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    Foreword



    Jimmy Morris has a way of taking lemons and making lemonade. Those lemons can be coming at him like fastballs in rapid succession. It doesn’t matter. He faces whatever life throws at him with grace and humility. He never gives up. And his way of being has had a profound impact on me, both as an actor and as a human being. His trajectory in many ways paralleled my own journey.


    I had a lightening start to my acting career. I was blessed to be a part of projects that were both commercially and critically successful including Breaking Away (1979), The Right Stuff (1983), and The Big Easy (1986). But after Great Balls of Fire (1989), the pressures of success and fame took a toll on me. I entered rehab in an effort to conquer a cocaine addiction. Through it all, I was confident that I was doing the right thing, that my life was going to improve. But sometimes you’ve got to be careful what you ask God for because he often presents you with challenging tests instead of what you might see as opportunities.


    I took a year off to get a good hold of my life. That year wound up being two. Getting sober was a very humbling experience and I took my time trying to find the right film script, one that would get my career back on track.


    But it wasn’t to be. I ended up making some poor film choices along the way and my career fell into a slump that lasted several years.


    It didn’t begin to rebound until I took part in the Disney production of The Parent Trap (1998), which was followed by The Rookie (2002). Like The Parent Trap, The Rookie was both a critical and box office success. But it was much more than that. It was a movie about second chances.


    The Rookie gave me the inspiration for my second act. It paralleled my own life and spiritual journey, a story about achieving impossible dreams after enduring dark periods of being tested in the wilderness. The Rookie is about achieving something you never even thought of as a possibility. That’s what God does. You may think you’re going after this or that, but what you eventually end up with is much different, something unexpectedly deeper and more profound.


    By the time The Rookie fell into my lap, I had not played baseball since I was a kid in Little League, where I was a pitcher and a first baseman. I hadn’t thrown a ball in years. But I had five months to prepare for the role. I worked with Los Angeles Dodgers catcher Paul Lo Duca who would come over to my house and train with me in my front yard. After a month of doing that, I got the opportunity to go to Dodgers Stadium every Friday afternoon and pitch on the mound in an empty ballpark.


    Talk about an unexpected dream coming true: I never even imagined being on the same mound as greats like Sandy Koufax, Don Drysdale, and Fernando Valenzuela. By the time we started shooting the film, my pitching had become respectable, though I never put myself on a radar gun.


    I think people, especially artists and athletes, need to remake themselves every seven years. Like crabs, lobsters, or snakes, we need to shed our old skins in order to grow. Otherwise you get stuck.


    We also need to remake ourselves spiritually. Too often, we settle into the same things until it all just becomes rote words and ritual. There’s no meaning in it. And that’s really what The Rookie did for me. It refreshed me spiritually. It forced me to reexamine who I was and what I was doing. It filled my life with meaning. I began to feel like myself again.


    Jimmy was an inspiration throughout the filming process. Just being around him was all I needed to slip into character. He’s an extremely humble person and he naturally expresses the kind of humility that comes from braving life’s most difficult trials. Yet despite the lows he has endured, Jimmy maintains a positive outlook animated by a wickedly infectious sense of humor. He radiates that to other people.


    Working with Jimmy was a life-changing journey for me, and after that experience I gave up trying so hard. I let go of a lot of emotional baggage and issues I had with my own father, my career, and other circumstances in my life that I hadn’t yet dealt with. I was able to be myself and get out of my own way.


    The amazing thing is that, after The Rookie, opportunities started showing up, seemingly without much effort on my part. Life got easier. It’s something that I can’t explain.


    Jimmy Morris is a truly great human being, a man of great depth and faith. He changed my life. For the better. And if you let him in, I’m confident he will do the same for you.


    - Dennis Quaid
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    Introduction



    As a speaker I have been given many opportunities to share my story, a tale that’s beautiful at times, ugly at others. Yet all of the experiences I retell have made me who I am, who I believe my grandparents—the most formative influences in my life—wanted me to be.


    When I reflect on how I have gotten to this point, I realize I’ve made many choices, some good, others disastrous. And from the time I stepped out on the mound at the Ballpark in Arlington, Texas at the age of thirty-five, I have come to one conclusion: I would not change a thing, because life is about the journey, not the destination.


