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From Patrick:


For my dad, Jesse “Big Buddy” Swayze, who taught me that a real man can be tough and gentle at the same time


From Lisa:


For Patrick, who is more like his dad than he knows




The Time of My Life





Prologue


In late December 2007, life was looking pretty good. I had just wrapped shooting on the pilot of a new TV series, The Beast. My wife, Lisa, and I were enjoying a second honeymoon of sorts after a long, difficult period in which we had grown painfully apart. And I was feeling excited about new work, new directions, and the promise of the future.


Lisa and I were planning to spend New Year’s Eve at our ranch in New Mexico, as we’d done for the past few years. But first, we stopped off in Aspen to visit a couple of friends. It was there that I got the first hint that something was wrong.


I had been having some digestive trouble, mostly acid reflux and a kind of bloated feeling, for a few weeks. I’ve had a sensitive stomach my whole life, so I hadn’t thought much of it, but lately I just couldn’t shake the constant discomfort. I wasn’t hungry and felt sick whenever I did eat, but I’d always been pretty healthy, so I figured the feeling would pass eventually.


In Aspen, we all raised glasses of champagne for a toast. I took a sip, and as the champagne began to course through my esophagus to my stomach, I nearly choked—it burned like acid going down. It felt like I’d drunk lye, a sharp, searing pain that brought tears to my eyes. I’d never felt anything like it, but not wanting to ruin the festivities, I said nothing to Lisa. I was used to ignoring pain, so I just didn’t drink any more champagne that night, and didn’t think anything more about it.


Three weeks later, in January 2008, I learned that the burning in my stomach wasn’t some minor irritation. It was the result of blockage in my bile ducts, which was caused by pancreatic cancer—just about the most deadly, untreatable cancer you can get.


When my doctor at Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles said the words “pancreatic cancer,” a single thought popped into my mind: I’m a dead man. That’s what I had always thought when I heard someone had pancreatic cancer, and it usually turned out to be true. My doctor told me that my chances of surviving for more than a few months weren’t high, and I had no reason to doubt him.


A lot of things go through your head when you get a death sentence handed to you, starting with Why me? What did I do to deserve this? Once the shock wears off, it’s hard not to sink into bitterness, to feel that you’ve been singled out in a way that’s not fair. For me, that initial shock quickly turned to self-criticism and blame. Did I do this to myself? What could I have done differently? Is it my fault?


In those first few weeks after my diagnosis, amid the whirlwind of figuring out treatments and medication, I struggled, with Lisa’s help, to make sense of what was happening to me. Trying to counteract all the negative emotions that kept welling up—anger, bitterness, despair—I began thinking to myself, I’ve had more lifetimes than any ten people put together, and it’s been an amazing ride. So this is okay.


I was trying to find a way to accept what was going on, but then a funny thing happened. I just couldn’t. I wasn’t ready to go, and I was damned if this disease was going to take me before I was good and ready. So I said to my doctor, “Show me where the enemy is, and I will fight him.” I wanted to understand exactly what I was up against so I could go after this cancer rather than waiting for it to beat me. And in the year and a half since my diagnosis, that’s exactly what I’ve done, with every ounce of energy I have.


Fighting cancer has been the most challenging and eye-opening experience I’ve ever had, and it has sent me on an emotional journey deeper than anything I’ve felt before. Facing your own mortality is the quickest way possible to find out what you’re made of. It strips away all the bullshit and exposes every part of you—your strengths and weaknesses, your sense of self. Your soul.


It also leads you to confront life’s hardest questions: Is there a heaven? Will I make it in? Has this life counted for something other than just my own narcissism? Have I lived a good life? Am I a good person? It’s easy to dismiss these difficult questions when you have your whole life ahead of you. But when you’re faced with your own mortality, they suddenly take on a whole new meaning.


There’s a scene at the end of Saving Private Ryan that really resonated with me when I first saw it, and it does now more than ever. As an old man, Private Ryan muses aloud about whether he’s lived a good life. “I tried to live my life the best I could,” he says. “I hope that was enough.” It’s so hard to judge your own life, to know whether you’ve made a mark in this world. Doing this book was, in part, a quest to find that out for myself.


I’ve never been one to spend a lot of time dwelling in the past, so spending time with Lisa looking back at our lives has been really illuminating. Especially in light of what our future now holds, it has also been cathartic. I never felt like I had all the answers, and I certainly don’t claim to now. Yet the one thing I realized as Lisa and I retraced the arc of our lives is that no matter what happened, we never, ever gave up—on each other, or on our dreams. I’m far from perfect, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. But that’s one thing we both got right, and it’s the one thing that’s keeping me going today.


As I write this, sitting in our beautiful ranch home in New Mexico with the sun beaming down on the mountains, I realize yet again how much more I want to do in this life. Together with Lisa, I’ll keep on pushing, keep on believing. Because that, in the end, is the greatest gift we have.


