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Prologue



SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA


March 1, 2017


I am standing atop a desert mountain, I am starting a brand-new job and I am bleeding profusely.


At this moment, there is only one thing I am thinking with any reasonable degree of certainty, and that one thing is a bit of a problem:


I am about to die.


Well, as we say in the game, the great thing about baseball is that every single day, you have a chance to see something you’ve never seen before.


Oh, sure, hundreds of people safely hike Camelback Mountain near Phoenix, Arizona, every year. Many of them even make it all the way up and then all the way down again without even lugging back a patch of souvenir cactus needles sticking out of their skin.


Today, I am not one of those people. I am stuck, things are getting dicey and I already can close my eyes and visualize one of tonight’s lead stories on MLB Network television: New San Francisco Giants mental skills coach and former major league pitcher Bob Tewksbury met his demise today when…


And to think, this all started innocently enough, with a phone call from San Francisco Giants general manager Bobby Evans three months earlier. Over the next several days we talked, questions were asked, philosophies were discussed, arrangements were made, a contract was signed. Now, here we were in the spring of 2017, and talk about a change in altitude. For the first time since 1999, I was employed by a major league baseball club other than the Boston Red Sox.


The finality of the big move really hit when I boarded the plane on that mid-February day headed west to Arizona instead of south to Florida. I was eager for the change in scenery, both literal and metaphorical, especially because I could see so many similarities between San Francisco and Boston, the place where I had become so comfortable over most of these past two decades.


There, we won World Series titles in 2004, 2007 and 2013 with a great core group of homegrown players like Dustin Pedroia, Jacoby Ellsbury, Kevin Youkilis, Xander Bogaerts, Jon Lester, Jonathan Papelbon and Clay Buchholz.


Here, they won three World Series in five years with a great core group of homegrown players like Buster Posey, Madison Bumgarner, Matt Cain, Brandon Crawford, Brandon Belt and Joe Panik. Leading this band of brothers was Bruce Bochy, surely a Hall of Fame manager one day and a skipper I knew well after pitching for him in San Diego in 1996.


It took a few days to get settled into a new routine, and the strange sensation of wearing the orange and black of the Giants instead of the red and blue of the Red Sox was the least of it. But each day got better and, daily, driving to my apartment in Scottsdale, I had a clear view of Camelback Mountain to the west. It is the most prominent landmark in the area, 2,707 feet in altitude and about five miles from the Giants’ minor league complex, appropriately named due to a profile that resembles the hump and head of a kneeling camel.


Admiring that beautiful sight daily, I was intrigued enough to ask Dave Groeschner, the Giants’ longtime head trainer, about the mountain. He gave me the lowdown: popular hiking spot, and occasionally both major and minor league players run the mountain for conditioning. “Is it difficult?” I asked. “Not so much,” Groesch told me. “It’s okay as long as you stay on the trail. But every year, a lot of people wind up getting airlifted off the mountain because of dehydration or injury.”


“If you go up there, Tewks, make sure you stay on the path,” Groesch reiterated.


Now, I’m not really a hiker, although I do like to walk. Maybe the former is evident from the fact that I laced up my new Nike turf shoes that day after our short, early spring workout, pulled on my Giants spring training–issued shorts and conditioning T-shirt, failed to tell anyone I was going on a hike and proceeded to take on a mountain, alone, that I knew nothing about. It couldn’t be that difficult, could it? People of all ages hike Camelback. I parked, grabbed my phone in the unlikely event I would need it, snagged a bottle of water and breathed in the arid desert air. There are two different entry points to Camelback Mountain: Cholla and Echo. The “easier” hike, I was told, was the Cholla Trail. So off I went.


En route, I stopped to read the information posted on the big sign at the trailhead: no pets (check), bring water (check), get off the mountain before dark (check, it was only 3 P.M.) and stay on the path (got it). Maybe here is where I should mention I don’t like heights. Flying, I’ve become accustomed to. But even driving on tall bridges gives me the shakes. Put me in a glass elevator standing next to the back panel and I stop breathing and must look the other way. Nevertheless… Stay on the trail and all will be good. It wasn’t long before I got some elevation, which provided some fabulous views of the valley, my new spring home. As I hiked higher, I got a little anxious but simply kept my head down and kept going, looking up just to take in the view here and there. The sights were amazing. The trail wasn’t crowded, and a couple ahead of me finally stopped to turn back and head down the mountain. Hmmm, was this the summit? Nah, can’t be, can it? I decided to keep going until I came to a point in the trail that left me unsure of which way to go. Nobody was around to ask, or to follow. As I scanned the area, it looked like the path was straight ahead. I think now that perhaps that’s another key rule of hiking. If you’re unsure whether you should be going in a particular direction, you probably shouldn’t.