    As a person of faith, I know my final destination. It’s everything in between that has made me who I am, and what I will continue to grow into. Baseball is a big part of this. I love the feel of the ball slipping out of my fingers, the smell of the leather glove on my hand, and the slapping pop of a fastball striking the catcher’s mitt.


    I love the green manicured grass and the smell of hotdogs, popcorn, and beer. Baseball was my dream. Your senses are at their sharpest on the baseball diamond, taking in all of the saturated colors, the crystal-clear sounds (the bat cracks, the cheers, the organ), and the heady scents. It all boils down to the indescribable charm of being a grown up playing a kid’s game.


    Yet baseball is just an entrée to my story. For those not interested in the game, this book (and my speeches) offers so much more. It’s about dreams. It’s about how to set yourself up for success. It’s about how to empathize with and be of service to those around you—that person next to you, for instance.


    It’s about love, happiness, fortitude, grace, humility, respect, and being the best you that you can be in any given moment. It’s about the rollercoaster of life.


    It’s about being overwhelmed by chronic illness. It’s hard to describe what it’s like being an elite athlete. The body is a symphony of super sharp senses, finely tuned reflexes, and precisely controlled movements. To this, add the ability to push the body to its absolute limits without (seemingly) breaking a sweat. Being in that zone—there’s no feeling like it in the world. It’s the ultimate high.


    To suddenly lose this level of physical ability is pure devastation. Before I was diagnosed with Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE)-induced Parkinson’s disease, my senses and reflexes were in rapid decline, a much faster descent than the simple aging process would dictate.


    My sense of taste and smell disappeared. I had trouble balancing. Turning my body around in a 360-degree circle became impossible. I couldn’t pass squarely through a doorway without banging into the doorjamb on one side or the other. My leg dragged when I walked, and I was tripping constantly. I was like a shiny human ball in a pinball machine—bong, bong.


    My kids started to take notice after I fell off a ladder in the attic and crashed into a box of Christmas decorations while attempting to change a furnace filter. Once, after watching a video of a speech I had given, my daughters asked me a question.


    “Dad, why don’t you make facial expressions anymore when you speak?”


    I hadn’t noticed. I had lost the ability to work the muscles beneath the skin of my face. It’s called the “Parkinson’s Mask,” a blank look on the face. You stare.


    What was causing this? Was my body getting back at me for the years of abuse I had dished it through competitive exertion and ignored healing times? Or was God trying to get my attention?


    The thing I realized after suffering through these ordeals was that God could take a mess like me and work incredible wonders. No matter how much life had kicked me around, no matter how many wrong decisions I made or how many injuries and surgeries I had endured, there was redemption. There was healing. When it was all about me things never worked out. When it became about everything but me—my own kids, the students in my classroom, the players on my high school baseball team—my dream came true.


    Only then, I believe, did God know I was ready. He got my attention. He gave me my lifelong dream of playing baseball in the Major Leagues. Now I share my life story with people around the world.


    I recently gave a speech in California before a group of employees from a software firm. After my talk, a man pulled me aside as we were leaving the room. He whispered to me so that nobody else could hear.


    “I want you to know that I was the guy in the back of the room crying,” he admitted. “When you were talking about your grandfather, it brought back memories of my own grandfather.”


    He told me that when he was fifteen, his parents moved the family from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan to care for his ailing grandfather. They tended to him for more than two years until the day he died, and through this process he grew to love him deeply.


    “He was the best person I have ever known,” he said. “There were more than twenty thousand people at his funeral. I’m Muslim, but I understand where you are coming from. You need to keep doing what you are doing.”


    I gave another speech not many years before, and after all of the business people I had spoken to took pictures with me and left, a young woman approached me. She was in tears.


    “I want you to know that after my husband left me, I took my kids to see your movie,” she said. “Because of what your story meant to me, I decided to go to medical school. I am now graduating and I’m buying my kids their first house.”


    She told me how she struggled to put herself through school with three small children, waiting tables to feed them. My story gave her the faith to persist and reach her dream. It’s hard to describe the impact these stories have on me, how deeply they touch me. It’s how I know I’m on the right path.


    After having spoken to so many different groups over the last twenty years, I know this: everyone has a story that makes their own journey unique; everyone has a dream that is within their grasp.


