, and my reputation was growing. Before long, I signed my first superstar client—Marcus Allen.

O.J. and Marcus were uncannily similar in their career paths. Both were running backs, both were alums of USC, both won the Heisman in their senior year of college,3 both were picked in the first round of the NFL draft, both were expected to make immediate impacts on their NFL teams, and both were later inducted into pro football’s Hall of Fame. They also shared a tragic passion for the same woman: Nicole Brown Simpson. I’ll return to that later.

I was Marcus Allen’s marketing manager for about a decade in both Los Angeles and Kansas City. Marcus and I had a great personal and professional relationship; we were true friends and I thought the world of him. Before I started representing O.J., Marcus was my number-one star client. He gave me instant credibility in the industry. I handled public appearances, endorsements, and the merchandising of collegiate and NFL memorabilia for Marcus. This was when my own life began to change, in the late 1980s. Suddenly, I became a member of the elite. No more flying coach, no more Best Westerns, no more Denny’s. Once I was representing Marcus, everything was five-star and first-class. I had money, I had influence, I had tickets to every game, backstage passes to concerts—whatever I wanted. Before long, I started to buy into that lifestyle, to believe that I “deserved” it, and to resent anything that fell short of my expectations. I realize, looking back, that this was also the time when all sense of innocence started to become eroded and lost.

Before long, part of my job for Marcus included creating smokescreens that allowed him to more easily cheat on his lovely wife, Kathryn. I would leave false messages on his answering machine at his request—asking him to appear in fictional contexts, to give him an alibi and cover for his trysts with other women.

I did it not only for him but for other athletes. I created alternate worlds for these guys to live in. My loyalty and honesty was to the athlete—not the wife. I didn’t like that part of the job, but I did it, very well. It started to become depressing. I remember I used to tell people that we created illusions in the world of professional sports—that from the outside it’s like The Wizard of Oz before Dorothy looks behind the curtain. I wanted people to think that my clients were witty, charming, intelligent, sensitive people, because that was the image that Nike or Reebok or American Express wanted to portray. That’s what we do in sports marketing. We create illusions. I want little Jimmy to go to McDonald’s, and on the way I want him  to be drinking a Coke, bouncing a basketball with a Nike logo on it, while wearing a Nike jogging suit and sneakers, dreaming that he’s his favorite ball player. In sports marketing, we create that dream—that illusion—and then sell it, sell it, sell it.

Pretty soon, I became an illusion myself. I started cheating on my own wife, even though I loved her more than anything in the world. I started thinking the only thing that mattered was not what I did, but whether I got caught doing it. I got caught up in the power trip. At the same time, I also started to like myself a little less every day. The less I liked myself, the more I had to prop up the image, to distract myself and others from what I had become. I started thinking I was better than and different from “ordinary” people. I moved among the gods, and although I wasn’t one myself, I was still among the elite.
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There were four people in the world I truly idolized and had wanted all my life to meet: Muhammad Ali, Clint Eastwood, Elvis Presley, and O.J. Simpson. To me they embodied perfection in the American male. Each, in his own way, was a hero, an icon, one who defied all expectations and rose above all the forces that threaten to drag us down in this life, make us ordinary, make us blend into the crowd and live and die without distinction. That frightened me more than anything—being ordinary. I respected only the extraordinary.

I wound up meeting three of the four: Muhammad Ali, Clint Eastwood, and O.J. Meeting O.J., though, transcended my wildest dreams.

Here’s how it all began: Marcus Allen had said on a few occasions, “I can set you up with O.J., you know.” Marcus was good friends with O.J., and had been mentored and guided by him professionally. I told him I would be thrilled if he could make the introduction, but I didn’t press the issue. 


In 1989, late one night, I got a call. It was about 11:00 PM. I wondered: Who would call me at this hour? I answered the phone and a deep voice said, “Mike, this is O.J. Simpson.”

I thought Marcus was playing a joke. “Fuck you, Marcus,” I said.

“No, really,” the voice said. “This is O.J. Simpson. Marcus suggested we might do some work together.”

Then I heard Marcus laughing in the background and saying, “Mike, this is Marcus. I am here with O.J., but you are talking to him.” I froze. I put on my best professional voice and said, “O.J., I apologize. I would be happy to discuss the possibility of representing you.”

O.J. was very friendly and charming. He said he’d heard that I was one of the best, and he liked to hire only the best people.