So I hiked, the path narrowed, I hiked, the path narrowed even more, I hiked and… whoa, about eighteen hundred feet up in the air, looking out over greater Phoenix, it is utterly spectacular. The entire valley sprawls out below me. The iconic Phoenician golf course and resort is directly at the base of the mountain. In the distance, I see Tempe and Arizona State University. To my right, I see the big, domed football stadium in Glendale, home of multiple Super Bowls, and other parts west. And about sixty or seventy feet above me to my right is what I think is the top of the mountain. Man, I’m this close. I think I should hike a little bit farther. In my head I begin to hear a friendly and familiar voice. It’s my dear friend Dan Luker, who we all know as “Adventure Dan.” He was a hockey player at Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, a huge Boston Bruins fan and today continues to play hockey into his sixties. He’s one of those guys you probably have in your group of friends, too; the one always up to take a risk. Swim with sharks? Why not, it’ll be fun! Kayak around the jetty at Wells Beach back home in Maine in the middle of a blinding rainstorm with high winds? It’ll be fun! This voice filling my ears, I put my head down and climb a bit farther. Yep, as I tell the players I coach, it’s amazing how far you can travel when you have a goal and focus on the next step. Adventure Dan wouldn’t stop now, and despite the slope of the terrain, a few more rocks and cacti and, heck, maybe even a snake or two, I wouldn’t either. I was almost there.


Finally, far enough, I figure I’d better turn around. I didn’t want to be like those losers my new head trainer was telling me about who had to be helicoptered off the mountain. So I turn around… surely this was the path back and… wait, where is the path? Somehow, back who knows how many steps, I had edged off of it.


Well. I know I have to go east, which is staying to my left, and knowing this I am quite sure I will merge back onto the path I somehow exited any moment now. As I hike, though, I do not see any path. As my heart begins to race, I pause for a moment of rational thought. Okay, I tell myself, retrace your steps. Go back to where you were and take another look for the path. So as I start to do that, wham! There is an excruciating pain in my right thigh. I look down and, shit, a six-inch cactus needle is thoroughly embedded in my leg. I reach for it, thinking I can just pull it out, but no dice. Turns out, it ain’t that easy. In pain, I ponder my next move. I decide to use my new Nike turf shoe as a crowbar. Just do it, right? I sit on a nearby rock, place the inside of my shoe under the ends of the hundred or so cactus needles stuck into my thigh and yank. And… it is like ripping off a Band-Aid that has been superglued to any body part with hair. Ouch! As my thigh bleeds, I am thinking, Is this thing poisonous? And if it is, how much time do I have to get down the mountain? My body starts to feel funny. Poison? I gulp some water. My right thigh finally stops bleeding, but there are still so many cactus needles stuck in my skin.


My inner voice—that voice inside all of us, the one I call the Little Man, its benefits and detriments soon to be detailed in these pages by myself and players I’ve worked with like Anthony Rizzo, José Iglesias and others—now is bashing me pretty good. How the hell did you get into this situation? You are going to be airlifted off of this mountain, aren’t you? Nice way to start a new job, you idiot! Now, my focus isn’t so much on finding the main path as it is on the ledge I notice roughly seventy-five feet in front of me that seems to be getting closer. The path and angle I am taking down the mountain? It actually is taking me closer to this ledge. This is the point where my thoughts begin to turn from the whole embarrassing idea of not being airlifted off of the mountain to the survivalist notion of simply not dying on this mountain. I am becoming afraid I will lose my footing and slide closer to the ledge. I begin to think of how my wife, son and daughter will take the news. Seriously and literally, I have never felt so afraid of dying in my life. I tell myself, Pull it together, Bob! I climb a bit higher to gather my thoughts when, instead, I gather more cactus needles. Another attack of the jumping cholla, which I later (of course it would be later) learn is the most feared and hated cactus in the southwest desert. The pads easily separate from the main stem, the spines easily attach to your skin, clothes, shoes, whatever. This plant is covered with spines that are very difficult to get hold of and dislodge once they’ve got you. The jumping cholla plays dirty. The spines naturally curve once they pierce your skin, becoming, in a sense, reverse barbs, making them hell to remove. This time, they are embedded in my left ankle, and now I am feeling overwhelmed, scared and stupid.


Everything would have been fine had I just stayed on the path, like Groesch had warned. I find another rock, sit, remove the shoe from my left foot and again start pulling the cholla needles from my body. Wearing nonsupportive turf shoes instead of hiking shoes, I also take note that my left ankle is beginning to ache.


Mind racing, I know I must slow it down. Regrouping, the realization sinks in. What I need to do to escape this predicament is to employ the same mental skills techniques I used on the mound during my eighteen seasons pitching in professional baseball—thirteen in the big leagues—and the ones I’ve taught for more than a decade as a coach. Slow down… breathe… positive self-talk (hello again, Little Man)… focus on the task at hand. Mistakes happen when people are tired and hurried.


Sitting on that rock, I know if there’s one constant in life, it is that at various checkpoints we all find ourselves smack in the middle of situations in which we’re tired and hurried, and navigating through this maze to successfully exit at the other end is not an easy proposition. These challenges spring up both in our work life and in our home life, often at the most stressful or inconvenient times, and it is vital both to sharpen and maintain the skills needed to conquer these obstacles.


Slow down… breathe… focus…


CHANGING JOBS is one of the most stressful things a person ever does, be it a player joining a new team or you joining a new company. I had plenty of time to reflect on so much of this during the winter, an off-season that started too early for those of us in Boston when the red-hot Cleveland Indians eliminated us in a three-game AL Division Series sweep that nobody saw coming. A silver lining was that one of the favorite players I’ve ever worked with was establishing himself as a hero that October as the Indians, their own drought overshadowed by that of the Chicago Cubs, attempted to win their first World Series title since 1948.


