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			This book is dedicated to my family, and to all the families across the nation that have endured and are enduring the challenges of addiction. It is my hope that this book’s honest portrayal of a personal perspective, as well as a loving parent’s perspective, will help to provide hope and inspiration to those families to never give up. To those who are no longer here—including Gerry Harrington, who helped countless others with his generous spirit of hope and healing—this book is my prayer that those suffering gain the strength to conquer their challenges and that those who have lost loved ones know that their prayers were not unheard.
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			THE END & THE BEGINNING

			“Have you planned his funeral?”

			That’s what the doctor said: Have you planned his funeral? 

			He said this to us in a matter-of-fact way. Because it was pretty much a fact: Connor, our son, our firstborn, just nineteen years old, had been laid to waste by addiction. 

			Kirsten and I looked at the doctor and then turned to Connor, who sat silently. I looked closely at him. He was my son, but he wasn’t Connor anymore. He was a shell of his former self. The morning Connor arrived, clouds shrouded the sky but a light of purity radiated from his eyes. In that moment it was as if the Creator had lifted a veil and reminded me of the all-fulfilling love that I had been shown years earlier in a dark period of my life. Light danced playfully around baby Connor’s face. There was no light or energy around him now. I didn’t think it was possible, but he looked worse than the skeleton we’d picked up at the airport a few days before. The cold fluorescent bulbs of the office made his face look pale yellow, jaundiced from Hepatitis C. His eye sockets were dark and seemingly bruised, like he was in a fight, a fight he was losing . 

			We knew what was going on. Knew the doctor had seen too many cases like his. Knew he was right that Connor was on borrowed time. Knew he was trying to scare Connor straight. Knew the Connor we knew was in there, trapped, fighting for his life. Knew he was not giving up. 

			But how much fight did he have left in him? 

			Have you planned his funeral? Because he’s going to die. My son. The addict.

			With no hope coming from the doctor, Kirsten and I looked into each other’s eyes for the hope we longed for. But we were just numb. We had endured this pain for so long. The boomerang of Connor’s addiction had left us spiritually, emotionally, and financially drained. All we had left was our faith, but even that was waning, and the stress threatened to rip our family apart for good.

			It all happened so fast. In the middle of high school, Connor said he wanted to try wrestling, which thrilled me. I had been a state champion wrestler in high school and the winningest wrestler in Penn State history after my four years on the NCAA mats. I had challenged some of the greats in the sport, trained for the Olympics, and even won tournaments against champs half my age after my kids were born. But I never pushed Connor or my younger son, Liam, into wrestling or any sport. Connor hadn’t wrestled since he was a little kid, but he made the decision to try out anyway. He made the team. 

			Then, at one of his matches, he got slammed and ended up breaking his leg. He was put on painkillers, and so it began: prescription became addiction, and Connor soon found himself seeking out more pills on the streets. They weren’t hard to find where we lived, in north suburban Atlanta. They hadn’t been hard to find anywhere we’d lived. But it wasn’t just a fight against pills now. Connor’s addiction had quickly evolved to heroin. That’s what happens when people like Connor can’t find or afford the pills anymore: they buy a heroin shot on the street for five bucks. The scourge of our nation is cheaper than a six-pack of beer. 

			Connor knew kids who had overdosed and died from heroin. His good friend was found overdosed with a needle stuck in his arm in the basement of his parents’ home. It didn’t stop him from using. And we never saw it until it was too late.

			Have you planned his funeral? 

			The doctor’s words echoed in our heads. Kirsten and I mustered the energy for what we believed would be one last time—one last chance for Connor to stay clean. He had been hospitalized, sent to residential treatment centers, lived in intensive outpatient sober living homes, completed an outpatient program, moved across the country for a change of scenery and to try a new program. Now, at our wits’ end, we were taking him to a methadone clinic.

			Every week we put Connor and a clunky toolbox outfitted with a silver padlock into the car. He lugged the box into the clinic, where the nurse administered that day’s dose and then placed the rest of the week’s supply in the box for Connor to take at home. She watched as Connor locked the box and left the clinic. 

			We thought it was working. Believed it was working. Wanted to believe it was working. Connor’s liver enzymes even went up a bit, but this was before there was a cure for Hep C, and when his enzymes dropped again, he collapsed. We brought him to the emergency room, where he stayed for two weeks. He needed a liver transplant. The doctor at the hospital told us if he did this again, he was dead. We know, we said, we are trying to get his enzymes up. We thought, believed, wanted to believe he was just talking about the Hep C. We had thought, believed, wanted to believe the methadone was working. 