We set a date and time. The plan was for me to meet O.J. and his assistant, Cathy Randa, at his office in Brentwood a week later. I was excited, starstruck, and a little nervous. As the time approached, Cathy Randa called me and said O.J. wanted me to meet him at his house instead, at Rockingham. I got directions.

“One thing, Mike,” she said before we signed off. “He is very, very protective of his image. You have to be extremely careful. He can’t stand letting people down, so you mustn’t ever book him for anything if there is even the slightest chance he won’t be able to make it. Everything has to be checked and double checked. His image is everything to him.”

“Understood,” I said.

Cathy had been with him forever, and was extremely devoted to him. Sometimes it seemed she was even more protective of his image than he was. In Cathy’s eyes, the world revolved around protecting O.J.

When I arrived at Rockingham, I followed Cathy inside the gate, and we walked around to the back of the house. Within seconds, O.J. walked out, and introduced himself. We shook hands. He was warm, friendly, and hospitable—he offered me sandwiches and soda. The first thing he said when  we sat down on the patio to talk was: “Okay, Mike Gilbert, what can we do to make some money? Whatever it is you do for Marcus, I want that. I don’t have anybody who does that for me. Marcus speaks very highly of you.”

I said, “It depends on how much time you have, O.J.”

We discussed his schedule, and I remember he said, “One thing we have to make absolutely certain of is that I can attend every single appearance that you book for me. Sometimes fans have driven hours to be at an event—I’ve seen it—the disappointment on fans’ faces when a celebrity doesn’t show up. I don’t ever want that to happen. So the first thing is, anything you book, we have to be totally sure I am going to be there. I don’t want to disappoint my fans—ever.”

After we had discussed business for about an hour and a half, we walked into the house. As soon as we walked in, I spotted the shrine. I think he saw the look on my face. He said, “Do you want to see my Heisman?”

Is the Pope Catholic?

We walked over, and looked at the glass-encased trophy. To me, it was like looking at the Holy Grail. Behind it on the wall was a game-worn jersey from O.J.’s last game at USC. He walked me over and showed me some of the other awards that he had received in the NFL, and told me a little bit about each one. Then we went into the pool room and he showed me some game balls and other mementos. I felt like a kid again—the same kid who yelled, “I’m O.J. Simpson!” It was like that kid had stepped into his own dream, twenty years in the future. O.J. seemed simply wonderful to me, beyond any expectation I could have possibly had. He was gracious, kind, warm, funny, and dignified. By the time I left that day, I felt like I had known him my entire life.

Over the next five years, which I call the “golden years,” it was an absolute delight to be O.J. Simpson’s marketing agent. Everything he touched turned to gold, everybody loved him, everybody wanted him. He was one of those athletes who represented something that was much more  than the sum of his achievements. He was the god of flight. That’s what people wanted from him. That’s why all those people with the signs that said, “Go Juice!” lined the 405 as the white Bronco passed. O.J. remarked in his book that when he saw those people he thought, “When did they have time to make those signs?”


Being a fan myself, it didn’t surprise me at all.

I saw it wherever we went. People wanted to touch him, shake his hand; they felt he had some kind of magic to impart. O.J. was larger than life, bigger than celebrity. He represented success, and hope. He embodied the American dream.

He had, after all, transcended some pretty tough odds. He’d grown up in a rough neighborhood, Potrero Hill in San Francisco, run in street gangs, had numerous run-ins with the police as a teen, and been raised by a single mother.

O.J. didn’t talk about his father much, but when he did it was fairly affectionate. His father had done something unusual for that era—he came out as gay. He left the family, then stayed in the neighborhood, living as an openly gay man.

The most astonishing fact of O.J.’s childhood, to me anyway, is that he had rickets—a disease of malnutrition. His beloved mother, Eunice, blamed herself. It left him with skinny bowlegs, for which Eunice built homemade braces, successfully straightening them out. He had to walk around as a child, for hours every day, in iron braces—if that isn’t symbolic, I don’t know what is. O.J. came from an environment of very strong, churchgoing, and disciplinary women—his mother and his aunts. I think, if I may offer some dime-store psychology, that he both depended upon and raged against women’s power. His greatest terror was to be abandoned—as I should know because I see this in myself as well, in the way I am with women.

Everybody adored Eunice. She was a wonderful woman and I remember her vividly—her warmth, charisma, humor, and earthiness.