Andrew Miller, Cleveland’s intimidating relief ace, is a genuine, kind and humble person who always was very engaged in working to make himself better every day. Even during his early struggles, when he and I worked so hard together with the Red Sox from 2011 to 2014, he had a level of confidence in that one day those hard times would all be in his past. His willingness with the Yankees in New York and then with Terry Francona’s Indians to pitch in whatever role was needed revealed the type of character this man has, and that has not changed with success. When I see him now, I see a man who is first a dad and a loving husband who happens to be a stud in the bullpen. I am in awe of his ability, proud and very happy for him and his success.


When the Red Sox–Indians Division Series started, long before the Giants and Camelback Mountain were anywhere near my radar, I had neither seen nor texted with Andrew since his midseason trade from the Yankees to the Indians, and I very much looked forward to seeing him when the series opened in Cleveland. I did see him, but very briefly, just outside the visitors’ clubhouse after the Indians’ 6-0 Game 2 win, as he was leaving Progressive Field. We didn’t get to talk much, just a quick hello during which I told him he looked great and asked how his son, Max, was doing. One more game, in Boston, and the series was over in what seemed like the blink of an eye. I was really hoping to talk more with him in person, but clinch games pretty much prevent those conversations from happening. So I did the next best thing. I sent him a text, which led to the following exchange:




TEWKS: You look so composed and under control each pitch… very cool to see. No doubt you will be used a lot in the next series.


ANDREW: Thanks, I appreciate it. I was trying to look that way on the outside but the inside was a mess. Hopefully a bit easier next round.


TEWKS: I would be happy to talk about the inside stuff if you want… would be great to catch up.


ANDREW: Ya I think it’s mostly playoff adrenaline. Need to channel it and slow down a bit more—I think mostly experience is the cure.


TEWKS: Breathe, take your own timeouts to reset. 2-0, 3-1 counts esp. go behind the mound—breathe—focus on task. “good low strike” etc. Another cue is when you get the sign, repeat pitch and location internally… e.g. “slider away”… repeat that in your mind… helps increase focus.


ANDREW: You nailed it. It’s hard when the lineup is Mookie, Ortiz, Hanley, Bogey, etc. pre-pitching breathing will be a key for me to slow it down and have better self-talk.—Trust and believe.


TEWKS: Yes, I think you could have regrouped a tad better in some counts versus us… fuck the lineup! You’re Andrew Miller!! Hitters don’t want to face you! They are uncomfortable right from the beginning… take advantage of that. Increased focus on your controllables.…


ANDREW: Yeah—I wasn’t as sharp as I need to be. I survived but could be better. Thanks for the refresher… haha.


TEWKS: Self-talk focused on what you want to do… delete negative talk by swiping the rubber, tapping your leg, whatever… then focus on task, with what u want to do. Great to chat. Best of luck.


ANDREW: Of course. Thanks again. Don’t be a stranger, if I can ever help with anything don’t hesitate. I run around telling everyone how important you were to me going to the Sox and how much I used you so I am at least good for that.




Just reaching out to say good job led to a “refresher” mental skills session, which occurred because of a couple of essential components necessary in any successful, long-term human interaction: trust and a solid relationship. And one thing this exchange illustrates is that even the most accomplished among us are not confident all of the time. Not that you could tell that from Andrew’s exterior. Among the methods I’ve used when working with pitchers is the analogy of acting. When Tom Hanks or Denzel Washington is asked to star in a movie, what does he do? He transforms himself into that character. He role plays with words and actions (including body language) to make the person he is playing believable. I encourage pitchers to do the same when they take the field. Do they want to play the role of the timid, passive, afraid pitcher? Or do they want to play the role of the aggressive, confident, attacking pitcher?


Few players were more riveting that October than Miller, who became the poster boy in an emerging national conversation centered around how managers should deploy their most lethal bullpen weapons. After the Indians routed us, Miller went on to become the MVP of the AL Championship Series as he shut out a loaded Toronto lineup on three hits in 7.2 innings pitched while striking out fourteen and walking none. The eventual World Series champion needs eleven postseason wins—three in the Division Series, four in the League Championship Series and four more in the World Series. After our exchange, the only other texts I sent Miller that postseason were numbers counting down each win, and how many more until the title: 7… 6… 5… 4… and so on through Game 7 against the Cubs, down to 1, the number that never arrived for Miller and the Indians.


NOW, FROM MY PERCH on this mountaintop, cactus needles stinging and my wounded pride barking, my own countdown was on, big time. I continued my descent slowly, angling along the side of Camelback, on high alert for the cholla cacti, stopping to drink from my plastic water bottle as needed. I have no idea how long it took, but when I was finally, safely around that high ledge, I could see a way to forge a path that would land me safely on the fairway of the Phoenician golf course some 150 yards below. Forget the “real” path at this point. I was headed straight down to the flat ground of the beautifully manicured golf course. And once I reached it, man, did that flat ground feel good.