    I have failed at many things in my lifetime. I have failed more than I have succeeded. But I do know this: if we are failing, we are living; we are trying. And those attempts will eventually lead to success.


    Remember, the dream you start chasing may not be the dream you end up loving the most.
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    Chapter 1



    MOUND OF DREAMS



    It was late afternoon, sunny and searing. The mercury had clawed its way up to 103 degrees. The baseball stadium was packed. I felt an incredible rush that day, being in my home state and in my favorite ballpark. But I didn’t think there was any way the Tampa Bay Devil Rays were going to put me in. I figured they’d just let me adjust to this new reality for a couple of days. I had never in my entire life thrown a pitch in a big league game. Besides, I was thirty-five years old. I had just thrown three days in a row in AAA. I had finally gotten the best of the White Sox hitters I faced after they had worn me out in the previous series. There was just no way.


    Then, in the bottom of the eighth inning, I got the call to warm up. Me? I thought. Yeah, they just want me to throw a few pitches in front of forty thousand people in my home state. That’s cool.


    Even through the tryouts, and in AA with all the front office guys scrutinizing me every time I released a pitch, and then in AAA with everyone coming to watch me pitch, I kind of settled on the idea that maybe I wasn’t too old. But still…


    There were 150 people with ties to me at the Ballpark at Arlington on that September day in 1999. I later found out that the Rangers manager Johnny Oats had let those people in for free. I was back at home. I saw my three kids for the first time in three months. The high school kids I coached were there. People I went to college with were there. It suddenly became tangible. This is real now, I thought. This was happening. And people saw it. Everyone I knew and loved was there to watch me live out my childhood dream.


    Then I got the call.


    The Texas Rangers were in first place. I had talked to a lot of big league pitchers about the different hitters the Rangers had at the time, what they swung at and how, what flustered them, and how to get by them. It was the bottom of the eighth inning. Center fielder Tom Goodwin was the runner on first. Shortstop Royce Clayton was up. There were two outs. We were down six to two.


    I remember running from the bullpen to the pitcher’s mound, seeing every movement in the stands in stark detail. I could hear everything that was being said. All of the colors in the stands were unusually clear and vivid. But once I got to the mound and the manager, Larry Rothschild, dropped the ball in my mitt, all I could see was my catcher, John Flaherty. Everything closed down on me. It was the most bizarre thing.


    Rothschild said something to me, but I don’t remember what it was. It didn’t register. Flaherty and I talked about signs, and then I took my warm-up pitches.


    Stupid things go through your head when you’re in high pressure, high profile performance situations. I was absolutely terrified. I thought, man this is a long way away from Big Lake, Texas. When you’re on the mound with a high school team and there are just a few people in the stands, that’s one thing. When you’re in the Major Leagues and 40,000 people are bearing their eyeball gaze down on you, that’s something completely different.


    So, I basically came to a decision. I took a few deep breaths and said to myself, “If he hits a home run, that proves I’m here. If I get him out, that proves I’m here. Same difference.” I had to convince my brain that the distance wasn’t any further than it was on a high school baseball field. The surroundings are just bigger. The environment is larger. Much larger. I took my warm-up pitches. I was fine.


    Clayton stepped into the batter’s box. I couldn’t hear anything. It was dead silent. My friend Roberto Hernandez, the Devil Rays right-handed reliever, said “Man, they were talking about you on the big screen TV and everyone was laughing and clapping.” I didn’t hear any of that.


    My first pitch was a fastball, low and away. Clayton swung through for strike one. That throw was clocked at 96 miles per hour. My second pitch was another fastball that grazed the outside of the plate. That registered at 98. He took it for strike two.


    He fouled the third pitch over the first base dugout. The count was 0-2. I wound up and unleashed my fourth pitch, another 98-mile-per-hour fastball that streaked by Clayton’s chest. He wound up and quickly checked his swing. Flaherty appealed to the first base umpire. He ruled the bat crossed the plate. Strike three. Clayton didn’t argue the call.


    I retired the side with four pitches. It all felt so smooth. Steve Canter, my agent, said it looked like my feet weren’t even touching the ground when I was coming off the mound.


    “It looked like you were exploding into the ball,” he said.