It was Eunice who pushed O.J. out of the ghetto and into a life of sports. She talked the baseball coach at a local high school into giving him a tryout, but he lost his spot on the team when he failed to show up for a crucial practice. O.J.’s original dream was to be a major league catcher. In fact, one time when O.J. had gotten into trouble in the neighborhood, he came home and Willie Mays was sitting in his living room. Mays had heard about this incredibly gifted kid who was about to blow it. Mays had a heart-to-heart talk with O.J. and said, “You can really do things. You have  real talent, but you have to stop messing around and being a thug, and concentrate on your abilities. It will not only take you a long way but you’ll also be able to help your mother.”

When O.J. was a kid, he once met his own idol—Jim Brown—widely considered the greatest running back, and by some estimates, the greatest football player of all time. The story goes that O.J. went up to Jim Brown and said, “Some day, I’m going to break all your records.” Brown rudely dismissed him, saying something like, “Yeah, whatever, kid.”

I have always believed that that was one of the reasons why O.J. was so intent upon never disappointing his fans, because he was so disappointed by Jim Brown’s dismissive treatment of him.

Nonetheless, Jim Brown’s number was 32, and that was always O.J.’s favorite number when he was a young athlete, until, that is, Willie Mays gave him this pep talk. He switched his number allegiance to 24—Mays’s number.

When O.J. was a track runner, the number on his sweats was 24, and he wanted the number 24 on his football jersey at USC, but he was let down. He couldn’t have it. With 24 out of the question, O.J. switched back to number 32 and kept that number throughout the rest of his career.4


O.J. always said that Willie Mays’s visit was his turning point.

Soon he discovered the sport for which he was fated.

Sheila Weller, in Raging Heart, quoted O.J.’s description of his discovery of his football talent. O.J. was standing near a vacant lot, watching some other young people shooting off guns.

“I had to get through that lot. . . . I stood there and figured I was gonna run this way, then that way, then the other way—to get my ass through those bullets. I saw the course. I saw myself doing it before it happened. That was it, man: visualization.”

O.J. Simpson literally came running into professional football through a blaze of bullets. That’s how he learned how to run like that—that’s how he became “O.J.” This talent for flight was the premise of his Hertz commercials—O.J. dashing, hurtling, and even flying through an airport, with that cute little old lady—remember her?—yelling “Go, O.J.,  go!”

They even made a commercial in the early 1990s for an 800 collect calling company featuring Eunice hurtling over her rose bushes to get to a phone when O.J. called. It was very funny—we loved it. Eunice got $50,000 to shoot the commercial and O.J. got $100,000 just to agree not to make a competing commercial that year. That was probably the easiest contract I ever negotiated for him—he was thrilled. He got paid a hundred grand to not do something he wasn’t going to do anyway.

In his youth, O.J. was not a particularly tough guy, but he was on the cusp of delinquency and trouble. It has always seemed to me that he was in equal parts disciplined and indulged. He had been relentlessly teased about his father’s homosexuality, as well as about the size of his large head, his crooked legs, and the thing he hated most—his name. Orenthal was a name given to him by one of his aunts, who mistook it for the name of a famous French actor. He turned it into “O.J.” (his middle name is James) and never looked back.

Even beyond his athletic persona, I think O.J. was feeding us fantasies at a deeply subconscious level, like the dream of a post-racial America,  where everything is forgiven and redeemed. Or rather, we were conjuring this ourselves, through him.

O.J. himself didn’t dwell on racism much, it’s true. Or rather, not before the murders, he didn’t. He loved my Muhammad Ali story more than anything and made me tell it all the time. The story was from the first time I met Ali in the late 1980s on a trip to San Jose with a bunch of my athletes. I was virtually the only white man in the room. I held out my hand and said, “Muhammad Ali.”

He made a fist, leaned toward me, and said, “Did you just call me a niggah?”

The whole room went quiet.

Sensing a twinkle in his eye, I gambled. “Not yet I didn’t.”

He grinned. I realized he was playing with me. “Come on, champ,” I said.

“Chump?” he said, taking a step back. “First you call me a niggah and then you call me a chump?”

He put me in a headlock and started hitting me on the top of the head, real soft. “You’re uglier than Joe Frazier, stupider than George Foreman,” he said over and over.

As he let me out of the headlock, acting like we were being pulled apart, I said, “Come on, champ, you don’t want any of this.”

“I want all of it,” he roared. He walked across the room to the door, turned back and pointed at me, he then made a fist and bit his lip, as if to say, I’m coming for you one day.


