
      [image: ]

  
	
		[image: ]





	

    
	
		[image: ]


Begin Reading
            

Table of Contents

Newsletters
            

Copyright Page
            




 In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
         


	

    
	
		For Harvey Dorfman



	

    
	
		
How old would you be if you didn’t know how old you are?

—Satchel Paige




	

    
	
		
July 2010

Introduction



It had been many years since Jamie Moyer was unable to quiet the chattering distractions of his own mind. But now, on a sweltering St. Louis night, the oldest athlete in all pro sports was in trouble on the mound. No matter how often he pleaded with himself to just focus, the doubts, laced with fear, kept coming.
         

His first pitch in the first inning had been a down-and-away two-seam fastball to Cardinals leadoff hitter Felipe Lopez; the two-seamer, gripped along (as opposed to across) the ball’s stitches or seams, looks like a straight fastball—before its angled spin causes it to suddenly sink. Moyer, who has kept notes on every batter he’s ever faced, knew that Lopez was often tempted to chase sinkers that sizzled and dipped toward his ankles. Upon releasing the pitch, however, with his trusted left arm raised to its three-quarters release point above his shoulder, Moyer felt something. It wasn’t a searing pain; it was more as though there were a rubber band inside his elbow, and it was stretching and expanding and elongating…and then, as if on cue after the release, the pain came. And so did the ball. Lopez flailed at the pitch and weakly tapped it back to the pitcher. Moyer grabbed it while instinctively trying to hide that his arm felt like it had exploded.

The ball in his glove presented a problem. How do I get this to first base? Moyer wondered. In a fraction of a second, his mind raced. He thought about sprinting the ball over to first baseman Ryan Howard, but Lopez was already halfway down the line. Should he underhand it? That was too far. Now Lopez was two-thirds of the way there. Moyer raised his throbbing left arm and lobbed the ball, a soft toss that Howard caught for out number one.
         

As Moyer went for a slow walk around the mound, the thoughts kept coming. Will I be able to pitch batting practice to my boys? Is this the last time I’ll be on a mound? Will I go on the DL?
         

Moyer knew these thoughts for what they were: negative self-talk. Two decades earlier, he was a losing pitcher in his early thirties with a career 34–54 record who had been cut by three teams. The mound was a scary, powerless place; is there a more solitary spot in sports? The pitcher stands elevated, exposed, part of a team while simultaneously apart from it. He’s alone with his thoughts, emotions, and countless other voices; on the mound, the withering doubts of others—fans, media, managers—can often drown out the game’s actual sound. Those voices have crippled more pitchers than any actual succession of line drives.

But then he made a pilgrimage to the man a whole generation of ballplayers had come to refer to as “baseball’s best-kept secret.” Harvey Dorfman was the raspy-voiced guru who had practically invented the field of sports psychology. Dorfman, who passed away at seventy-five early in 2011, had helped some of baseball’s biggest names shed their self-consciousness. Among the disciples of the Cult of Harvey: slugger Alex Rodriguez, pitchers Roy Halladay, Greg Maddux, and Jim Abbott, and many more. None, however, were greater devotees than Moyer. Ever since that first meeting in 1991, Dorfman’s acerbic aphorisms were with Moyer on every mound, in every jam, preceding every pitch.

And so on that St. Louis night, when the end of his career seemed imminent and the fearful thoughts came in waves, Moyer did as Harvey would have him do. He drew a deep breath, slowly exhaling. And he listened for that gravelly voice that for nearly twenty years had comforted him on the mound.

Focus on the task at hand.
         

Establish a short-term goal.
         

One. Pitch. At. A. Time.
         

Digging into the batter’s box was centerfielder Randy Winn, Moyer’s onetime teammate in Seattle, who had hit Moyer hard the last few years. With each pitch, the rubber band inside his elbow was pulling even more now. Moyer’s changeup was in the dirt; the curveball didn’t have its finish, that outward, looping wrist snap that causes the ball to arc away from lefthanded batters. In the middle of the count, Winn hit a cutter to third base for out number two.

Another out, another walk around the mound. How had he gotten here? Moyer, the thirty-sixth winningest pitcher of all time, was currently in search of his tenth win of the still-young season; he was on pace to record more wins than he had since his 16–7 record led his team, the Philadelphia Phillies, to the World Series championship two years prior, and possibly as many as he’d had seven years earlier, when his 21–7 record for Seattle made him an All-Star. He’d become something of a folk hero in Philadelphia, where middle-aged men with paunches would stop him in restaurants or on the street to share how his inspirational example had gotten them back into the gym.

Having won far more games in his forties than in his twenties, and doing so with an 81-mile-per-hour fastball and a changeup that lived on the black corners of home plate, Moyer had come to enjoy testing himself against testosterone-fueled twentysomethings; he’d gotten expert at using young hitters’ machismo against them. After each called third strike or weak grounder to short, they’d take the walk of shame back to their dugout, befuddled and embarrassed that this seeming thrower of junk had once again bested them. “Jamie carved us tonight,” Atlanta Brave Chipper Jones said after Moyer threw a two-hit shutout against his team in May 2010. “The guy is eighty-seven years old and still pitching for a reason. He stays off the barrel of the bat. He changes speeds, changes the game plan, keeps you guessing.”

Oh, sure, his teammates would razz him; shortstop Jimmy Rollins would call him “Grandpa,” and on “Turn Back the Clock” uniform nights, someone would invariably joke that this wouldn’t be the first time Moyer wore a 1929 uniform. But that was all in good fun. He’d come to embrace his role, as he put it, “representing the fortysomethings.”
         

But now it was all suddenly in jeopardy—the pursuit of 300 wins (he was 33 shy of the magic number that assures a spot in Cooperstown), the folk hero status, the very way he’d defined himself his whole life. He knew what Harvey would say: Shut up and breathe.
         

Moyer inhaled deeply and reminded himself: Every pitch with purpose.
         