			Turned out Connor was still using. After all we had been through and continued to go through, after all we missed and vowed never to miss again, we still didn’t see it. How many times had I denied he could possibly have a problem, even when Connor didn’t try to hide it? Early in his using, I found him passed out in the hall in the middle of the night and thought maybe he was just exhausted, or at worst, learning a typical teenage lesson from drinking too much. He said he needed to go to the hospital, and I said, Get up. You’re okay. I didn’t know what was going on. I didn’t want to know. I was insensitive to his complaints, I figured he was faking an illness. That’s what I believed. That’s what I told Connor. Even when he told me that his chest hurt. I dismissed that as the phantom pain of the hypochondriac he wasn’t, instead of the addict he was. 

			I never took Connor to the hospital that night. I learned later that he had mixed opiates and amphetamines in excess and the combination had made him feel like something was wrong in his heart. He was seventeen years old and had been using for more than a year.

			I denied the truth. Maybe because we had settled in suburban Atlanta, where you don’t think about the problems behind the manicured lawns and nice front doors. Maybe he was hiding it well behind his good grades and friends who looked anything but shady, as if only shady kids use during the opioid crisis that still haunts us today. Maybe I simply did not want to admit it—like so many parents who live in denial and lie to themselves. 

			Maybe all that would be true for most parents. But it shouldn’t have been for me. 

			As Connor sat in his hospital bed, I knew I had not done everything to help him. I was living with more than just denial of Connor’s addiction—more than fear of Connor’s death. I was hiding something from him and his brother Liam, as I had from almost everyone in my life for decades: my story. My whole story. The one that I always wanted to tell, but the few times I tried, I failed. The parts of my story that made me feel weak. The parts that made me feel like a loser no matter how much I won.

			Here’s the story Connor and most everyone around me knew. My name is John Hanrahan, and in 1960, I arrived in this world the fifth born and first son of six Hanrahan children, a typical suburban American Irish Catholic family in Falls Church, Virginia. I was a nationally acclaimed high school wrestler who earned a scholarship to Penn State, where I was the first to win one hundred matches. While I was in college, I became an accidental model when I was discovered by a prominent agent, who caught one of my matches while channel surfing his Manhattan Cable. I became a top model for the Ford Agency in New York City and the worldwide face of Versace for one season. After my modeling career ended, I became a trainer to the stars and worked with the biggest names in show business: Rod Stewart, Julia Roberts, Natasha Richardson, Tim Burton, Patricia Heaton, Joan Lunden, Howard Stern, Diane Sawyer, Sandy Gallin, David Geffen, Cindy Lauper, Annabella Sciorra, Tara Reid, Mary McCormack, Rosie O’Donnell… 

			Here’s the story Connor and most everyone around me did not know. I was a drug addict. I had been addicted to cocaine—an addiction I had hidden behind my successes. An addiction that my parents had been as blind to when I was in high school and college as I had been to Connor’s. My name is John Hanrahan, and I was an addict. And am an addict. An addiction I never fully confronted until the day Connor was born. 

			But that was not all of it. I was still doing what I had done for more than thirty years: hiding the whole story, instead of confronting it and putting it out there for Connor, so he would know I understood what he was going through more than I ever wanted to admit. I would fear that truth no more. This moment would begin my full redemption in the light for all to see. 

			I looked at Connor and told him I understood his doctor’s words better than he could possibly imagine. Have you planned his funeral? No, because I knew Connor could beat this, even this close to death. Because I had seen death myself.

			My name is John Hanrahan, and in October 1985, I died on the floor of my neighbor’s apartment, after a lethal drug injection that ended my life as I knew it. 

		

	
		
			PART I

			LIFE & DEATH & LIFE

		

	
		
			ALL-AMERICAN BOY

			I was a child of the sixties, growing up in a large Irish Catholic family. My mother was kind, my father no-nonsense, my older sisters caring, and my younger brother the kid I needed to protect. 