Fairway clear, I walked across the plush, green grass to the cart path and headed back toward the entrance of the Cholla Trail a couple of hundred yards away. As I did, in full survival mode, I passed (and ignored) the posted signs: NO WALKING OR BIKE RIDING ALLOWED ON PATH. Yeah, right, I thought. Somebody just try to stop me! My just-out-of-the-box, shiny, brand-new Nike turf shoes were covered in even more desert dust than my ego. The skin on my right thigh and left ankle was swollen and punctured with hundreds of tiny holes. Maybe this wasn’t the traditional exit off Camelback Mountain, but as I also tell the players I work with: “Each of us has our own path. There is a different route for everyone, and that’s okay.”


And, phew, talk about a different path. The past few months had taken me in directions I wouldn’t have seen coming even a year before. Watching Miller, Rizzo, Jon Lester and Rich Hill work their magic in the postseason, and tracking many of the other players I’ve worked closely with as they’ve progressed… No, none of us ever know when the winds will change and our own personal GPS will reset. But you can take steps to ensure you’re mentally prepared and in a place to succeed when it happens.


I made it back to my car, sat down and drew a long, deep breath. On the short drive back to my apartment, I stopped for some medical supplies: ice, Band-Aids, Neosporin and a six-pack of Bud Light. Like any grown man who just almost fell off a mountain, I gulped two beers and then treated my wounds. I sat there on the couch, another beer in hand, ice on my leg and so many thoughts and emotions jumping through my mind like, ahem, so many cholla needles. A part of me was beating myself up. Do you know how stupid that was? You could have died! Yet, another part of me was exhilarated. It was the closest I had ever been to death—at least, that’s how I perceived it—and I felt really good that I had coached myself down the mountain. As the ice melted, the beer drained and it sank in that I had done it by using the same mental skills techniques I employed on the mound as a pitcher and now teach as a coach—slow down, breathe, positive self-talk, focus on the task at hand—it made me feel even better.


As we each find our own path to get to where we need to be in life, the journey can be made less harrowing by having reference points in place that we can gauge time and again. Touchstones that not only prevent us from becoming lost but, just as importantly, help keep nudging us forward in the process. I can tell you from experience, cacti aren’t it.


On the other hand, now I know why they call it the Cactus League.
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Breathe


Breathe. That is where this book begins, and it is where this book will end. Breathe. A concept so simple a newborn grasps it as soon as he greets the world. An act that eventually becomes so difficult an old man on his deathbed can no longer accomplish it.


In between, breath sustains life. And if you can master the art of controlling it, it can reduce blood pressure, improve sleep, maintain health, sharpen focus, improve job performance and, yes, in so many of our lives, cause stress to melt clear away like March ice on Opening Day.


Breathe. It is where we were midsummer in 2013, and Jon Lester had had it.


Around him, the Oakland Coliseum, a rapidly deteriorating ballpark that he detested, had never looked so untamable. Behind him, the first half of an inconsistently choppy season continued to clutter his mind. Ahead of him, the second half of a season that refused to produce answers appeared just as ominous.


At this point in its cracked-concrete life, the Coliseum was becoming notorious for sewage backups. Seriously. The major leagues? A plumbing system that may as well have been constructed during the California Gold Rush periodically caused toilets to back up, water to leak into both clubhouses and dugouts, and a resulting stench that could singe the hairs in your nostrils.


Breathe? Hold that thought. The Oakland Coliseum maybe isn’t the best place in the major leagues to preach this concept. Yet there I was, in my role as a mental skills coach for the Boston Red Sox, late afternoon, sitting in the dugout anyway.


The periodic sewage, the stench, the antiquated clubhouses, none of that, by the way, is why Jon Lester disliked the place. What so many outside the game don’t always understand is that every single road trip is foreign. Every field has a different look, a different view, a different background. Comfort breeds confidence, and nothing this side of health is more vital to a professional athlete than confidence.


Always, it seemed, for whatever reason, Lester was uncomfortable on the mound in the Oakland Coliseum. Every time he started a game there, the whole place just looked different.


“I don’t know what it is,” he says. “There are stadiums you get to and it never looks good. You always feel isolated. Detroit’s one of those for me. You get on that mound and nothing looks right. It just doesn’t fit you, for whatever reason. Toronto was the complete opposite. I love Toronto. I thought their mound was one of the best mounds in baseball. The way the backdrop is, it makes you feel like home plate is right there.


“Oakland was one of those places I never felt good in. I think it’s because of the [massive] foul ground. Home plate, it looks like you’re throwing to the batting cage over there. I’ve never really had good games there. So you have these different things that go through your mind when you get in these different places.”


In the previous season, Lester had limited the Athletics to just one run and four hits over 6.2 innings, striking out nine and walking just one. But the Red Sox lost 3-2. Never had a good game in Oakland? As my old manager in Minnesota, Tom Kelly, often said, “The mind is a very dangerous thing.”


On this day, there was a lot on Lester’s mind, and too much of it was diminishing returns. At 8-5 with a 4.60 ERA, 2013 in so many ways was a continuation of 2012, statistically the worst of his career: 9-14 with a career-worst 4.82 ERA. For the man who worked five and two-thirds incredibly impressive shutout innings as a rookie in Game 4 of the 2007 World Series at Colorado’s hitter-friendly Coors Field, this was foreign land, uncharted territory, a rock and a hard place he never would have imagined. Too many negatives were living rent free inside his head.