Next up was only the best hitter in the National League, Albert Pujols. He took ball one, down and away. After a fastball at the knees, Moyer came inside with a cutter. This version of the cutter was Moyer’s newest pitch, and it was largely why his 2010 season had thus far defied expectations. During the 2009 World Series his boyhood idol, Phillie great Steve Carlton, was to throw out the first pitch of game four, with Moyer catching him. As they warmed up before the game, Carlton started tossing his legendary slider. “Can you show me that?” Moyer asked. For the next half hour, he received a tutorial on the slider, which differs from a cutter only in degree; the slider’s spin is tighter. Moyer had thrown a cutter since the early ’90s, but this one was vastly dissimilar, with a different grip and more bite. Moyer worked on the pitch all off-season—without telling anyone on the Phils’ coaching staff. When he got to spring training, it took a while before pitching coach Rich Dubee asked, just what was that pitch that seemed to be fooling so many hitters?

Moyer tried to jam Pujols with the cutter, a difficult enough proposition when the hitter isn’t the best in baseball. The plate, after all, is a mere seventeen inches wide, framed along the outside by a thin black strip. The goal for a non–power pitcher like Moyer in what he calls the “ultimate game of truth or dare” is to keep hitters off balance by consistently hitting the plate’s black corners. When a pitcher says he made a “mistake,” it’s often because he has thrown “white on white”: the white ball over the white part of the plate. Moyer’s pitch to Pujols was barely off, catching perhaps a half inch of the white, enough for the slugger to swing and muscle a bloop base hit over the infield.
         

The next hitter, leftfielder Matt Holliday, mimicked Pujols, fighting off an inside cutter for a soft single. Moyer took another walk, letting his arm pain subside. Rightfielder Allen Craig was a rookie who had never seen Moyer before. Early in the count, the runners stole second and third.

Moyer went for another walk, looked around the stadium. God, I love it here, he thought to himself, looking up at the stands, taking in the scene—in case this was his last time on a big league mound. Harvey’s voice in his head caught it:
         

You think you’re focusing, but are you? Are you really?
         

Return to your breath. Slow it down.
         

Dorfman used to say that the adrenaline rush when in a jam on the mound was not unlike scurrying around doing last-minute chores while getting ready to go somewhere. You get nervous and tense; a modicum of doubt can result in a deficit—a Harvey word—of conviction behind the pitch. And a pitch that lacks conviction is a pitch asking to be punished. In Baltimore in 1993, while lessons from Harvey were still sinking in, Moyer heard his teammate Doug Jones say that when things got loud, he’d get softer. When the fans are screaming and your thoughts are racing, the tendency is to grip the ball harder, rear back, and throw with all your might. Instead, Moyer learned, throwing it softer is the more aggressive act.
         

His arm throbbing, Moyer started Craig with soft stuff, away. Then he decided to throw a four-seam fastball—his only straight pitch, gripped across the ball’s horseshoe-shaped stitches—right down the middle, white on white. Here it is, let’s see you hit it. Allen hit a tame fly ball to Shane Victorino in centerfield to end the inning.
         

Walking into the dugout, Moyer called over pitching coach Dubee and manager Charlie Manuel. And then he said the three hardest words he’d ever had to say, words that, when he’d recall them months later, would still bring a quiver to his voice: “I can’t throw.”

  


So began the most improbable of comebacks, in a life filled with them. Most mere mortals would have quit when cut by the Texas Rangers in 1991 with a career 34–49 record. Or a year later, after an 0–5 season. Or the season after that, when the Chicago Cubs offered him a job as a pitching coach. Instead, he took a flyer on handling mop-up duty for the Toledo Mud Hens for all of $12,000.

Moyer persevered after all those setbacks, but now—with a serious arm injury that would require Tommy John surgery in 2010—was this the end? Not hardly.

I first met Moyer and his wife, Karen, just weeks after the injury in St. Louis. It was Phillies Alumni Weekend, and we met in a hotel bar to talk about collaborating on a book. Moyer was lukewarm; he’d read athlete autobiographies, and he’d never liked them. “I’m not a me, me, me kind of guy,” he said apologetically.

Besides, he may not have been done on the mound. Phillies general manager Ruben Amaro and virtually every sports yakker on the airwaves had loudly proclaimed his career to be over. But I got the sense that Moyer was still penning his own type of cliffhanger. “He’s already plotting his comeback,” Karen said, only half joking. As we chatted, none other than Steve Carlton stopped by. For hours, the two legends talked pitching. They talked about Cole Hamels’s arm slot: “He’s really seeing those lanes,” Lefty said.

“He’s dialed in,” Moyer agreed.

Members of an elite, exclusive club, they spoke in a cryptic, knowing shorthand. Each one seemed to know precisely what it was like for the other; What it’s like. That’s the book, I thought; not Jamie Moyer’s life story so much as a biography of a master craftsman. Not some linear career blow by blow, but a travelogue of critical points of challenge, small moments examined closely.
         

I had just finished reading Christopher McDougall’s compelling Born to Run, which in its profile of the record-breaking distance running of the Tarahumara Indians of Mexico’s Copper Canyon, illustrated the power of mind over matter. Now, as Moyer and Carlton compared notes—596 major league wins between them!—it struck me that they spoke far more about the mental side of the game than the purely physical. As the beer flowed into the night, modern-day pitchers were dissected as much for their perseverance and focus as for their movement and velocity. Moyer and Carlton were indeed talking craft, but they spoke in clipped sentences about the psychology behind the act.
         

Later, approaching last call, I made this observation to Moyer, and it struck a nerve. He’d learned firsthand the wisdom in the legendary Yogi Berra Zen koan: “Ninety percent of this game is mental, and the other half is physical.” Moyer had learned, he said, that “pitching takes place from the neck up.” He excitedly started walking me through all he had learned at Dorfman’s knee. How important having a persona is, for example. There had long been two Jamie Moyers. One, the Clubhouse Gentleman, was the thoughtful, accessible favorite of the media pack due to his willingness to hold forth  like an academic on pitching. The Clubhouse Gentleman, who never refused an autograph and who, with his wife, heads a charity foundation that is the model for how pro athletes can make a difference, had long been regarded throughout the game as a loyal teammate and a class act.

And then there’s the Inner Warrior. It’s the Inner Warrior who comes to the fore when Moyer, his eyes narrowed to intense slits, refers to the pitching mound as “my f’ing circle.”
         