			Born in the Bronx, my dad left home at seventeen, joined the Marines, and fought at Iwo Jima and Saipan. After the war, he married my mom, earned his PhD in electrical engineering, and got a job at the Naval Research Laboratory working on top-secret projects during the beginning of the Cold War. But that was hardly extraordinary. Our Falls Church, Virginia, suburb was just over the bridge from Washington, DC. Everyone knew someone working on some top-secret government project during the Cold War. My dad had lost his father at a young age, and the thought of losing the security that he provided was unimaginable.

			Like other families in the 1960s, we cried in shock over the Kennedy assassination (which I barely understood) and while watching the DC riots (which I couldn’t understand). Like every kid I knew, I had accidents, illnesses, run-ins with my siblings, prayed with my family, went to church, and hated school, especially the strict Catholic school I started in first grade and the nun who taught my class. I was painfully shy and constantly fidgety, which drew the Sister’s ire, and that only made me more self-conscious. 

			Where I wasn’t self-conscious was on the playground. I played “football” with the boys on the blacktop with a tennis ball, and it quickly became the only thing I wanted to do at school. I loved getting physical and discovering what my body could do. I got nicknamed “Powerhouse” because I could continue carrying the ball with five kids piled on me. My mom was constantly patching my Zaire-blue trouser knees after I dragged them along the asphalt. Every hole made me feel more complete, more like myself.

			I graduated to organized football later that fall. Mr. Stevenson, our neighbor who ran a Texaco filling station, would pile kids in the back of his pickup truck and take us to the local high school to play on a boys’ club team. By second grade, football had given me all the confidence that I never had in school. I acquired a reputation for breaking the facemasks on my helmet because I hit with my head so hard. I never got to run or throw the ball, but I didn’t care about that, or that the coaches’ kids got to play glamour positions like quarterback and running back. I played the line on offense, running guys over, and on defense tackling the other teams’ glamour boys. I was happy in the trenches. I was happy hitting people hard, and when they passed around the second grade boys’ winter club flyer at school that fall, I rushed home and told my mom I knew exactly what I wanted to learn next: boxing. 

			Oh, honey. Why don’t you try wrestling?

			But I want to do boxing! 

			She took the flyer, looked it over, and shook her head. 

			No, honey. Not boxing. Try wrestling. 

			I pleaded my case, but she held firm, telling me how she had attended a college wrestling match on a date at the Naval Academy and loved it. I pushed, but I could tell Mom thought wrestling was a higher-class sport than boxing. 

			Mom was right, of course. I might have had nothing more to write about if I hadn’t relented and started wrestling when I was seven years old. 

			Wrestling was everything football wasn’t for me, and I took to it immediately. I had felt confident on the football field but never super comfortable in that boys’ club. Everyone else always seemed to know more about the game than I did. Coaches spent less time explaining plays and strategies to the line and more time telling us what not to do so the players who mattered most could score. What they told me was something like what you tell the Hulk. Hanrahan smash! 

			Maybe it wasn’t just me. It seemed a lot of fathers tutored their kids in football even by first grade. Not my dad. He wasn’t an athlete or into sports. He was tough as nails as a Marine, but he was a mathematician now. He wasn’t even at many of my games. From the moment I started elementary school, he did not like the idea of me wasting study time playing ball, while I had already made up my mind I was not going to waste time studying when there was ball to be played. I brought schoolbooks home just in case he asked to see them. I tried to trick him into giving me the answers to my homework so I could get back to playing faster. I would come into his den and ask him about questions I hadn’t even looked at, thinking I could quickly get all the answers. Instead I ended up spending mind-numbing amounts of time listening to his insights into what the problem really was about or what a book could teach me. I learned to avoid his den. Somehow, I still managed to get good grades.

			But wrestling? Wrestling was something I knew I could learn—something I wanted to learn. No one needed to tell me to study harder. Even in second grade, I easily grasped the objectives in front of me—take your opponent down, put him on his back, and stay off your own back—and longed to do it the best I could. The only thing I didn’t like about wrestling at first was the way my knees felt on the mat. I had no kneepads, so I wore an old pair of jeans to practice. 

			That problem solved, I moved onto the bigger problem of the club coach. He knew nothing about the sport and had never wrestled a day in his life. He taught every rule and move from a book. He wasn’t going to give me what I needed, and neither was my dad, so I developed my own instinctual methods to knock opponents off their feet and pry them onto their back. This was too much for most of the other club kids, whom I took down one after another. My team even named a move after me: “The Hanrahan Special,” in which I grasped my opponent’s far ankle while simultaneously trapping his far elbow, sinking my chest back below his torso, and bulldozing forward to knock him on his back. The tackle I had perfected in football served me well too. In wrestling, they called it a double leg takedown. 