It was all for fun, just a really magical moment.

Minutes after he left the room, his agent came over to me and said, “Do you know why he did that?”

“No, why? Because he hates white people?” I said jokingly.

“Because for the rest of your life, you’re going to remember the time you met Muhammad Ali. You’ll tell this story a thousand times.” He was  right, I probably have. Muhammad Ali and I spoke about it again five years later when I ran into him at a hotel after I attended the Super Bowl with O.J. and Nicole.

O.J. loved that story. We’d be in a room full of black athletes and he’d yell, “Hey, Mike Gilbert, don’t you have a story to tell about the time you called Muhammad Ali a nigger?”

Everything in our world was lighthearted, jovial, fast-paced.

We spent a lot of time at Rockingham. It was the central hub of activity. Instead of meeting at O.J.’s office or Skip’s office, we’d just meet there. I remember once back in 1992, Skip and his wife were over at the house, and the three of us were in O.J.’s kitchen talking and hanging out. O.J. was racing around packing, getting ready to leave for Barcelona where he was going to cover the 1992 Olympics for NBC. He was always a whirlwind before he was leaving for a trip, and this time he was going to be away for several weeks.

Skip had opened the fridge and taken out some little jars of caviar, which we were enjoying on some crackers. O.J. came flying into the kitchen and stopped dead in his tracks.

“What are you guys eating?” he said, with alarm in his voice. “Are you eating my caviar?”

Skip looked at the label on one of the jars. “Apparently we are, O.J.” he said cheerfully. “It’s delicious.”

“That stuff is like sixty dollars a jar, and you guys are just standing there wolfing it down?!”

Skip calmly smiled at him and said, “Sixty dollars a jar . . . really? Well, good thing there’s one jar left. I think we’ll take that one with us to the movies tonight.”

We were all laughing and O.J. kept the joke going all night until he left. The best part was that Skip and his wife actually did finish that last jar of caviar at the movies that night.

We used to have a lot of fun together.

We weren’t standing around trying to be perfect citizens. Now, it’s as though everything any of us ever said or did—especially O.J.—is a prelude to the murders. But none of us could have predicted the murders or dreamed them in our worst nightmares.

The year 1994 was promising to be one of our best. We were on top of the world. In the previous year, I had secured many new and lucrative contracts for both O.J. and Marcus. We were attending World Series games, NBA playoff games, Super Bowls, parties everywhere. O.J. was a broadcaster for NBC sports, was on the board of directors for Victorinox Swiss Army, was doing countless gigs as a representative of Hertz rental cars, and had started filming the final Naked Gun movie. He even did the coin toss at the 1993 Super Bowl in Pasadena.

O.J. shot three Naked Gun films, and I was on the set for the third one in 1993. I remember this filming, about a year before the murders, as one of the happiest times we had. We were like a big, happy family—we had such a blast. O.J. and Nicole were attempting their reconciliation and I remember her calling him numerous times on the set.

I remember one of those calls quite vividly. I was sitting with O.J. in his trailer during a break in the shooting of Naked Gun 33⅓, in 1993, when Nicole called. I gathered from O.J.’s end of the conversation that Nicole was very sad and depressed about getting old, about being thirty-four, and thinking the best years of her life were behind her. O.J. was very warm, sympathetic, and empathic. I was surprised by how sweet and kind he was on the phone toward her. “Nicole, listen,” he said. “You are a thirty-four-year-old woman, and you’re beautiful. You’re gorgeous. You’re worried about crow’s-feet? So what? You’re thirty-four, not twenty-four, and you can’t pretend you are. You can’t go back to being twenty-four again. Be who you are.”

He kept saying the same encouraging things to her over and over, and finally when he hung up, I said, “Damn. Does she know she’s your ex-wife?”

O.J. said, “Mike, how could I not care when she is sad and depressed? She is the mother of my kids. I love Nicole, but I’m not in love with her. Wouldn’t you talk to your ex-wife if she were upset?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I said.

Ironically, not long after that, I got a similar call from my ex-wife, Geralyn. She had recently divorced, and though we hadn’t really talked about it before, on this occasion she opened up. She was very depressed, and admitted that she was having difficulty with the whole process. I consoled her as best I could, and I remember saying, “Geralyn, I love you. I will always love you. One of the greatest mistakes of my life was ruining our marriage.”