Moyer learned, as Carlton had before him, that a pitcher’s body language was inextricably linked to his success. He’d watched an early mentor, Nolan Ryan, walk off the mound during an away game only to have a rabid heckler drench the flamethrower in beer. But the indomitable Ryan never even broke stride, his hard-edged sneer firmly in place, while the opposing dugout looked on. The game, at that point, was over. For Moyer, it was an object lesson: if you let opposing batters see you sweat, they’ll race each other to the on-deck circle. And if they think you have an otherworldly composure and nerves of granite, they’ll begin to doubt themselves, if even slightly.

Jamie was now coming around to the thought of a different kind of sports book. One that told the story of his forthcoming comeback attempt, but that also, in alternating chapters, flashed back to moments of critical challenge throughout his long career: in short, a chronicle of his continuing education. Turns out, he wasn’t done learning. A few months after our first meeting came arm surgery, followed by exhaustive rehab. That was followed by one of the most audacious comebacks in sports history—a forty-nine-year-old pitcher with a rebuilt arm making one last stand on the mound. This is the story of that comeback, but of many others as well.

It’s the story of what it takes to come back, time and again, in the pressure cooker of professional sports, when you find yourself a punch line on SportsCenter or dismissed time and again by the purveyors of conventional wisdom. Is there more of an Everyman on the sporting scene than Moyer? When he’s on the mound, he looks like us; all sweat and struggle, graying hair at the temples, lines creasing his face; in the last couple of years, he has found himself middle-aged, with his two eldest children off to college, while he defiantly stares down a potential forced retirement. That temerity has long characterized Moyer. If he had listened to others—high school coaches, pro scouts, major league managers, his own relatives, sabermetrician devotees—he would have been out of baseball years ago.
         

It’s also the story of the ultimate battle that all athletes wage—the one against the calendar. In recent years, we’ve seen Michael Jordan, Brett Favre, and Roger Clemens all fight the clock; all were, if not tarnished in the attempt, certainly diminished. We may have admired their effort to reclaim past glory, but when Jordan missed that dunk in the 2003 NBA All-Star Game or when Favre limped off the field after that last flurry of interceptions, we were saddened by the spectacle. Moyer, on the other hand, is arguably the first star athlete who actually kept getting better deep into his forties. Hall of Fame pitcher and three-time Cy Young winner Tom Seaver, for example, posted a 66–64 record between the ages of thirty-seven and forty-one. At the same ages, Moyer was 74–44, including two 20-win seasons, at thirty-eight and forty. Between the ages of forty-four and forty-seven, Moyer’s record was 51–38.
         

Of course, the Seaver trajectory is the norm. The careers of great athletes tend to be contracted versions of the typical life span. Major league pitchers peak at twenty-seven; most are out of baseball by their midthirties. Moyer’s Seattle teammate Ken Griffey Jr. played until he was forty, but his peak power years were from ages twenty-six to twenty-nine. Even a legend like Joe DiMaggio, who retired at thirty-six, had his best year at twenty-two. Dwight Gooden pitched until he was thirty-five, but never came close to the season he had at twenty. Moyer, though, has defied the script. His Inner Warrior has spent the last decade giving the middle finger to mortality.

But this is also the story of what pitching is—the mystery and mastery of it, as seen through the eyes of its most cerebral, seeking student. It’s a story deep inside the ever-elusive mental side of sports, in today’s Moneyball-dominated culture of spreadsheets and analytics. And most of all, it’s the story of two men, professional sports’ ultimate odd couple, the unlikely All-Star pitcher with his 80-mile-per-hour fastball, and the unlikely psychologist with his in-your-face observations (“I know your act, kid!”) and absence of sentiment.
         


	

    
	
		
November 1991

Chapter One




A great deal of talent is lost in this world for want of a little courage.

—Harvey Dorfman



As it was for many ballplayers, the idea of seeing a psychologist—a shrink!—was total anathema to Jamie Moyer. But there he was, on a crisp, sunny day, wandering the baggage claim area of Phoenix’s Sky Harbor International Airport, looking for his last and best hope at salvaging the only career he’d ever wanted. He was twenty-nine years old, with a wife and infant son at home, and he was without a baseball team for the first time since he was eight years old.
         

Back then, Moyer would tell whoever would barely listen that he was going to be a major league pitcher. There were plenty of doubters, even as he dominated in high school and college. But he’d made it to the Show, using the naysaying as psychic fuel along the way. But when the call came from Tom Grieve, general manager of the Texas Rangers, on November 12, 1990, how Moyer had always defined himself was suddenly no longer applicable. With six terse words—“We don’t see you helping us”—Jamie Moyer became a former big leaguer. And one with a desultory 34–49 career record.

Rock, meet bottom.

So Moyer thought, What do I have to lose? before flying to Arizona to meet someone his agent, Jim Bronner, thought could be of help. As Karen said before sending Jamie on his way, “Treat this as a learning experience.”
         

He was here to meet Harvey Dorfman, who was arriving on another flight. Together they would drive to Dorfman’s home in Prescott, Arizona, about ninety miles away, for a weekend of sessions that…what? Would have him unearth long-dormant resentments about his mother while he was lying on a couch?

In truth, Moyer had read and been intrigued by Dorfman’s classic book The Mental Game of Baseball: A Guide to Peak Performance, and he’d heard good things about Dorfman from players in the Oakland organization, where Dorfman was on staff and in the process of revolutionizing the subterranean world of sports psychology. But Moyer had grown up in the tiny blue-collar hamlet of Souderton, Pennsylvania, not exactly a New Age zip code.
         

Plus they weren’t a particularly emotive bunch, the Moyers. They expressed themselves through a shared love of baseball. Neighbors would pass the nearby ball field and see those baseball-crazy Moyers—mom Joan, sis Jill, and Jamie all in the outfield, shagging dad Jim’s fly balls. Jim, a former minor league shortstop, served as Jamie’s coach throughout American Legion ball. Souderton, a working-class suburban town of some 6,000 residents an hour outside Philadelphia, was where Moyer’s baseball education took hold—as well as his values. His early baseball journey was nurtured by an entire town that seemed to jump right out of some idealized version of America’s past; the same folks who cheered on his three no-hitters his junior year of high school populated Friday night’s football games and prayed together at church on Sunday. He’d gone from that atavistic world into the macho realm of the professional baseball clubhouse, where introspection is traditionally looked upon with suspicion.
         