			Wrestling became my own little universe. It gave me everything football, school, and my father could not. From my first matches, I understood the power of imposing my will against another human being. I was a winner. I was unstoppable. I went through my second-grade season the undefeated league champion. 

			And then in third grade, I lost for the first time—to Matt Ruffing, the son of the league commissioner. Matt didn’t pin me, but he beat me in every other way. He was well trained and always steps ahead of me as we fought through positions I did not know were possible. I remember it was loud and I felt like everyone there was against me. My lungs were burning. My mouth was too dry even to spit. The buzzer sounded, reverberating off the gym walls, and that was it. I rose to my feet and stood there humiliated as Matt Ruffing’s arm was raised, tears streaming down my face. 

			That Matt Ruffing and I continued to tangle and I later had my share of victories against him did nothing to undo how I felt that night. I felt alone. Because I was alone. In wrestling, there are no teammates to hide behind. My father was in the bleachers, but that was no comfort. I had no idea what the word vulnerable meant then, but that’s what I was, standing there in defeat for the first time. I already knew fear. I began having night terrors when I was seven. My sister Teri would come to me in the middle of the night and calm me down by rubbing my hands. Feeling this vulnerable was worse. I had no control over what I saw in my dreams, but I had control over how I performed on the mat. Now I had a new fear, the fear of losing, and I would do everything I could to ensure it never happened again. 

			Because wrestling made me feel alive. Complete. Like a winner. Smart and capable of learning from my mistakes. Powerful. I bought a set of weights with the money I’d saved up. My dad shook his head disapprovingly. He thought I would just lift and look at myself in the mirror. He saw it as ego. I know he only wanted to make sure I was doing things for the right reasons, but it hurt that he didn’t understand me. I was on my way to becoming a state champion—I knew it and had the record and work ethic to prove it. Still, he made me explain my motives. 

			The last thing I want to do is lift weights, Dad. But you know what? I want to be the best wrestler I can be, and this is part of the equation. 

			Dad walked away, which only made me push harder. By my eighth-grade season, I was a junior champion and had an open invitation to the varsity wrestling practice. It was tortuous and painful, but I figured it built character—something the coach always talked about. Besides, I desperately wanted to be a part of his team and wrestle under the spotlights for the Falls Church High School Jaguars. They had a great wrestling tradition, perennially ranked as one of the top teams in the state, while the basketball team sucked. The school packed them in for home meets to capacity crowds all winter long. As the varsity team prepared to enter, the houselights would shut off and the spotlights flared up the circle of the mat as the Doobie Brothers’ “Black Water” would echo through the gym. The team would bang the double doors loudly and then burst into the spotlights. There was nothing cooler in my mind. 

			Wrestling: what men do during boys’ basketball season. This is where I’m meant to be, I thought. At the same time, I literally got a whiff of what else was to come. Because just after I became a junior champion, I smelled drugs for the first time.

		

	
		
			EVERYTHING BEGINS

			The summer it happened, I was with my best friend Burt, who lived next door. 

			Burt and I had a long history of making our own trouble. We’d do anything for fun, even mess with my grandfather, Big Daddy. Big Daddy was a big man and a hard drinker who lived on the other side of us in a house he built with his friends. He would pay me and Burt to collect bottles and broken glass off his property and around the creek that ran behind our houses. That got boring fast, so Burt and I got the idea to break any whole bottles we found against the rocks in the creek and then bring Big Daddy a bucket load of broken glass. When we showed up that day with only shards and cuts on our hands, Big Daddy paid us and then fired us. 

			Burt and I didn’t care. We were in it together. We stayed friends even after I broke his two front teeth playing hot potato with a heavy plastic wind-up Milton Bradley toy called Time Bomb, and my parents had to pay for his new teeth. We were still best friends in eighth grade, exploring the woods near the field where we played pickup football games, when we stumbled upon a big metal tackle box under a bush. 