At twenty-nine and with the All-Star break waiting on the other side of the weekend, Lester was set to make his final start of the first half on Saturday night. At this point, he was certain of only one thing. What he was not going to do was step into the break without exhausting his search for solutions.


As David Ortiz, Dustin Pedroia, Jacoby Ellsbury and the rest of the Red Sox swung away in batting practice on this Friday afternoon, Lester looked into the dugout and spotted a potential life vest. He and I had first met in 2002, when Lester was eighteen, shortly after the Red Sox scooped him up in the second round of the draft. As part of my work with the Red Sox, I made it a point to meet as many minor-leaguers as I could as they entered Boston’s system. Just as the ball is held together with those red stitches, so, too, are the relationships in this game. They can never be tight enough.


Even with Lester now pitching for the Chicago Cubs and me having moved on to become the mental skills coach of the San Francisco Giants, he continues to speak in fond terms of our times together.


“When you’re in the minor leagues, anytime you can talk to someone who played in the majors, you feel like they’re offering something,” Lester says. “Tewks talked about different things as far as the mental side of the game, and building that relationship with him I had a trust where I could go and bounce things off of him. He’s a no-BS guy. I knew he wouldn’t pussyfoot around with me. I knew if I asked him a question, he would give me an honest answer, both on the pitching side and on the mental side. I knew I would get that from him.”


I had come to this role, a Mr. Goodwrench for the mind, if you will, after thirteen years in the major leagues and a few more during which I obtained my master’s degree in sports psychology and counseling from Boston University.


My first career, as I refer to it, includes one All-Star appearance, one third-place finish in National League Cy Young Award voting, 110 career wins and one of the lowest walk rates in baseball history. The radar gun did not dance and sing while this was happening. No, when I finally was able to outrun a series of false starts and one significant shoulder surgery, I did so by using my mind to impose my will. As John Tudor, one of my former teammates with the St. Louis Cardinals, once said, “Anyone can pitch with a 93 m.p.h. fastball. It takes courage to pitch throwing 84.” Amen.


In my second career, the one I’m waist deep into and thoroughly enjoying now, I’m still trying to hit key spots with my mind. Only instead of specific locations on the plate—down and away, up and in—I work hard to pinpoint the spots that will help others thrive. Mental skills is an area of tremendous growth in this game right now. I’m proud to say I am one of the trailblazers.


I found out later that when the Red Sox were employing a full-court press to sign Lester as a free agent in the winter of 2014–2015, after I had left the Red Sox organization the first time to work for the Major League Baseball Players’ Association, Boston officials made it a point to tell Lester during a recruiting trip to his Georgia home, before the news would become public, that they had reached an agreement to bring me back into the organization.


Maybe no small part of the reason they included me in their pitch to Lester was because of this cool day in the Bay Area that started with the big left-hander’s approach and delivery.


Preparation never was a weakness for Lester. Few worked as hard as he did. But there was one area I felt could help improve his performance. I told him how I used mental imagery throughout my career. You’ve heard the expression “mental imagery”? The body doesn’t know the difference between a real or an imagined event and, therefore, the body will go where the mind takes it. During the tough times, mental imagery exercises I had developed helped me battle the fear of failure and insecurity that, always, are an athlete’s toughest opponent. During the good times, the mental imagery reinforced the foundation upon which I operated.


The short answer was that, no, Lester had never tried imagery before any of his starts. He had flirted with the idea of it just once, long ago, and he didn’t like it for a very interesting reason.


Lester was never much of a reader because his admittedly short attention span just won’t allow it, but he nevertheless devoured the legendary Harvey Dorfman’s The Mental ABC’s of Pitching: A Handbook for Performance Enhancement when he was in high school. He read it in three days, matter of fact. It was during his senior year, and he had decided to not play basketball that winter in order to focus on baseball, and he read the book about a week before his first start.


Looking for a way to focus amid the swirl of professional scouts and college recruiters who were creating chaos in his life at the time, Lester inhaled the book and immediately went out and threw a no-hitter in that first start, punching out nineteen hitters. He came within one out of a perfect game.


And that is why, more than a decade later, he still shied away from imagery. Because, as he told me, he just knew he could not replicate the success of that no-hitter with nineteen strikeouts.


“It just so happened that it was one of those days that just kind of fell in line with what I was doing and I was like, ‘I can’t get back to that place. If I try to do imagery again, it won’t replicate the outcome,’” Jon says.


“That’s the first thing you think of when you do it. You think of the last time you did it and what happened.”


I shared my personal experiences of having used imagery for most of my career, and how powerful a mental tool it had been for me. He seemed intrigued. I asked if he would be willing to try a guided imagery exercise with me to give him a feel for what I was talking about. It was the right moment. At this point, Lester was open to anything that might help him.


We walked up the long tunnel leading from the dugout back into the visitors’ clubhouse and disappeared into a small office. He sank into a leather couch. He slouched down, getting comfortable, his head leaned back against the top of the couch. In full Red Sox uniform, he tugged his baseball cap forward, tilted to shield his eyes from the room’s harsh fluorescent light.