“Hi, I’m Harvey Dorfman,” a waddling, croaky-voiced fiftysomething said, approaching with outstretched hand. Dorfman didn’t look like an athlete, with his hunched shoulders, gimpy gait, and baggy sweatshirt, but Moyer knew that during the season he was in the dugout in an Oakland A’s uniform. And anyone—even a shrink—who wore the uniform deserved the benefit of the doubt.

On the awkward ride to Dorfman’s house, the two men made small talk. Dorfman asked open-ended questions about Moyer’s upbringing and his history in the game, and soon Moyer was unburdening himself:

“I can’t throw my curveball for strikes.”

Dorfman said nothing.

“I got to the major leagues because of my changeup, but I just show it now. I don’t throw it for strikes.”

Dorfman said nothing.

“When I’m on the mound, I can’t stop thinking about being pulled. Or released.”

Dorfman said nothing. He simply smiled.

Isn’t this guy going to tell me what to do? Moyer wondered.
         

  


A few months before Moyer’s pilgrimage to Prescott, Saturday Night Live broadcast an uproarious skit featuring guest host Michael Jordan. Called “Daily Affirmations with Stuart Smalley,” it was a classic send-up of what happens at the intersection of self-help culture and jockdom. Al Franken played Smalley, a cable TV host described as a “caring nurturer” and “member of several twelve-step programs,” who was looking to provide gentle encouragement to “Michael J.,” an anonymous basketball player.
         

Jordan is coaxed into admitting that sometimes before big games he gets nervous. Smalley tells Jordan to look in the mirror and quell those “critical inner thoughts” by reciting his daily affirmation: “I don’t have to dribble the ball fast, or throw the ball into the basket. All I have to do is be the best Michael I can be. Because I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!” The skit ends with a hug between the best athlete in the world and this comical, cliché-ridden would-be therapist.

Harvey Dorfman was the real-world anti–Stuart Smalley. He knew that the calm, nurturing counselor, with that soothing NPR voice, was a total nonstarter in sports. Unlike other sports psychologists, he knew he had to have a macho persona in order to break through to the modern-day athlete. Even though Dorfman was a bibliophile who could deconstruct the novels of Somerset Maugham in great detail, ballplayers just knew him as a foulmouthed taskmaster. “I don’t care about your feelings,” Dorfman would tell them. “I care about what you do.”
         

The character of SNL’s Stuart Smalley was everything Dorfman disdained about those in his own profession: too precious, too solicitous. But the skit did nail the crisis in confidence world-class athletes inevitably face. Dorfman had had a procession of major league ballplayers walk through the door to his study over the years, all doing battle with their internal demons, all—no matter the runs batted in or hitters fanned—feeling like, as Smalley would say, imposters. Dorfman knew, of course, that they weren’t imposters—just works in progress. But try telling that to an athletic prodigy who, through achingly dull repetition, is raised to train his muscle memory so that the physical act becomes something done by rote. Without fail, ballplayers—and for that matter the wider, retro world of baseball—had never contemplated the possibility that the same type of discipline might be needed to train the mind, so its overactive chatter could get the hell out of the muscles’ way. Dorfman adopted an in-your-face persona, more tough-love coach than shrink, designed to jump-start his clients into awareness and action. As he’d tell them, “Muscles are morons. Self-consciousness will screw you up.”
         

Not exactly Freudian wisdom. But then Dorfman wasn’t even a shrink. No, he’d been a high school English teacher and basketball coach at Burr and Burton Academy in Manchester, Vermont, where he coached the girls’ team to a state title. He was equal parts jock and man of letters, as likely to quote Shakespeare as to dissect the virtues of the two-hand chest pass. He contributed columns to the local paper, slice-of-life profiles of local characters. A baseball column he penned for the Berkshire Sampler led him to profile minor leaguers on the Pittsfield Rangers, a Double A farm team of the Texas Rangers. He and top draft pick Roy Smalley sat for hours, sharing psychological insights. Smalley, who had attended the University of Southern California, recommended the book Psycho-Cybernetics, by Maxwell Maltz. When Dorfman indicated he’d already read and liked the book, Smalley knew he’d found a kindred spirit.
         

Once he made the Show, Smalley introduced Dorfman to Karl Kuehl, a coach with the Minnesota Twins. Kuehl, who passed away in 2008, had noticed that players excelled when they were able to simply stay in the moment and set aside their doubts and fears. Dorfman partnered with Kuehl in researching the mental side of the game, and the two began working on a book that would become the bible of sports psychology. The Mental Game of Baseball was published in 1989, and dog-eared copies fast became a staple in baseball clubhouses throughout the major and minor leagues.
         

When Kuehl became the Oakland A’s farm director in 1983, he persuaded general manager Sandy Alderson to hire Dorfman. Alderson, as documented by Michael Lewis in Moneyball, would later take on the baseball establishment by playing a critical role in the embryonic stages of the sabermetric revolution. A former Marine and Harvard Law grad, Alderson didn’t come up through the baseball ranks and was wired to challenge the game’s conventional wisdom. Putting Dorfman in uniform, placing him in the dugout, and making him responsible for, as Harvey put it, everything above the shoulders on every player was a move ahead of its time.
         

The same could be said of Dorfman’s theories. In the last decade, the science of the mental side of sports has become a popular topic among the intelligentsia. In 2000, the New Yorker’s Malcolm Gladwell wrote an article entitled “The Art of Failure.” In it, he defines “choking”—the worst kind of athletic failure—as the opposite of panic. He might as well have been quoting Dorfman from the 1980s. “Choking is about thinking too much,” Gladwell writes. “Panic is about thinking too little.” In 2012, writer Jonah Lehrer cited in Neuron a study  by a team of researchers at Caltech and University College London, in which escalating monetary rewards were offered to players of a simple arcade game. As the stakes got higher, player performance significantly worsened.
         

Intellectuals like Gladwell and Lehrer buttressed their writings with reports from the front lines of neuroscience research, which had become all the rage, but their findings echoed Dorfman from the ’80s. Only Dorfman didn’t need to don a white coat in order to discover the degree to which self-consciousness altered athletic outcome. His laboratory was Major League Baseball itself, and after Alderson gave him the opportunity, the ensuing years found him developing his unique approach and putting his theories into practice.