    “Cool,” I replied.


    I was pushing into the ball so hard my feet actually lifted off the mound. I earned the nickname “easy gas” because it didn’t even look like I was trying to throw the ball hard. Yet those pitches would hit speeds in the high 90s.


    When I came off the mound it was like I was walking on air. In the dugout, Flaherty tossed me the strikeout ball. “You might want this,” he said. Everyone was slapping me on the back and giving me high fives.


    If this was something that had happened to me at nineteen, I would be like, “Hey, I’m good. I deserve this.” But at thirty-five, having been out of the game for so long, coming back, and being able to experience that moment after having lived so much of life and having been humbled by its struggles, it’s something you can’t even put into words. You nurture a dream when you’re a kid. When that moment actually happens, it’s so much better than a dream could ever be.
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    Before I released my first pitch in the Major Leagues, my first thought was how long it had taken me to get there and that it was worth every day that I’d spent trying to reach that point. Scaling that mound was like climbing a mountain, a peak that took more than a quarter century to summit.


    Two days after that game against Texas, I pitched in Anaheim against the Angels. They brought me in the seventh inning. Big hitters Jim Edmonds and Tim Salmon grounded out. Then I got Mo “the Hit Dog” Vaughn to hit a 95-mile-an-hour rocket to our centerfielder. Three up, three down. The next time I faced Vaughn, I made him look silly. I struck him out and the momentum from his swing made him lose his balance and fall down.


    The first few innings I pitched, I didn’t give up a single hit. I think people were shocked at this because of my age. Why is this guy throwing so hard?


    Two years later, Tom Goodwin—the runner on first in my inaugural game against Texas—and I were together at spring training with the Dodgers. We were in the training room together before practice one day, and he walked up to me and put his arm around me. “You are not allowed to pitch to me,” he said.


    The most gratifying moments in baseball came when everything just clicked, throwing the ball the way that I did. If I was facing a right-handed batter and I threw the ball at his left side, it would tail back and cut across the plate. They would just look and me and go, “Whoa, what the hell was that?”


    There were days I would go out and I knew without a doubt: nobody’s touching my fastball. It’s a feeling that you have, how the ball comes out of your hands, how it effortlessly slips through your fingertips. You’re hurting the catcher’s hand, but it doesn’t even feel like you’re throwing at all.


    And then there are days when you have to gut it out, like you couldn’t break a pane of glass with your hardest throw. But you have to go out and do it anyway. It’s about knowing your body, and what you’re able to do day in and day out. I learned very quickly from the other pitchers that relievers have to have a short memory. If you do well one day, you have to flush it and get ready for the next game. If you do poorly, you have to forget it and be ready for the next day. You can’t get too high or too low. It’s a mental toughness you learn over time.


    In my senior year of high school during the district championship, we were down to the finals and all we had to do was win one out of two games to capture the title. The first night, I couldn’t throw over the plate to save my life. The ball was going all over the place. I walked fifteen people. We lost by a score of ten to nine.


    The very next night and with a sore arm I pitched again, and struck out twenty-one players. We shut them out five to nothing. What’s the difference? I had to own up to what I could and couldn’t do that second night, because I didn’t have the arm I had the night before. I had to stay in control of my body and remain focused on what I had, knowing there was no way I was going to throw a fastball past anybody. So—it’s a thinking man’s game.


    It’s all about your mindset and the realization that you’ve really got to work your game when you don’t have all of the usual weapons in your arsenal. The trick is learning to recognize and finesse your capabilities on any given day.


    I grew up watching baseball. I played in tournaments and on traveling teams. I learned what an intricate game it is—literally a game of inches. If a ball is two inches one way, it’s a double. If it’s two inches the other way, it’s a foul ball and doesn’t count.


    Stepping into the batter’s box is the toughest thing on the planet for an athlete. Pitchers get do overs. If you didn’t get the desired revolutions on the ball this time, just throw it again. Hitters have to calibrate all of that—speed, spin, timing—in their brain while they’re in the box watching the pitcher release the ball. Do I swing or do I let it go by? Batters who can adjust to something coming at them faster than the blink of an eye, who can instantly make the decision to swing through and solidly make contact with the ball, those are the most talented athletes in the world.