			We opened it and found it packed with drugs—pot, hashish, pills—and a syringe. We had no idea exactly what those things were, and any interest we had in finding out ourselves was trumped by our sense that they were bad and, most importantly, valuable. This is not to pretend that I was a golden child before this moment, or that I’d never felt the temptation to try something. After class one day in sixth grade, a bunch of us stole some liquor and got drunk for the first time in my friend Rocky’s basement. I staggered home, only stopping on the hill between our house and the church, where the world spun and I puked my guts out. I made it home in time for dinner with no repercussions, the advantage of getting lost in a family of six children.

			But as Burt and I looked at the tackle box, money was on our minds, not mischief. We thought there might be a reward for finding the box and turning it in. We took the box to Burt’s mom, who called the police. When the officer arrived and saw what we’d found, he said how proud he was of us. Drugs were bad, and maybe we helped save a life. He explained what each of the pills were and then clipped a bud of marijuana on a pair of hemostats and burned it with his lighter so we could know what it smelled like and could steer clear of it. 

			We told him we would. It smelled nasty to me anyway. We didn’t get a reward. Still, we felt like heroes. But that wasn’t the hero I wanted to be. I wanted to be a hero on the mat. 

			My idol was a wrestler named Dan Gable, and that summer after eighth grade was the first time I saw him—and real wrestling—on TV at the 1972 Olympics in Munich, Germany. I remember excitedly tuning the antenna on the television in the family den, trying to get the ABC broadcast. The black-and-white picture stayed fuzzy, but it was clear enough to see the athletes in their singlets battling it out in front of a packed arena. I pulled the straps of my own singlet over my favorite wrestling T-shirt and sat ready to follow all the action. 

			That’s when I saw him: Dan Gable. I’d only read about him in a book—the first one I’d ever gotten from the library, and to be honest the only one I had ever read cover to cover. I knew all about his work ethic and dedication. I knew about his pain: how he came home from high school one day in Iowa and discovered his sister on the living room floor, raped and murdered. I saw in his every move how his anger fueled him, unleashing an unmatched intensity as he ripped through his Olympic opponents. He won the gold medal without allowing a point to be scored on him.

			That is going to be me one day.

			Shortly after Gable’s victory, the entire Olympic broadcast changed. Jim McKay interrupted images of the thrill of victory, agony of defeat, and spirit of sportsmanship that defines the best of humankind with reports of extreme violence that mark our worst. The screen cut away to images of the Olympic Village where, McKay reported, a Palestinian terrorist group called Black September had taken Israeli Olympians hostage. At least one had been killed trying to help his teammates, who remained captive. It affected me deeply as an athlete who aspired to be on an Olympic podium one day.

			The next day, against the backdrop of terror, the broadcast returned to the Olympic wrestling venue and showed a young American wrestler named Rick Sanders, who wrestled like an artist. Fluid and creative with his movements, he made me realize that wrestling can truly be artistic and lethal. His matches inspired me and allowed me to forget about the human tragedy that was still unfolding—but only for a moment. The broadcast was again interrupted with McKay reporting live.

			We’ve just gotten the final word. You know, when I was a kid, my father used to say our greatest hopes and our worst fears are seldom realized. Our worst fears have been realized tonight. They’ve now said that there were eleven hostages. Two were killed in their rooms yesterday morning; nine were killed at the airport tonight. They’re all gone.

			The senseless violence of the Munich tragedy—men’s hate for people not like them—echoed the senseless violence I experienced and also could not understand in my own life.

			In seventh grade, I was no longer in Catholic school but bussed to J. G. Whittier Junior High School, a recently integrated school in the same neighborhood as T. C. Williams High School, which had its racial tensions captured in the movie Remember the Titans. The movie told the story of how the school’s football team overcame its own racial bias and hate in their hearts. They began to appreciate one another and destroy their opponents, who often continued to spew hate as TC went on to win the state championship. 

			Despite that victory, tensions remained high, as they had since the DC riots of 1968. We were integrated but not together. Every morning after the buses arrived, white kids would gather on one side of the lobby and black kids on the other. Most mornings, I hid my 85-pound frame behind Charlie, a 280-pound wrestler who lived on my block and had been held back, which made him even bigger than the biggest kids. Charlie knew me as a “little” wrestler, and he let me stay behind him as fights broke out all around us. On a few occasions, the violence was bad enough to close down the school for the day and bus us home. 