We had a wonderful heartfelt conversation and I think we both felt a lot better. Upon hanging up the phone, I remembered what O.J. had said. I got it. I knew what he meant. Once you’ve been married to someone, you always care about that person. The bond of marriage never breaks…it just changes.

I think about how Nicole must have felt at that time. Her concern about aging suggests that she felt she was losing her looks, the only power she felt she had, while O.J.’s power at this time was only growing. Everyone wanted to be around O.J., even presidents.

O.J. was a member of the Riviera Country Club, a very elite, expensive country club with a championship golf course. Just weeks before the murders, in the spring of 1994, one of the Riviera Hotel executives came over to O.J. after a golf game and asked if he wanted to play golf with the president the next day.

O.J., in genuine confusion, replied, “The president of what?”

“The president of the United States.”

“Oh! That president. Sure.”

So the next day, sure enough, O.J. and President Bill Clinton played golf. I was disgusted when O.J. told me this, because I despise the Clintons. O.J. and I argued about it a bit. He said, “Mike, if you met him you’d like him.”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

With characteristic diplomacy and social ambition, O.J. said, “Mike, no matter who is in the White House, it’s always good if they’re your friend.”

I remember him telling me that he’d made a putt that impressed Clinton, and that O.J. had cracked, “That’s why they call me the Juice.” Then Clinton made a putt and said, “That’s why they call me the Prez.”

O.J. told me that Clinton had waxed enthusiastic about Anna Nicole Smith, who had a part in one of the Naked Gun movies. He had drawled, “I saw her and I said, ‘There goes the White House.’” O.J. was much less enthusiastic about Anna Nicole.

Also around this time, spring of 1994, I began negotiations to have Ronald Reagan, who was a big sports fan, sign 1,000 baseballs. His representatives were interested in this in order to raise funds for the Reagan Library, and also said that President Reagan wanted to meet O.J. We worked very hard on scheduling a lunch with the three of us, but O.J.’s  Naked Gun shooting schedule made it impossible.

I was very disappointed. Ronald Reagan was my favorite president. He sent me a personalized autographed photo, but I deeply regret letting that lunch slip away.

President Reagan’s representatives later offered to have former president George Bush sign the baseballs instead, and as an extra bonus, they said one of his sons, George W. Bush, then the governor of Texas, could co-sign. But I only wanted Ronald Reagan. Like so many strange deals that have crossed my path, I said, “Great idea; let’s forget it.”

My judgment wasn’t always perfect, to say the least. Wouldn’t it be great now to have one of those Bush baseballs?





 CHAPTER TWO

JUNE 12, 1994: THE END OF THE WORLD AS WE KNEW IT


It was shaping up to be a perfect weekend. My two star clients, O.J. and Marcus, were both taking off on trips that weekend, all their contracts were in good shape, and I was finally taking a vacation.

I am an experienced rock climber, and my favorite place to climb is Yosemite National Park. I go there to find solace and peace, but it’s also something a little more complicated. My sister Sondra says I used to climb very deftly, in order not to fall, but that now—after all that has happened—I seem not to be so careful. I think she’s right. I used to climb to get to the top, but in recent years that hasn’t always been the case. Sometimes I climb not to. Often I have thought, one single ill-placed foot and I could fall into a place where nobody has a name, or a face, or a history—where nobody ever heard of O.J. Simpson.

It was my weekend with my kids from my first marriage. My son David said he wanted to come and climb with me at Yosemite. My daughter Chrissy decided to stay in Hanford, and my eldest son, Michael, was working and couldn’t make the trip. The weather was balmy and warm that  time of summer, early June. Our lives were pretty great. Money was good, business was good, and everybody was healthy. The only thing that was clouding my mind at all was the problem with O.J.

I had spoken to O.J. the day before we left for Yosemite, June 10. His voice and intonation sounded dark, strange, and depressed. He sounded like a slowed-down audiotape version of himself. Everything about him was different—everything.

It wasn’t the first, but the second, time I had encountered this weirdly altered O.J. on the phone. The first time was late May or early June, when I called him from the Hyatt Hotel in Kansas City to ask why he had not signed and returned a $100,000 endorsement contract. That, first of all, was totally unlike him. In business, he was 100 percent dependable. Now he wouldn’t answer his phone and ignored a barrage of pleas from me to sign the contract and fax it back before we lost the deal. When I finally got him on the phone, I was met with that deep, distant-sounding voice. It was as though his soul had left his body. He sounded empty, depressed.
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