“Okay, now that you are comfortable, I want you to close your eyes and focus on your breathing,” I told him.


I spoke slowly, softly. “Inhale through your nose… feel the air as it slowly passes down through the back of your throat and into your lungs… feel your chest rise and expand… now hold it… now exhale slowly and fully through your mouth.”


We repeated that sequence three times. As we did, I noticed Jon gradually sink deeper into the couch. His jaw loosened. His mouth opened slightly. His leg twitched. I paused, surprised he had become so relaxed so quickly.


“You are now relaxed and ready for your imagery practice,” I said.


Following a few seconds of silence, I continued. “Now, imagine yourself on the pitcher’s mound tomorrow night. Feel your spikes as they rest firmly on the pitching rubber. Feel the seams of the baseball as you grip the ball in your glove, which you hold up directly in front of you.”


I led him through game situations. Through facing two batters while pitching from the windup. One batter while pitching from the stretch. I worked to create pictures in his mind, each associated with a particular pitch. Fastballs down and away for called strikes. Changeups cloaked in the illusion of fastballs, creating swings and misses. Slow curveballs floating in for strikes, the hitters helplessly watching them go by. Deadly cutters that made those hitters look foolish.


I went through each batter he would see in Oakland’s lineup the next night. I detailed various situations he might face and how he would successfully respond to them. Someone commits an error, this is how you react to it.


This imagery exercise went on for about eight minutes, and then I instructed Jon to open his eyes and reorient himself to the room. When he nudged his cap up off of his face, he looked like he had been sleeping. Wow, I thought. He really got into this.


“What did you think?” I asked. He said he liked it but that at times my dialogue went a little too fast. Because of that, at times, he said, he struggled to fully create images in his mind. This was good feedback for next time. Most important, there would be a next time. He was buying in.


We agreed to implement this brief imagery practice into his pregame routine the next night. The best time, we decided, would be after his pitcher’s meeting, around five o’clock. Before each start, the starting pitcher, catcher and pitching coach meet to go over that night’s opposing lineup and implement a game plan. Right after that, Lester would go to the trainer’s room, lie on the table, cover his eyes and re-create, as best he could, what we had just done.


On the field that Saturday night, Lester felt more comfortable than he had all season. He threw a called third strike by Coco Crisp to start the bottom of a 1-2-3 first inning. Induced a ground-ball double play in the second from Nate Freiman and wound up stranding two Athletics and holding them off the scoreboard. Derek Norris touched him for a solo homer in the fifth, and then Oakland scratched two more runs off of him in the sixth.


But on this night, the internal results following his session the night before became the most important element.


“It was almost like I had already pitched,” Lester says. “I felt more relaxed and prepared. We lost 3-0, but I pitched a lot better. I felt more in command with what was going on in the game, with situations that arose during the game.”


We talked again the next day about implementing imagery and visualization permanently into his pregame routine. We decided that I would record a guided imagery program for him to use prior to his starts during the season’s second half. We discussed the content and timing of the script that day, and I made the recording during the All-Star break.


Over thirteen starts during the second half of the season, Lester would go 7-2 with a 2.57 ERA. Best of all, that run would stretch deep into October, where a quiet room in Fenway Park and an imagery program on Lester’s iPod would combine to become as beautiful in Boston as the autumn orange- and red-tinged trees along the Charles River…


BREATHE. On a ninety-three-degree, mid-June night in St. Louis in 1990, I could have used a scenic and placid sight exactly like that. In fact, I really could have used someone like me.


At twenty-nine, with my major league career hanging precariously from a thread that seemed like it was twisting from the top of the Gateway Arch, the circumstances of my own career were so different from those of Lester at that age.


Back in those days, when grand old characters with names like Whitey Herzog, Sparky Anderson and Stump Merrill roamed the earth’s dugouts, any player who requested a visit with a mental skills coach would have been plopped onto the first bus back to Toledo, or Springfield, or Oneonta, where I threw my first professional pitch in 1981.


They didn’t have mental skills coaches.


They had men like Ted Simmons.


Don’t get me wrong. I love Ted Simmons. I love him in no small part because he was the man who saved me from the discard pile. He fought for me to get a chance. Whatever we’re doing in life, we all need people who have our back. You never forget the people who do.


Over the past year and a half at Triple-A Louisville, I had gone 16-7 with a 2.43 ERA. I had started the ’90 season in the St. Louis bullpen, made eight appearances and then was optioned back to Louisville in early May. Then and the year before, every time the Cardinals dipped into their minor league system in need of a starting pitcher, it seemed like they were looking in every direction but mine. They plucked pitchers with better arms than mine, guys who threw harder, guys who were younger, guys who filled out every part of a scouting report you could imagine. Except me.


Life in the minor leagues, you get tired of it after a while. Especially when you’ve been drafted nine years earlier—thank you, New York Yankees—battled your way up the chain as a nineteenth-round pick and recently fought your way back from a shoulder surgery that left you wondering whether you’d suddenly have to begin the second chapter of your life far sooner than you were prepared for.