There was, for example, the mano a mano with Jose Canseco in the minors, after the phenom failed to run out a grounder. There Dorfman was, right in the slugger’s face after Canseco nonchalantly shrugged off his lack of hustle by chalking it up to “normal” frustration.

“Normal?” Dorfman shrieked. “You want to be normal? You’re an elite athlete. You’re already exceptional—and that’s what you should want for yourself. To be extraordinary, not ordinary.”
         

Canseco, backing down, asked how he should have handled his emotions. “Just train yourself by saying, ‘Hit the ball, run. Hit the ball, run. Hit the ball, run,’” Dorfman explained. “It’ll become an acquired instinct. It doesn’t matter how you feel during combat; you fight.”
         

Just a year and a half prior to Moyer’s visit, Dorfman had been instrumental in settling down A’s pitcher Bob Welch. Welch, a recovering alcoholic, had always been a jumble of nerves, fidgeting on the mound to the point of distraction, especially when the pressure mounted. “You can make coffee nervous,” Dorfman told him. Welch would become frenetic on the mound, in a rush to get the ball back from his catcher. Dorfman and catcher Terry Steinbach conspired together. When Welch would walk to the front of the mound, waving his glove in order to get the ball returned—now!—Steinbach wouldn’t throw it. That, Dorfman told his pupil pitcher, would trigger the signal in Welch’s mind to take a deep breath, exhaling slowly, bringing himself down.
         

To the ballplayers, Dorfman was as in-your-face as the other coaches, it’s just that he provided practical mental tips. Welch joked, “If you told Harvey you just killed somebody, he’d say, ‘What are you going to do about that?’”
         

Dorfman’s emphasis on practical tactics was an actual psychological school of thought he was the first to apply to baseball: semantitherapy. Freudians, Dorfman believed, in their search for the long-dormant cause of a patient’s fear or neurosis, forgot to treat the manifestation of those fears. Perhaps the root of a fear of flying is in a patient’s childhood in the form of a long-ago traumatic experience. But just as real are the current-day sweaty palms and heart palpitations as the plane readies for takeoff. In baseball, Dorfman realized, if you conquer the symptoms, you kill the disease.
         

Now this kid Moyer presented with some familiar indications. Fear, doubt, lack of confidence, distracting thoughts. For the better part of three days, Dorfman would give the kid the full treatment. He and Anita, Dorfman’s wife of thirty-one years, a schoolteacher who’d grown used to and welcomed these visits from shy, awkward athletes, lived in a house at the top of a hill on a secluded cul-de-sac. He and Moyer would do multiple two-hour sessions in Dorfman’s study each day, go for long walks in the Arizona hills, and have breakfasts of oatmeal and bagels with Anita. Dorfman didn’t usually work with players who weren’t in the A’s system, but this was a favor to Moyer’s agent, Jim Bronner. The kid was nearly thirty and had a losing record. There was a lot of work to be done.

  


At least there’s no couch, Moyer thought, entering Dorfman’s study. Dorfman settled in behind a big oak desk, in front of a bookcase that housed many of the inspirational quotes and anecdotes that Dorfman would pepper his life lessons with. Moyer would hear those gems over the next twenty-odd years; they’d seep into his consciousness much like Harvey himself, everything from Cromwell’s “The man who doesn’t know where he’s going goes the fastest” to Marcus Aurelius’s “If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the thing itself but to your own estimate of it; and this you have the power to revoke at any moment.”
         

Moyer didn’t know what was in those books, and he didn’t know what to think. He was about to pick up the conversation where he’d broken it off in the car—with a recitation of all that he was doing wrong—when Dorfman lurched forward.

“There are a couple of things you need to know, kid,” Dorfman said. “First, this doesn’t work if you’re not honest with me. I don’t have time for you if you’re not going to level with me. And second, none of this goes back to your agent or your club or the media. This is just you and me.”

Just you and me. The words washed over Moyer. The mound, once a calm escape, had become frightening in its solitariness. On it, he was keenly aware of them: the fans, the manager, the teammates. He’d hear them, or he’d imagine what they were thinking about him. When a fan heckled him for his lack of speed, he’d carry on an angry pretend dialogue in his head: You think this is easy? When runners got on, he’d wonder what his teammates were thinking, he’d decipher the body language of his catcher—was he against me now too? He sensed—or invented—collective doubt all around him, and it led him to wonder, Do I belong? But now here was someone who actually wore a major league uniform saying he was there with him.
         

Moyer returned to his narrative, cataloging all that he can’t do on the mound. Can’t get ahead of hitters. Can’t throw the changeup, once his money pitch. Can’t stop furtively glancing into the dugout to see if the skipper is on the phone to the pen. He talked about how the middle twelve inches of the seventeen-inch plate belong to the hitter, but how the umps rarely consistently gave him what he believed to be rightfully his: the outer inches on either side. Finally, Dorfman, who’d been listening with his eyes locked on Moyer’s, had heard enough.

“Bullshit.”

Pause. “Excuse me?”

“Bullshit. You have control over that. Over all of it.”

“I do? How?”

“By changing your thought process. You gain control over all of it by acknowledging that you have no control over any of it, the umpire, or the manager, or what other people think, and by taking responsibility for what you can control.”

Moyer wasn’t getting it. “Are you aware of how you talk about yourself?” Dorfman asked. “It’s all negative. ‘I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.’ I’ve seen your act, kid, and you need to get better. You need to change your thinking. Your process needs to be positive. You have to train yourself to hear a negative thought, stop, let it run its course, and then let it go. ’Cause it doesn’t mean crap. The only thing that matters is focusing on the task at hand, which is making that pitch. The task at hand.”
         

It’s a page right out of classic Zen meditation—stop, label the distracting thoughts, and return to your breath. Dorfman reminded Moyer of one of baseball’s most infamous cases of the yips, when Dodgers second basemen Steve Sax suddenly, inexplicably could no longer make the rudimentary throw from second to first. If, when Sax fielded the ball, he thought to himself, I’m not going to throw this ball away, he might have thought he was thinking positively. But he was actually focusing his mind on committing an error—in effect, directing his body to do just that. A better thought, Dorfman explained, would be, I’m going to hit the first baseman with a throw that’s chest high.
         