    Even elite golfers—who are fantastic—hit a stationary object, and they screw up a lot. Good hitters, those that have the reaction time and the ability to know what they’re going to do, make up their mind and actually execute all in miniscule fractions of a second, that’s a feat that’s incomprehensible to me.


    I love the game of baseball. That’s why I taught it. I used it as a teaching tool everywhere I went. I believe life coincides with baseball. There are disappointments, there are joys, and there are come-from-behind victories. There are ways you can set up your life in which you load the bases, and then all of the sudden you make three outs and strand your opportunities, leaving you right back where you started. There are also those times when you just get up and swing for the fences and everything seems to be a homerun.


    When I first got into the Major League farm system as a kid, I couldn’t throw hard. I was herky-jerky. I didn’t have control. My pitches were maybe 87 or 88 miles per hour. Once in a great while I would hit 90.


    At the age of twenty-eight while playing football for Angelo State University, I had shoulder surgery where my surgeon, Dr. Vernon Ryan, removed a three-inch bone spur from my rotator cuff and repaired the joint. The bone spur had destroyed my deltoid muscle, and Dr. Ryan cut 85 percent of that muscle out of my left shoulder. He told me that I would never pitch again. But God!


    When I came back, I not only threw hard, all of the sudden I had control. Back in Big Lake, Texas, I was pitching every day to my high school team. I worked on being smooth because it was easier for me to observe and judge their swings from the pitcher’s mound than it was from behind the plate. The smoothness I developed was for the benefit of those kids, and to take pressure off my arm so that I could easily throw again for them the next day. I did not have that ability to begin with.


    Major League Baseball is essentially a brotherhood of those who are really good at something, good enough to compete with the best athletes in the world. That’s just a feeling you can’t get anywhere else. Good lawyers may tell you they get that feeling in the courtroom after they’ve won a case. Well, I’m not a lawyer, so I don’t get that. But I sure do get it with baseball.


    The baseball diamond was the one place that I knew without a doubt I was successful. No matter what my abusive father said to me when I was growing up, no matter how many times he told me I was stupid, or that I sucked, or that I would never amount to anything, in between those white lines he didn’t exist. I could go and play the game I loved, and it would be more than worth it. Every second of it. When you end up on that field playing with and competing against the absolute best in the world, that must mean that you’re pretty good too.
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    Chapter 2



    MOUND OF NIGHTMARES



    I played football with the legendary Gordon Wood, the coach of the Brownwood Lions football team. Wood coached for forty-three seasons, winning or sharing twenty-five district championships and nine state championships. His overall record as coach was an astounding 396 wins to 91 losses and 15 ties. He was inducted into the Texas High School Coaches Hall of Fame and the Texas Sports Hall of Fame in 1983. In 1999, the Dallas Morning News named Gordon Wood “Coach of the Century.”


    But if truth be told, I hated the guy. I broke my ankle once on the basketball court and he berated me with an offensive slur and made me get up. He said I was embarrassing him. He didn’t know my ankle was broken, and probably didn’t care. The pain brought tears to my eyes. The following day I was in a cast.


    Coach Wood often told me I would never make it in baseball because I was destined to be a football player. He hated baseball, especially when compared to his first love: the gridiron. Plus, I think he carried a grudge against me from the days when my father played for him. Though he was an exceptionally talented athlete, he bailed out of the team after just two weeks. My father was a quitter. Coach Wood would tell us all the time that there are winners and losers and “never-will-be’s.”


    “Your father was a never-will-be,” he would say to me.


    I did excel at the game. If I had stuck it out, doing the things I did on the high school football field, I would have gone on to a Division I college team as a quarterback. Coach Wood wanted me to go to Arkansas. As I was taller than Drew Brees (at 5’11”), I would have been drafted into the NFL. I have no doubt about this. I ran the 40-yard dash in 4.4 seconds, I could throw the ball 85 yards, and I could catch anything. Plus: I was an especially skilled punter and kickoff specialist—the resident aliens of the football team. I could have done whatever I wanted to on the football field.


    In the football quarterfinals my senior year, I separated my shoulder diving for a ball on artificial turf, back when artificial turf was nothing but concrete with stiff fuzz on top. I landed with my arm extended trying to catch a pass, and my weight, combined with the mass of the defensive back on top me, pushed my shoulder hard into the turf, dislocating the joint.