To that point in 1990, I had pitched in a grand total of forty-six big-league games for the New York Yankees, Chicago Cubs and St. Louis. Of those, thirty-four were starts. I was nowhere near as financially secure at twenty-nine as Lester was. Though he was still in the middle of a club-friendly deal, he had already earned roughly $20 million by then. On my end at that point, Laura and I had married less than two years earlier, in January 1989. She was still working as an assistant to the president of Concord Hospital. I was confident that my arm would bounce back. So we bought a very modest Cape Cod house, figuring it was something we could afford while we saw how things went.


Maybe we should have rented. The more the Cardinals bypassed me, the more frustrating it became. I began to look for an exit. Unable to get to Busch Stadium, I wanted to get far away from the bush leagues. How far? I even began talking about going to Japan to play.


Where Lester was frustrated with his own individual performance that day in Oakland because he knew he could pitch better at twenty-nine, I still didn’t even know whether I could pitch in the big leagues at all. I was looking to secure both my own existence and a place in the game.


Then, the Cardinals called.


And when I arrived in St. Louis a day later with the promise of my first start in 1990, the farm director who helped pave the way cornered me against a concrete wall in the tunnel outside the Cardinals’ clubhouse.


“You’re going to get the ball on Saturday,” Simmons told me. “And if you do well, you’ll get it again. If not, I am not sure what will happen.”


How’s that for imagery? It scared the piss out of me. Yet, it’s something every player wants to hear. Just give me a chance. If I can’t do it, I’ll be the first one to go home.


Simmons has been described by more than a few in the baseball world as “an acquired taste,” and they—and I—mean that in the best possible way. He is a no-nonsense baseball savant. Doesn’t suffer fools. Following a well-decorated, twenty-one-year career behind the plate with St. Louis, Milwaukee and Atlanta, he became a well-respected executive and scout.


Once you get past that sandpaper exterior coated with the dust of a few thousand infields, the knowledge and the stories flow from Simmons’s worldly, razor-sharp mind. St. Louis picked him in the first round (tenth overall) of the 1967 draft out of the University of Michigan, back in the days of hippies and Vietnam. He went back to school during the off-seasons, and one icy winter weekend, Ted was hitchhiking home from Ann Arbor with his then girlfriend (now wife), Maryanne, when a van pulled over. After he helped Maryanne into the front seat, Simmons climbed into the back, where all the seats had been removed to make room for a full drum kit.


“Where ya going?” the driver asked.


“Detroit,” Simmons replied.


That settled, Simmons noted that the driver must be a musician, introduced himself and Maryanne and inquired as to the driver’s name.


“Bob Seger,” came the reply.


A local legend who had yet to break nationally at the time, it would be only a few more years until Live Bullet and Night Moves rocketed Seger to stardom.


“He wasn’t huge yet,” Simmons says. “Then he got huge. It was just super of anybody to stop. He could have been a serial killer.”


Now here we were, a decade after Simmons’s one-time ride wrote the classic song, and I definitely was running against the wind.


“Bobby had pitched in Triple-A over the past two years and dominated,” Simmons says. “Our manager at the time was Whitey Herzog, and Tewksbury was a finesse pitcher, to say the very least. Even though he had won all of those games in Louisville, it was very difficult for Mike Jorgensen, our Triple-A manager at the time, and myself to convince anybody that this guy should pitch because he was a slow, curveball, finesse pitcher. Not the most desirable to bring to the majors.


“After talking with Whitey and Dal Maxvill [St. Louis’s general manager at the time], I was able to convince them to give him a chance. If he doesn’t pitch well, we’ll send him back. They finally said, ‘Okay, bring him up here.’ I knew both well enough to know that if Bob didn’t pitch well, he wasn’t coming back. I wanted to see and talk to him specifically, because I’m straightforward, no foolishness. ‘Bob, here’s the facts. I don’t want you to be disillusioned or disappointed. You have to pitch well Saturday. If not, you’re going back to the minors. You have to pitch well, and I’ve come to wish you all the luck.’”


Making the situation even more dire was this. When the Cardinals optioned me back to the minors five weeks earlier, I was out of options. Which meant they had to run me through waivers, meaning any other big-league club could claim me as its property and give me a uniform.


I desperately was hoping for this as an avenue back to the majors. Yet, all twenty-five other teams passed. So here I was, literally cornered between Simmons and a Busch Stadium concrete wall, my future after Saturday as murky as the Mississippi River a few blocks away.


Over those next few days, as I returned to the imagery practice that had been so powerful in New York when I was with the Yankees, jangled nerves gave way to a calmness. Even if it was for just one day, I again, finally, had some control over my situation.


Coming into the game, I knew the Montreal Expos were hot. They had won three in a row, five of six and eight of ten. I knew they neither struck out nor walked much. This team liked to swing the bat. I knew I was going to throw well that day. In a strange sort of way, everything was aligned. Just as certain ballpark settings can make you feel more or less comfortable, so, too, can certain opposing lineups. I knew many of the Expos players, having faced them in the minor leagues. And the imagery work left me feeling at peace.


With all due respect to Spike Owen, Tom Foley and Mike Fitzgerald, I felt like those guys weren’t going to do damage off of me (although Fitzgerald did bang a fifth-inning triple to set up Montreal’s first run). I was more worried about Tim Wallach and Andrés Galarraga. I wasn’t even that worried about Tim Raines. I knew he was a great player, but I felt comfortable pitching against him. I knew I could throw him fastballs away, and because he dove over the plate so much, I felt I could get the ball in on him and minimize damage.