To get there, though, the player has to learn to think about what he’s thinking. To reformulate his thoughts. Dorfman suggested an exercise. “I want you to rephrase everything you’ve already told me, taking out all the ‘can’t’ stuff, all the negativity. Restate it. Go ahead. I challenge you.”

This is going to be hard, Moyer thought. How do you positively observe that you can’t throw your curveball for strikes? He stammered and stuttered, started and stopped. Finally, he came to this: “I’m going to throw a sweeping curveball that catches the inside corner to a righthanded hitter.”
         

Dorfman seemed pleased. But, he said, just stating that isn’t enough. “You need to see it,” he said. “You need to visualize the flight of that curveball before you throw it. So you say it, you see it, and then you throw it.”
         

In this way, Dorfman explained, the mind was as much a muscle as any other on the pitcher’s body: “We’re training it.”

Moyer’s own idol, Steve Carlton, was the master of such training. Carlton considered pitching nothing more than a heightened game of catch between him and his catcher; the batter was merely incidental. On days that he’d pitch, Carlton would lie down on the training table after batting practice and close his eyes. Teammates would laugh, thinking he was napping. In reality, he was imagining his “lanes” in the strike zone—an outer lane and an inner lane. He’d imagine the flight of his ball within those lanes, over and over. The middle of the plate didn’t exist in his mind’s eye, and nor did any menacing hitters or rabid fans. He was fixated on those lanes. He was focused, as Dorfman would say, on “the task at hand.”

The moral of the Carlton example? “It’s not about anyone else,” Dorfman said. “It’s all about you. You’re the one with the ball in your hand. You’re the one everyone else reacts to. You’re in charge.”
         

It had been so long since Moyer felt in charge on the mound. He had always wanted to be Steve Carlton, who, miraculously, he’d beaten in his major league debut for the Cubs five years earlier. Growing up in Souderton, Jamie would be in front of the big color TV every fifth day in the living room of that modest house on North Fourth Street, watching Lefty, who always seemed so in control of his emotions and surroundings. He might not have Carlton’s heat or his world-class slider, but he could certainly emulate his mastery of the mental game.

It had been two hours. “Go relax in your room, watch TV,” Dorfman told him. Instead, Moyer flopped on the twin bed in the Dorfmans’ guest room and flipped open a notebook. He hurriedly scribbled notes, fearing he’d forget what he just learned, even as he was excitedly unsure about precisely what he was learning.
         

  


Jamie Moyer had never before been fearful on the mound. Even as he dominated in high school and at St. Joseph’s University in Philadelphia, there were doubters, but he’d never let them get to him. In fact, early on, like so many successful athletes, he’d not only hear but catalog the criticisms, compiling a type of internal roster of slights in order to drive his own narrative of retribution. “All I heard growing up was ‘You can’t, you can’t, you can’t,’” he says. “Every time I heard someone doubt me, I’d just use it to push me more.”

Ironic, isn’t it, how the doubts caught up to him after five years of failure in the big leagues? He’d had setbacks, of course, but no real crisis of confidence—until now. It was as if the thought of failure hadn’t occurred to him in his youth, so he was immune to the fear of it. Dorfman knew that Moyer wasn’t alone. Scores of ballplayers confront their first crisis of confidence after they’ve already made it to the big leagues. He’d seen players who are so crippled by anxiety that they can’t perform, or who protect what modicum of self-esteem they have left by not trying hard. Not putting anything on the line is actually the safer course. You wouldn’t know it to look at these strapping young ballplayers, but their psyches were often in torment. In the same way that many of us, in our Little League days, would silently hope that the ball wouldn’t come our way, Dorfman had found that the best baseball players in the world were similarly paralyzed by such self-fulfilling fear. He’d quote former outfielder Enos Cabell, whose best years were with the Houston Astros in the ’70s and ’80s: “I don’t want to be a star, they get blamed too much.” That’s a scared player, Dorfman knew.

Dorfman, on the other hand, was schooled early in fear. Moyer’s youth was spent outdoors, playing sports and competing. Dorfman’s formative years were spent in bed in a Bronx apartment, a sickly asthmatic whose overprotective mother would fuss over him all day, gripping his clenched fists as young Harvey would sit upright, struggling for one more breath. Dorfman rebelled; he raged against his sickness as well as the comfort and security of his loving home. Growing up surrounded by fear—it was in the air, with the cataloging, each morning, of whether little Harvey had had a good or bad night—he learned how to tell it to get lost. Like any schoolyard bully, fear backed down when you stood up to it.

So it was that the baseball prodigy encountered debilitating fear as he approached thirty, and sought solace and counsel from the aging psychologist who had stared fear down as a sick child. Now Dorfman gave Moyer the three-point plan that he’d spent a lifetime developing. He had Moyer write this down: “1). Awareness (Define the Problem). 2). Forming a Strategy (What Has to Be Done?) 3). Act It Out. (Do It).” And he told him, “To aspire to great achievement is to risk failure. It’s a package deal.”

Again and again, Dorfman emphasized to Moyer that, as the pitcher, he was in charge—he set the tempo. “That mound is your f’ing circle, and you need to have that attitude about it,” Dorfman said. Moyer’s eyes widened. Later, in his room, he scribbled down the phrases “My f’ing circle” and “Knock somebody down.”
         

They talked about the difference between anger and aggression on the mound, about how to identify distractions, take a deep breath, and just let them go. “Timing is important,” Dorfman said. “Our minds are at peak efficiency for about six seconds, and then we have to refocus our attention. If you rush your thinking, you’ll have a rushed delivery.” Dorfman schooled Moyer in what he called the “mental windup.” Let distracting, negative thoughts run their course by giving them time to leave your mind, he said. Then come back to your breath and a visual image of the outcome you desire.

They talked about Moyer developing a set routine on days that he pitches—so that his focus narrows to laserlike precision by the time he takes the mound. Until now, Moyer’s game-day routine had been angst-ridden. He’d sit in front of his locker, his stomach roiling, obsessing. He was focused on outcome, not process. “You lose control when your feelings and thoughts center on consequence,” Dorfman said. Instead, they mapped out a routine centered on Moyer controlling what he could control, one that built his level of concentration to its peak by game time. It was methodical—from the time that he lifted three-pound weights to when he put on his mesh shirt and stretch undershorts—all designed to mentally lead him to a familiar state of confidence and preparedness.