    As I lay on the ground in agony, Coach Wood walked out onto the field. “Are you hurt, or are you injured?” he asked. When you’ve got a coach who calls you every curse word in the book when you think you’re too hurt to play, well, you simply have to prove him wrong. So, they popped my shoulder back into place and I went back into the game.


    At practice the next morning, I wanted to scream every time I got hit or I landed on my shoulder. Two days later, I sang the “Hallelujah Chorus” with the school choir at the coliseum in Brownwood. My arm was in a sling and I was doped up on pain pills. I was propped up in the back row of the choir with my best friend holding onto my left elbow and my other friend, a tight end on the football team, holding me up on the right. I was sweating like all get out because I was in so much pain and unable to stand. But there I was, dressed in a tux singing the “Hallelujah Chorus” because that was what was what we were expected to do. And that is what we did.


    Coach Wood got my doctor to write a note clearing me to play. So I did, albeit with a cortisone injection. I was expected to play and when you’re a team player, you take one for your team. I played the next two-and-a-half games with my upper arm strapped to my side with athletic tape. When you’re a receiver and a punter, that rig doesn’t work out too well. I would go on to have four surgeries on that shoulder years later. One of my receptions was a one-handed catch. I jumped up high into the air, spinning as I clutched the ball and pulled it into my body. My teammate, Mike Kinsey—a defensive back and the toughest guy I ever knew—ran over to pick me up off the field. “I have never seen anything like that before in my life,” he said.


    Okay, maybe hate is a strong word. I did not hate Coach Wood as much as I disagreed with him. I liked football, but I loved baseball. I respected Coach Wood because his expectations were high. All of these years later, I realize he is one of the best motivators and high school football coaches to have ever lived. He made us men.


    It’s funny when you look back at your life and ask yourself—what if? By the age of twenty-four I was out of baseball, believing that maybe Coach Wood was right—I’d never make it in baseball.


    At twenty-seven and twenty-eight I played college football at Angelo State University, and made Kodak All-American in Division II as a punter. I had soft hands and a 5.3-second hang time. Several NFL teams came through town and talked to me. I had high hopes. But the draft in 1993 came and went and I wasn’t selected. I was crushed.


    Jump ahead ten years. With a book and a movie on my resume, I was building a successful career as a motivational speaker. I was in Corpus Christi one evening speaking before the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce. Reed Ryan, son of baseball great Nolan Ryan, was there to announce that the Hooks, a minor league baseball team affiliated with the Houston Astros, was coming to town.


    Following my speech that night, a man approached me. He introduced himself and asked if I remembered him.


    “No sir,” I replied. “I’ve met a lot of people over the last few years.”


    He told me he was my football agent when I punted in college. He explained that when he heard I was coming to Corpus, he pulled out some of my old game films and reviewed them.


    “I came here to ask you a question,” he said. “When the Steelers were going to draft you in the second round to punt and kickoff, why didn’t you return the call?”


    I stood there with my jaw on the ground, stunned. “What?” I asked.


    He went on to explain that the Pittsburg Steelers wanted me and had left a message for me to call them back, but that I never returned their call. I never got that message. Hence, I went undrafted. I guess God had other plans.
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    My descent from the mound began almost as abruptly as my ascent. I remember the last game of the 1999 season in St. Petersburg, where the Devil Rays faced the Yankees. We were playing to close our season. The Yankees were playing for a lot more that year. They were destined for the playoffs and the team went on to win the World Series in four games against the Atlanta Braves. They called me to the mound in the fifth inning. I gave up one hit and had one strikeout after facing four batters in a game that we went on to win by a score of 6 to 2.


    By the time I took a shower and got to the airport to go home, I had come down with laryngitis, bronchitis, and an upper respiratory infection, all in a matter of two hours. I was worn out. I had been working out like I hadn’t since I was a teen. That, combined with telling my story more times than I could remember, pushed me over the edge. After three months of constant everything, this old ballplayer was rendered numb from exhaustion.


    At the conclusion of that first season, I came back and broke camp with the Devil Rays in 2000. In January, before spring training began, several ball players, including my best friend Roberto (Bert) Hernandez, and me toured South Florida by bus to get the fans pumped up for baseball season.