			Despite my wrestling prowess, I avoided fighting anywhere but the mat for three reasons: I was still small, I didn’t want to give my dad a reason to put me back in Catholic school, and I had no desire to fight people who I did not hate. In fact, my best friend Floyd was the first black kid I became close to. We knew each other from football before junior high, and I talked him into doing wrestling. Despite our different backgrounds, Floyd became part of my family, and I became part of his, though his chained-up dog, Whitey, never accepted me. Every time Whitey growled at me, Floyd just laughed. Don’t mind her. She just hates white people. 

			After a local high school football game one night, racial tensions spilled over into the streets of our town. Floyd’s older brother was killed in a hit-and-run that the news attributed to racism. It was as senseless and tragic as the Munich Massacre unfolding that summer. It all left me confused, nervous, and unsettled. 

			A few days later, we learned of more death in the shadow of the Olympic tragedy. Rick Sanders had left Munich, silver medal around his neck and girlfriend on his arm, and started hitchhiking through Eastern Europe. His body had been found along the road, apparently run over by a truck. His bag contained his red USA Olympic team pants and jacket and six dollars. His Olympic silver medal was never recovered. 

			Reports of Sanders’ end affected my wrestling brotherhood deeply. The older wrestlers from my neighborhood told us younger ones incredible stories about him, how he was known for partying but could still wipe the mat with anyone in the wrestling room. One kid said he’d heard that when Sanders hadn’t shown at the Munich arena on match day, the coaches found him in a bar. Rick Sanders wasn’t hiding the hard partying side of his life from anyone. But by this time, I was. 

			If anything marks the beginning of what I call my double life of addiction to wrestling and drugs, it’s the summer I saw Dan Gable wrestle—the first time I tried marijuana. Not six months after I promised that cop I wouldn’t. 

			The summer before my freshman year of high school, I found myself sitting on the railroad ties near the Falls Church community center pool with a bunch of the wilder, cooler, older kids in town. My life revolved around that pool in the summers throughout high school, and that life had now spilled over into the woods and these tracks, where kids drank and smoked pot seemingly every day. I had some status as a wrestler and football player, but I wasn’t part of their crowd. They wanted me to join them and were passing a pipe down the line. The smell the officer had showed us was getting closer. 

			I had meant it when I told him I wouldn’t do it. I told myself I wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t succumb to peer pressure.

			Here… No thanks. Come on… Nah, I’m good. HERE…

			This didn’t sound like a request anymore, but a do-it-and-you’re-in, don’t-and-you’re-out ultimatum. These weren’t my friends. These were the kids I desperately wanted to accept me—and they weren’t taking no for an answer.

			They knew it was my first time. Embarrassment and fear of being called a loser overtook my conscience. I took a toke and got immediate praise, which I accepted. On the inside, I knew I had just made a mistake—that I had betrayed that police officer, my parents, and myself. 

			Not that I let those feelings stop me. I drank and smoked pot that entire summer with my new friends. We stole beer from the 7–11 or High’s. We partied though the night. Thus began my double life: one “me” riding around with kids in cars, drinking, smoking, and eventually doing harder drugs, the other “me” maintaining the facade of “All-American Boy”—the wrestler with the bright future.

			My double life was really only for my family and teachers. I didn’t have to hide it from the wrestlers. Rick Sanders wasn’t an exception in the sport. Wrestlers are the ultimate athletes and party animals—a fact my sister Teri confirmed for me on New Year’s Eve my freshman year. She had a date with the greatest wrestler to ever come out of our area, who was on break from his college wrestling team in Indiana. They let me tag along with them to a house party. I was the youngest one there, and they took me under their wing and taught me how to do tequila shots. While they left me to go dance, I stayed in the kitchen doing shots until after the clock struck twelve. When we returned home, Teri’s date deposited me on the side of the house, where I remained until I puked. I slept in the side yard—and I still woke up and completed a three-hour 8:00 a.m. wrestling practice. 

			I figured Rick Sanders would’ve been proud, especially because I was playing with the big boys now on every level. Nothing was going to keep me out of that spotlight. I longed to be there. I worked my ass off to get there. I may have been smoking pot and drinking. I may have been awkward around girls. But all those Johns bowed before John the Wrestler. I felt more confident and more alive than ever when I was on the wrestling mat. 