They talked about “strong eyes” versus “weak eyes”—the difference between a passive persona on the mound and one who is intently locked in on his catcher, lost in (here’s that phrase again) the task at hand. They talked about Moyer’s changeup—the pitch he learned at St. Joe’s, the pitch that got him to the major leagues, the pitch he now didn’t have enough confidence in to throw over the plate.

“Your lack of speed is your weapon,” Dorfman proclaimed. “Be aggressive with it!” A changeup from Jamie Moyer was, in other words, akin to a fastball from Nolan Ryan. Instead of just showcasing it to keep hitters honest, go after them with it—throw it with conviction!
         

And then Dorfman said the thing Moyer would say for years, whenever he was asked to define his pitching style: “You’re not going to blow guys away,” he said. “You are who you are. Accept who you are. You have to outthink batters. You have to use their egos against them. They come up there thinking they can crush your pitch. Use that.”
         

More breathless notes.

After three days, Dorfman took Moyer to the airport. The pitcher felt exhilarated, but also a bit confused, like he’d gotten a glimpse, but only a glimpse, into a whole new way of thinking. How would he ever figure this thing out by himself? Dorfman sensed his inner tumult. Dropping Moyer off at the terminal, he extended his hand. “I’m only a phone call away, Jamie,” he said.
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Chapter Two




To aspire to great achievement is to risk failure.

—Harvey Dorfman



Feeling like more of a suspect than a prospect, Jamie Moyer eyes the specimen of athletic prowess before him. Perci Garner is a 6´3˝, 225-pound literal definition of prospect. He’s twenty-two years old, broad-shouldered and thick-legged, with a quick, wide smile. His fastball has been clocked at 93 and 94 miles per hour, and has reached 97.
         

Moyer looks Garner up and down. “I don’t know if you’re ready for it yet,” he says with mock solemnity. “But are you a reader?”

Garner says he is, so Moyer starts evangelizing. “There’s a book called The Mental ABC’s of Pitching, by a fellow named Harvey Dorfman. He also wrote a book called The Mental Game of Baseball. These are the best books about the game of baseball because they deal with this”—Moyer points to his head—“and teach you how to use it. They’ll teach Perci how to get out of Perci’s way.”
         

It’s the fall of 2011 and they are here, the veteran and the phenom, in the Clearwater, Florida, clubhouse of Bright House Field, the Philadelphia Phillies’ spring training complex, for reasons both alike—to work on their respective games—and vastly dissimilar. Garner, drafted in 2010 by the Phillies in the second round out of Ball State University, is here trying to make the transition from thrower to pitcher. Moyer is here, nine months after Tommy John surgery, to find out if he’ll ever be a major league pitcher again.

The Phillies, his former team, have offered the use of their facility and trainers for this quixotic exercise. Moyer can’t bring himself to call it a comeback, not yet, though those around him know that’s exactly what it is. He’s taking things one step at a time, as he does on the mound. Like pitching, his rehab is a process. He has thrown long toss without pain, but hasn’t tried to really pitch, save one disastrous batting practice session from forty feet on flat ground to a group of fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds, including his son Hutton, who were trying out for summer league back in Seattle last spring. There, the ball seemed in open rebellion upon each release; it was merely forty feet, and yet a man who had been able to deliver a baseball within centimeters of a target for decades now had no idea where it was going. One pitch bounced to the plate. Another sailed over the catcher’s head. He struck one fifteen-year-old batter in the torso, the kid’s eyes morphing in one panic-stricken instant from excitement to terror. Then he did it again. (What a story that kid would have to tell!)
         

Of fifty pitches, six were hittable. Two hit the kid. And forty-three were nowhere near the hitting zone. After five minutes, embarrassed and flustered, Moyer slinked away and went home to crack open a beer and wonder if that was that—if, despite the surgery, he was done. Though his arm had been remade, maybe his ability had somehow gotten lost?
         

He’d heard the stories. How in some 15 percent of Tommy John cases, the thing that is gone, the thing that never comes back, is control. That said, Moyer told himself not to read too much into this debacle. After all, he had never been very good at throwing batting practice, where the goal is to give the hitter something he can hit square on the barrel of the bat, an exercise wholly at odds with Moyer’s desire to keep the hitter off balance by preventing him from getting good wood on the ball. Besides, for the last quarter century he’d had a similar feeling every time he first took the mound each spring to face a live batter—that the ball in his hand, far from being an extension of his arm and mind, mocked him in its refusal to go where he was used to putting it. He’d always been able to work through it; he’d always been able to rouse his muscle memory. Eventually, he always became Jamie Moyer again. Could he be that person again at forty-eight, with a surgically repaired arm and, for the first time in memory, a bit of a middle-age paunch?

Tomorrow, he’ll pitch off a mound for the first time in ten months, since the night in the Dominican Republic in the fall of 2010 when, trying to come back from the injury initially sustained on that steaming St. Louis night in July 2010, he blew out his arm. He’d been befuddling the Dominican hitters when he threw a cutter down and in to a righthanded batter. It snapped his ulnar collateral ligament and his flexor pronator clean off his elbow, the black-and-purple bruise developing quickly, like the exposure of a Polaroid photograph.
         

He mentions Dorfman’s book to Garner because yesterday the two men played catch. To Moyer, a game of catch is never just a game of catch. He learned at an early age that catch is work—not some idle act between batting practice at-bats. Long toss, in particular, is a rite of spring. Typically, a pitcher and his throwing partner will begin at twenty feet apart, softly throwing to one another. As the players limber up, they move back in roughly ten-foot increments, topping out at somewhere around a hundred feet. As Moyer and Garner warmed up, Garner’s ball sizzling through the air and thudding into Moyer’s glove, Moyer noticed that both of Garner’s feet faced him. “Do you always play catch like that?” he asked, approaching the pupil. “You don’t pitch like that, so why would you play catch like that?”
         

Moyer moved Garner so his back foot was perpendicular to the target, just like it is on the pitching rubber. Garner’s ball rocketed through the air, but seldom did two consecutive throws arrive at precisely the same spot. Some throws sailed overhead, some hit the ground short of Moyer. After a particularly wild and high bullet, Garner chastised himself under his breath: “C’mon, you’re playing with a big leaguer!”