    “Are you ready to cry?” Bert asked me. I had no idea what he meant, but I would soon find out. Our stops included hospitals. Those hospitals had oncology wings—no surprise. What I was not ready for was the children’s oncology wing.


    For us big bad professional ballplayers, that was overwhelming. These brave kids were amazing. They smiled. We took pictures, gave them hugs, and signed autographs for them. We were reduced to tears—Hall of Fame third baseman Wade Boggs, all-star first baseman Fred McGriff, Bert, a few others, and me. We got to run around playing a game while these kids were fighting for their lives. My only question was: who were the kids and who were the adults?


    A few weeks later, spring training began and that’s when I got my first inkling that something in my body was amiss. It started benignly: stiff neck, sinus infection, and a headache. When I look back now, I wasn’t recovering as quickly from ailments as I normally did. So, I washed down some Advil with wine—my own prescription—and got back at it.


    I broke camp with the big league team, and all seemed normal. As the only lefty in the bullpen, I pitched a lot but was not always put in the game. I would warm up, then sit down. Warm up, sit down. Sometimes I got in the game. Sometimes I didn’t.


    On May 9, 2001, in a game against the Yankees at Yankee stadium, my elbow started hurting. I came into the game in the bottom of the tenth inning with the bases loaded. The score was tied 3 to 3. It was the fourth time I had been on the mound in four days. Yankee right fielder Paul O’Neil, who I later learned was deathly afraid of me, came into the batter’s box. I walked O’Neil in four pitches, unleashing meatballs at 86 to 87 miles per hour. I walked in the winning run.


    I simply couldn’t throw the ball. Pitchers talk about having a dead arm. My arm was pushing up daisies. It didn’t matter if I tried to throw hard or not; I clocked in at 87 miles per hour and simply couldn’t push beyond that barrier. I always had the ability to recuperate quickly after wearing out my arm and I generally wasn’t sore the next day. But after that Yankees game, my arm didn’t bounce back like it had in the past. I never pitched again in the Major Leagues.


    “He is the only lefty we’ve got,” Bert told the manager. “You guys are killing him. Stop it. He doesn’t need to throw three or four times in a row.”


    So they sent me down to AAA in late May to rest and work on my pitching. After the move, I learned the Devil Rays traded for another lefty, Mark Guthrie, who played with the 1991 World Champion Minnesota Twins.


    Rest helped. I faced the Phillies AAA team and was throwing 95 and 96 mph—the same rate I had thrown before.


    Usually, when I threw hard, I could feel the ball come out of my fingertips. When I felt it come out like that, I knew I was in the zone just by how it felt on release. But when I threw against the Phillies, I didn’t have that feeling, even though I had the speed. That’s when I knew something was wrong. I looked down at my elbow and went “Uh, oh.”


    It had swelled up to the size of an apple. Turns out I had stretched the ligament in my elbow. A month later in June, I had surgery in Los Angeles to tighten and “loop” the ligament. The Devil Rays management got mad at me because I went to my own doctor, Frank Jobe, in Los Angeles instead using the Devil Rays team doctor. Jobe was an innovator. He’d performed the first “Tommy John” surgery in 1974 on the great Dodgers left-handed pitcher Tommy John after he needed the ulnar collateral ligament in his elbow repaired. He pioneered the surgical procedure by grafting a tendon from another part of the body into the medial elbow.


    Jobe also happened to be the Dodgers team doctor. So, after the Devil Rays cut me loose at the end of the season, Jobe advised the Dodgers to sign me. He told them I was in great shape. I was in rehab for the rest of 2000, going back and forth from my kids in Texas—four-and-a-half-year-old Hunter and infant Jessica—to Los Angeles where my doctor practiced.


    The Dodgers signed me that winter to compete for a closer’s role in the bullpen. It was a turbulent season filled with drama. Disney was laying the groundwork for the movie The Rookie, about my unlikely journey to the Major Leagues. My marriage to Lorri was over. I was separated from my kids.


    It wasn’t long after that, during spring training, that I started to notice I was having trouble judging balls thrown back at me after a pitch. During pepper exercises, where a batter hits brisk ground balls and line drives to a group of fielders standing nearby, I was having a hard time adjusting my eyes to the ball. Then I started having balance issues.