			My freshman year, I won the varsity starting position at my weight in a wrestle-off against a kid from the neighborhood, whom I knew from my all-star boys’ club team that competed around the DC metro area. I won the girl too: captain of the freshman cheerleaders, whom I’d had a crush on since first grade. But things were not meant to end the way they started. In wrestling, the coach could allow someone to challenge for the starting position, and I ended up losing a challenge match after a controversial call. I lost the girl soon after. 

			Fair or not, I resolved never to let that happen again. Despite my status as the backup 112-pounder, my high school coach took me to the NCAA nationals, and I got to meet my hero Dan Gable in the practice room. Clinging to the confidence wrestling gave me, I didn’t just gawk from afar or ask to shake his hand—I walked right up to him, announced who I was, and asked him to “go takedowns with me.” He looked at me and said… Nah, that’s okay, kid. 

			Dejected, I sat against the wall and watched him work out. When it was over, he came up to me, grabbed me by the arm, and said, “Let’s go.” We playfully went at it for over twenty minutes, and he even let me ask questions about technique. I thanked him. Hungry for more, I went looking for another top-level wrestler to work out with. That summer I attended summer camp with Doug Blubaugh, an Olympic champion and college coach who taught me how “those who do, do.” His words still in my head, I became determined to do. 

			Sophomore year, I regained the starting position, and there was no taking my spot away again. I won the bronze medal at State and was now one of the leaders of the team. I moved up to a higher-tier cheerleader too—I was now dating the captain of the varsity squad.

			Nothing could stop me. Except me.

		

	
		
			BEING WATCHED

			Until April of my sophomore year, my biggest anxiety was the future. Wrestling gave me confidence on the mat, but at night, especially before the season and after it ended, I would lie in bed, unable to sleep. I was scared that I’d have nowhere to go. That I would pick the wrong path. That I would be beholden to my parents forever. That they would spend their hard-earned savings sending me to college, and I would screw up and have to come home and remain in Falls Church and live under their roof, bound by their rules. The loser drunk stoner child. 

			Nothing I did—including drinking, getting high more, or getting into the occasional fight—made things any clearer. They only made me forget. As soon as I was sober or the adrenaline wore off or I was alone again, the anxiety returned. 

			By high school, it seemed to me that everyone knew where he or she was going but me. My friends were getting ready to enter their family businesses, which we didn’t have, or knew exactly what career they’d pursue. I took a career aptitude test, and it recommended that I become a funeral director. 

			My father wasn’t much help in guiding me. It wasn’t just the top-secret nature of his work. I asked him once what I should be, and he responded that not many men get to make a living doing something they enjoy, and I “gotta work”—which meant study. Which I was not about to do. I saw no value in learning math or science. Art and English bored me. I hated it all, though I still managed to get A’s and B’s simply by looking the part of the conscientious student, respectful and seemingly attentive.

			Thank God for wrestling. Whenever I stepped in the training room or competed with the team, I felt like I belonged, like everything would be okay. It anchored me while allowing me to be the free spirit I longed to be everywhere else in my life. Wrestling was my creative expression, my science, and unlike my schoolwork, I continued to work hard and take beating after beating to get better. My teammates never knew what happened after I got home and crawled into my bed at night, separated from the wrestling and partying, when the anxiety would creep in. 

			That anxiety diminished on April 5, 1976—the day I got my first letter from a college. It was from Washington and Lee University, a terrific liberal arts school a few hours from us in Virginia. They spelled my name wrong, but what did that matter? Their wrestling coach had seen me capture my State medal, and while there was no mention of a scholarship, my coach said it was implied, assuming I continued to excel on the mat and managed to graduate. He also said this was just the beginning.

			Johnny, you are being watched.

			And oh, how I wanted that scholarship. I was a shaky investment, but this one letter made me believe I was going to be able to take care of myself on my own terms. I want to pay my own way through college with a scholarship, I said to myself over and over. A free ride would free me to make my own mistakes without my parents paying for them. My dad would never get to question my grades and say, “Why did you get a D in this class? I’m paying for this.” 

			The letter from Washington and Lee was enough to keep my anxiety at bay, and I worked even harder to see how much better I could do and how high I could climb. I made the national junior team and got to compete in Poland, which was then behind the Iron Curtain my dad was working to bring down. At our first training center in Warsaw, we shared showers with the Polish women’s basketball team. They were excited about our American shampoo, and we were excited to be showering in the same room with six-foot-tall women! My teenage boy hormones appreciated that moment, but the rest of the trip only made me appreciate what I had in America. All I wanted to represent was a symbol of our country’s freedom and capitalism. My American wrestling dream.