Davey Martinez, Montreal’s leadoff hitter, was a teammate of mine with the Cubs in 1987 and 1988. I knew he had a tough combination of power and speed and didn’t strike out often. But I had more difficulty with contact hitters, and these Expos were a free-swinging team. As I worked on my imagery, that, too, added to my confidence. My entire approach was to put the ball in play while taking the sting out of their bats.


So despite the pressure, uncertain future, a skeptical manager in my dugout and 43,553 in the stands, the mound became a very peaceful place. I struck out Martinez to start the game, gave up a two-out double to Raines in the first but then got Galarraga to ground to third.


Second inning went 1-2-3 on just seven pitches, then I worked around a one-out double from pitcher Kevin Gross to finish a scoreless third and then went 1-2-3 in the fourth. It was 0-0 and my confidence was rock solid.


We had a chance to score in the fourth when Ozzie Smith and Willie McGee rapped base hits to start the inning, and I was thinking it sure would be great to get a lead, but they were stranded.


By the fifth, I began to feel a little pressure in my performance, and when Fitzgerald punched a one-out line drive to right field for a triple, the heat on this ninety-three-degree day shot up immediately. Foley singled him home and, after another out, my old buddy Martinez cracked a two-run homer to put Montreal up 3-0.


In my mind, there was no time to fret. We scored two runs in the bottom of the fifth, and I knew I had to recover and pitch a couple of more innings to make this a good outing and continue to give my team a chance to win. Facing the heart of the Montreal lineup in the sixth, I induced a ground ball from Raines and then got consecutive fly balls from Galarraga and Wallach.


After Milt Thompson’s RBI single evened the game at 3-3 in the bottom of the sixth, I kept the Expos off the board in the seventh. That was it for my day. Seven innings, three runs, eighty pitches, sixty-one strikes and, given that we came back to win 5-3, a 1-0 record. I left with a good feeling, like, whew, okay, I cleared one hurdle. I felt like I was going to get the ball again, maybe the performance against the Expos would even earn me at least a couple of more starts.


I don’t remember a lot in the immediate aftermath of that start, but a week later in Chicago against my old Cubs, I got the ball again—and earned another victory. What happened after that Expos game was my old pitching coach, Mike Roarke, asked what day did I want to throw on the side? I always liked my bullpen day to be on the third day after I started instead of on the second day after.


Roarke didn’t say a whole lot and, when he did, he mumbled. There wasn’t a lot of communication in those days. You did a lot of waiting, wondering and tea-leaf reading.


What I didn’t need communicated, however, was this. Hitters don’t like to hit from behind in the count, even against soft throwers. I used this to my advantage while mentally cat-burgling my way through the game for the next nine years, and this was as important to my imagery and visualization preparation as Galarraga’s bat was to his impressive career.


That day was like starting all over again. A kind of rebirth, with some sharpened skills that would not only help me then, but allow me to help others, like Lester, a generation or two down the line, as baseball became more and more enlightened where the mental game was concerned.


When I see Simmons today, he always gives me a big smile, like, “I remember that talk.” It’s one of those things, I think, where as an instructor or coach, when you have faith in a player and the player comes through, you feel happy you fought for the player.


I remained in the Cardinals’ rotation the rest of that season (going 10-9 with a 3.23 ERA in twenty starts), through Herzog’s firing and Joe Torre’s hiring, and for four more seasons after that. Then I signed free-agent contracts with Texas, San Diego and Minnesota, continuing to visualize my way through moments both big and small, mind-crafting my way through fearsome opposing lineups with low radar-gun readings but deft command of my fastball.


Some games, things went close to the mental script I had laid out beforehand. Others didn’t. But I had my foundation, my anchor, and that prepared me for everything. And anything.


One day in 1995 when I was with the Rangers, I returned to pitch in Fenway Park, just seventy miles from my home. We won a wild one, 9-8, scoring eight earned runs against Roger Clemens in the first four innings. I only lasted four and two-thirds innings myself, giving up six hits and six runs. And as I walked to my car afterward, wouldn’t you know it, I saw an SUV stopped in the street near the players’ parking lot, mobbed by fans. The parking lot attendant informed me it was Clemens.


So I threaded my way through, approached the vehicle from the passenger side, opened the door and hopped in, figuring I would commiserate with him. In one hand, I was carrying a bouquet of flowers a fan had given me. In the other, I was carrying a paper sack containing a few beers.


Thinking it was a fan entering his SUV, Clemens wheeled around, fist cocked. I thought he was going to belt me.


“What the hell?!”


“Hey, Roger, it’s Tewks! You should lock the doors, you dumbass—anybody could come in here!”


We laughed hard about that the next day, imagining the Boston newspaper headlines reporting the Rocket actually swung and clobbered me: Clemens, Tewksbury Square Off after Poor Outings.


Point is, some nights in the big leagues, flowers work. Others, you need beer. Whether you’re Jon Lester, Roger Clemens or me.


But always, you need to slow down and breathe.
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