Finally, Moyer stopped. “The big question for you is, ‘How am I gonna teach myself good muscle memory?’” he said. “You play golf?”

“Trying to,” Garner said, smiling broadly again.

“Well, you can figure it out, then,” Moyer said. “Golf is all about tempo. If my body is ahead of my hands, I’m not going to hit the ball right. If my body is behind my hands, I’m not going to hit the ball right. But if my body and my hands are working together, I’m going to hit the ball right. When you’re playing long toss, you’ve gotta feel when you make a good throw, visualize where your arm slot is, and recall that feeling time after time. Because I guarantee you there are times during a season where you’re gonna lose your arm slot. So the repetition now helps you find it then. Think about throwing the ball through me. Take your fingers and reach into my belly button. You want to get extension. It doesn’t have to be hard, just create carry to the ball, and backspin.”
         

The two went back to throwing, quietly basking in the sounds of catch, with Moyer occasionally breaking the silence with “Better!” or “Arm slot!” or “Through me!”

Today, Moyer introduces his accidental pupil to a game, one he grew up playing. The two stand some sixty feet from one another, roughly the distance between pitcher and catcher; one positions his glove as a target for the other. If the receiver has to move his glove to catch the other’s throw, it’s a point against the thrower. First one to 21 loses. Game after game, Garner’s glove doesn’t move. When he offers a low target, Moyer whistles. “You don’t want to go there,” he says. “That’s where I live.”

Here now, with each throw, it’s becoming clear to Moyer that—the summer tryout disaster notwithstanding—he can still make accurate throws. And with each admonition from Moyer to “have an awareness of your body” and to “reach through me,” Garner’s throws get more accurate.

Still, the kid loses 21–8 and 21–6, and is frustrated. Moyer can see it. “Listen, if you learn one thing about the game every time you come to work, you’d be a pretty good player, right?” he says. “One thing—about the game, or about pitching, or about hitters, or about base runners. To me, that’s our goal. Even at my age, that’s the goal. Learn one thing a day, and learn it well. That gives you a chance to get better, because any problem can be solved. Any setback is temporary, and you can learn from it, if you do the work.”

If you spend any amount of time with Moyer when he is in baseball mode, you start to hear his Inner Harvey come out. He has spent so long inculcating Dorfman’s lessons that he doesn’t even hear them as Harvey’s when they leave his mouth. So it is now: thumbing through my copy of Dorfman’s book, I find it. “Any problem is solvable. Any setback is temporary and instructive.” In Moyer’s own copy of the book, it’s one of the underlined phrases.

Afterwards, back in the empty clubhouse, Garner admits to Moyer that he’s nervous playing catch with him. Moyer tells the wide-eyed hurler, “You’re creating that. All physical acts start with a thought.” He tells his newfound protégé that it’s okay to be nervous or afraid—so long as you attack that fear and make it work for you. And you do that, as Harvey used to say, by changing your thinking, by acknowledging that the pressure you feel is self-made. And if you’ve created the pressure, you can discard it. Again, it’s Harvey speaking: “A physical performance is the outcome of a thought,” or “It’s hard to see the picture when you’re inside the frame.”

Later, over beers at Clearwater’s Tilted Kilt sports bar, I ask Moyer if he was aware that he’d been quoting Harvey to the kid. Though Moyer is a hard-bitten old-school baseball man who guards his emotions on the mound, he is quick to sentiment off it. Now he takes a pull on his beer and his eyes mist over at the mention of his friend, who passed away earlier in the year. In keeping with who Harvey was, there was no public funeral or memorial service. Moyer was at home, recovering from Tommy John surgery, when Roy Halladay called, having just heard the news.

“Was he even in the hospital?” Moyer asked.

“I don’t know. No one knows,” Halladay replied.

Shortly thereafter, Brad Lidge was on the line: was there any information? There wasn’t. But there was, for days, a series of commiserating phone calls among big league players, all in search of information, all trying to figure out how to say goodbye to their mentor. He never wanted it to be about him.

Moyer moped around the house, angry that he hadn’t had a chance to bid a proper farewell and tell Harvey what he’d meant to him. At the same time, he knew Harvey wouldn’t have been one for grandiose exit scenes. Harvey’s players had long known he was sick, but that’s about all they knew. In the late ’90s, after having worked for the A’s, the Florida Marlins, and the Tampa Bay Devil Rays, Dorfman went to work counseling the clients of agent Scott Boras. Boras would send ballplayers to see Dorfman because Harvey could no longer travel.

For years after their initial weekend meeting in Prescott (Harvey and Anita had since moved to Brevard, North Carolina), Moyer would call Dorfman at least every month and unburden himself. Dorfman would dissect his language—“Whaddya mean, you can’t?”—and not let Moyer lapse into scapegoating. In the latter stages of his career, Moyer had internalized so much of Dorfman’s wisdom that he no longer needed to call, which Dorfman had long predicted. “You already know the answers,” he’d say. “It’s just a question of changing your thinking.” Still, Moyer would call just to check on Harvey’s health and ask after Anita. Even in his late forties, a funny thing would happen to Moyer when Dorfman would answer the phone: upon hearing that scratchy and cough-laden voice, a warm wave of comfort would wash over him. More than once, Moyer jokingly wondered to Karen whether Harvey had hypnotized him years ago.
         

Moyer didn’t know that Dorfman had had a serious congenital respiratory issue, having battled severe asthma his whole life. He just knew to call his friend in the mornings because by afternoon Harvey could barely speak through his coughing fits. Still, when asked about his health, Dorfman would deadpan, “My streak goes on.”

“What streak is that, Harv?”

“Consecutive days alive.”

Now, back in the bar, Moyer takes his eyes from the Marlins game on the big screen before us. “I’m enjoying talking to Perci about this stuff,” he says. “But it’s also a way for Harvey to be talking to me. I may be coaching Perci, but Harvey’s coaching me, too.”

  


It is a strange dynamic, a situation faced by every elite athlete at some point or another. You have millions of people watching you succeed or fail at the most tender of ages, and then, when others your age are still looking forward professionally, you’re faced with the end of a career.
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