			We took a team bus through the countryside, passing farms that looked stuck in the previous century, until we reached the small town of Sieradz where we completed our training. We had plenty of Polish money, or złoty, but there was nothing to buy. We were hungry and tired of food like stomach soup and tongue, which was probably delicious to the locals but wasn’t exactly McDonald’s to a fifteen-year-old suburban kid from America. Desperate for something to eat and the comforts of home, we found an ice cream shop one night, but it only sold small individual cones, so we went to a hardware store and bought a bucket and paid to fill it with ice cream. The next day, we left for home, and I actually kissed the ground upon landing in the US. Then I went and found my friends and spent the rest of the summer drinking and smoking, which continued right into my junior year. 

			In high school, I’d stop drinking and smoking pot in season, but in the offseason I’d continue to train while partying. I’d smoke in the morning before school, at lunchtime, and after school. So did many of my teammates. We saw it as a badge of honor if you could wrestle, and even more so if you could wrestle and also party like an animal. In Falls Church, it wasn’t a big deal to become a state champion wrestler. But to achieve it while also being a top party animal gave you the highest esteem. We played hard and partied hard, like we heard Rick Sanders had, always trying to outdo each other. Our credo was, “It’s one thing to experience wrestling and do everything right and be good at it, but it’s another to experience life and be good at it.” 

			And I was. I won the Virginia state tournaments in my weight class the next two years and was the runner-up in my junior year at the AAU Nationals. As I won, college letters kept coming, along with phone calls. Scholarship offers poured in. Coaches visited my parents’ living room. They came to school and pulled me out of the classroom. They watched matches under the spotlights, impressed with my performance in front of rabid crowds. They offered me all-expense-paid visits to their schools. The NCAA allowed me to take five of those visits, and I availed myself of all of them. 

			First up was Michigan State. Though I had been drinking for years, I remember how mature I felt flying alone for the first time, ordering a beer from the Eastern Airline stewardess (I was eighteen, the legal age for drinking beer in Virginia back then), and looking out the window as we passed over my neighborhood upon takeoff. 

			I didn’t like Michigan State, but two things made the visit memorable. First, when I arrived at the airport in DC, I passed a newsstand and saw my current girlfriend, who happened to be a Ford Agency model, looking back at me from the cover of Washingtonian magazine. I still smelled like her from the night before! Second, I found myself in the company of many other top recruits. The university was hosting a battle between the USA Olympians and the mighty Soviets. I was staying on the same hotel floor as the Soviet team, and I am not sure what impressed me more: how they dominated our wrestlers, or how much they smoked and drank after doing so. These guys were bad dudes—communists, but still my kind of bad dudes. Wrestlers.

			After Michigan State, I visited Indiana State. I went because it was close to Indiana University, where I wanted to visit a girl I liked, and I couldn’t afford to get there on my own. I drove to University of Maryland, because my dad was once a professor there, and nearby George Mason University, where the coach offered me an MG sports car to accept their offer to be an anchor for their new program. But I wasn’t interested in either of them. I loved Clemson, where they took me waterskiing and then to a disco and introduced me to the drunken crowd on the light-up dance floor. The University of Tennessee, where all the athletes lived in a tower with an amazing mess hall that served prime rib, also impressed me. I had pretty much settled on those two when my coach stopped me after school and told me another opportunity had come up, a big one. Penn State—the biggest wrestling power east of the Mississippi and the most dominant university in the most dominant wrestling state in the country—had called him. They were very interested in me. 

			One problem: they didn’t send a plane ticket. Instead they wanted me to drive four hours with my parents and stay the weekend. I’m not sure what I felt was the bigger slight: not flying me up, or having me bring my mom and dad. I was eighteen and had done all my visits solo so far. To me, it meant that I was an afterthought. I resigned myself to going—it was Penn State after all. I’d drive up in my parents’ station wagon. But I was not going to bring my parents. In the backseat were my cooler of beer and my bong. Riding shotgun was my oldest friend from public school and my wrestling teammate, Floyd. We had remained best friends since junior high, and while his dog Whitey still hated me, times had changed at school. As seniors, Floyd was voted “Friendliest” and I was named “Foxiest.”
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