    Since the Dodgers are a National League team, pitchers have to hit. When it was my turn in the batting cages, all I was asked to do was bunt. Catch the ball with the barrel of the bat. Make simple contact to advance a runner. But I couldn’t even do that. In fact, I was so bad that instead of the ball hitting the bat, it hit my right thumb and broke it—equal parts embarrassing and aggravating. I said a lot of four-letter words.


    It happened all at once, like the flick of a light switch. In the span of just two weeks, I lost everything. Among my greatest fears in baseball was being on the pitcher’s mound facing some great big all-star and, after throwing a meatball, he hits a line drive at my noggin and I can’t get out of the way. I’m throwing pitches at close to 100 miles per hour, but I can’t even judge a bunt. I was afraid someone was going to smoke me in the teeth.


    On top of that, I was going through a divorce (from a marriage that was doomed from the start due to incompatibility, but we had to prove everyone wrong who saw what we didn’t), I was in a custody battle for my kids, I was about to take part in the production of The Rookie, and then there was this baseball thing. I did it. I made it to the Big Leagues. But, I concluded, it was time to move on.


    So I walked into manager Jim Tracy’s office, and I said, “Look, I appreciate everything you have done for me. You guys are a great organization. But my kids are more important. I’m never going to light the world on fire in baseball. I got to play the game I love for that brief period and I appreciate the opportunity. But it’s more important for to me to go home and watch my kids grow up and live their dreams.”


    And this big league manager, with all of the pressures he was facing with the mercurial personalities on his roster, got up and walked around his desk and gave me a hug.


    “Man, if only I had more like you,” he said. “If you ever need anything, you call me.” He then sent the club house kid through the locker room to collect hats, bats, balls, and batting gloves to give to my kids when I got home.


    And that was that. I was done. I was relieved. There was a lot of pressure going from a high school classroom to being a member of a professional sports organization, giving interviews to every newspaper and TV station on the planet over the course of just a few months. I may not have had the opportunity to play with a hall of fame team over a twelve-year career, but I struck out some of the best players ever to play the game. I love baseball, and will always have a passion for it. But I never looked back. I went home, got my kids, and headed to the movie set. There, we got to hang out with movie stars, a top-flight movie production team, and meet some incredible people along the way. I regret none of it.


    [image: ]


    The next episode in my downward spiral occurred after Disney sent Dennis Quaid—the actor who played me in The Rookie—and me on a publicity tour. We were doing some interviews in Fort Worth and I pulled out my cell phone and couldn’t see the numbers. I’ve had 20/15 vision over the course of my entire life. Now I couldn’t even see the dial panel on my phone. What the hell’s going on?


    And then the headaches started. These were throbbing aches that wouldn’t let up. My neck started locking up. Within five months of quitting baseball, I had issues with balance, eyesight, fatigue, and these recurrent, pounding headaches. When I was on an airplane and would reach down to pick up something after I had dropped it, my shoulder would separate and my arm would buckle. I’d sit back up and my shoulder would slip back into place. The pain raged through my arm like wildfire.


    In one instance, as I was walking through Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport, talking to my new wife Shawna while holding the phone in my left hand and gripping a suitcase in my right, my whole right shoulder gave out. My upper arm had separated from my shoulder blade. I immediately turned white from the searing, stabbing pain. I’m not sure if I dropped my suitcase, but I’m pretty sure I blurted out the “F” word.


    That’s how it all began. I lived in a constant state of exhaustion, a persistent state of agonizing pain. I was driving my wife and my kids crazy because they didn’t know what was wrong with me. I didn’t know what was wrong with me.


    I remember in 2002, just after Shawna and I got married in a small ceremony with family and friends, I was having lunch with our pastor, Scott Sager, from Preston Road Church of Christ in Dallas’ University Park. I asked him, “Scott? Why couldn’t I have started here at this place in my life? I love my wife and she loves me. I love my kids. They’re happy. They love my wife. I feel like I’ve made so many mistakes in the past. Why couldn’t we have just started here?”


    He looked me dead in the eye and said, “Jimmy, you don’t know how good good is until you see how bad bad can be.” I had no idea how long bad would last, or how awful the experience would be.
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