Patrick Swayze
June 2009


As Patrick and I have been writing this book, I couldn’t help but be amazed by all the stories of things we’ve done and been through. It was surprising to me how hard we’ve both worked our whole lives, how focused and single-minded we could be. It must be the dancer in us. Always striving to be more, do better, never settle. And that drive to be better has served us well, particularly with all that we’re going through now.


Looking back now, I wish I had done more of the proverbial “stop and smell the roses.” So many gorgeous, beautiful things have happened in my life and I was too busy moving forward to really, truly recognize and enjoy them. I’m feeling different these days. Today I find myself much more willing to take luxurious, selfish pleasure in how beautiful a day is, the wonderful smell of my favorite mare’s hair, and how much overflowing love I feel for my husband.


After Patrick was first diagnosed, I found myself wanting to go back in time and fix all the bumps that we had ever encountered. I wished we could start all over again so that this time we could do it differently. We could be wiser, avoid all those wrong turns we made, and not waste so much time. This time we would laugh more, touch each other more, and simply love each other in the way our true selves always have. And of course, if this daydream came true, I’d get a chance to live our lives together all over again, fulfilling my greatest wish—to have more time with him.


In some ways, getting to do this book gave me a passport into the past. But not in the way I had thought. It couldn’t elongate my time with him, but it did show me that some of those bumps I wished I could get rid of don’t look so bad when we keep coming out on the other side. And they’re a testament to the strength of what we are together.


You’d think that when someone close to you receives a death sentence it would inspire amazing insights and lessons about life. I know that’s what I thought. But after his diagnosis, and after I started to recover from feeling I was trapped in a perpetual nightmare, I looked around and couldn’t see a damn lesson in sight. Yet slowly, as I’ve been dealing with getting past the initial grief and fear, living each day that comes and running around preparing for all the things one can’t possibly prepare for, the lessons have started to ease out into the open. I couldn’t force them out any sooner. They come in their own time when they, and you, are good and ready.


There’s a lot of wisdom in the idea of living one day at a time. And when you might not have someone for long, that’s what starts to happen.


I used to be afraid of time—that I’d run out of it, that I wouldn’t have time to do all the things I wanted. Now I’m seeing each minute that passes as a victory. As something I’m proud of. It’s like I can gather all these minutes into my arms as if they’re an enormous mass of jewels. Look what I have— another moment! A kiss, a stroke of the skin on my husband’s arm, the light coming through the window just so … Each of these jewels gives me the confidence to stand up and look Death in the face and say, “No one’s going anywhere today.”


I can help Patrick—I can coach him, love him, track his medications and calories, be there to kick him in the pants or just hold his hand if he needs it. But I can’t save him. And I try to remember that. But I’ve got the best possible thing on my side: Patrick himself. I love that he’s such a fighter. He’s so amazingly strong and beautiful. He’s my best weapon against this terrible disease.


You know, we were in New Mexico a couple of years after Patrick had broken both his legs in a life-threatening horse accident while filming Letters from a Killer. We walked out into the fresh mountain air, and he had taken off his shirt to enjoy the sun as we strolled into our beautiful fifty-acre pasture to visit with our five spirited Arabian horses. Patrick was rubbing one of the horses on her neck and I had walked off a ways for some reason or another. And I turned around just in time to see him grab a handful of mane and swing himself up on the mare’s back. No saddle, no bridle, nothing.


She and the other horses started to trot off together and then, in a tight group, they launched into a full gallop, Patrick riding bareback in the middle of them through the open field. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t help but see how fantastic and free he looked. And I couldn’t help but be pissed off. I mean, he’d just broken his legs a year or so earlier in that horse accident and he was going to risk doing it again?


The horses had their joyride and slowed to an easy trot, and Patrick hopped off blithely, unscathed. As he walked over to me he smiled a little sheepishly, waiting to see if I was going to admonish him. But I couldn’t. I could only shake my head and try my best not to smile. This is the man who’s taken on cancer. As always, he’s on the ride of his life. And I know that he’s going to ride this horse as far as it’ll go.


Lisa Niemi
July 2009





Chapter 1


Halloween night, 1970. It was a balmy Saturday evening in Houston when I ran onto the field with my Waltrip High School football teammates, ready for a big game with our crosstown rivals, the Yates Lions. We were pumped up to play, since we’d heard there would be college scouts in the stands checking us out. Little did I know then, but this night would change my life forever.


It was my senior year at Waltrip, and this was my chance to show the scouts what I could do. Yates was a good team, physical and aggressive, and the stands were packed with screaming fans, so the stage was set. At five-eleven and 180 pounds, I wasn’t your typical big, bruiser football player, but I was fast, running the hundred-meter dash in just ten seconds. With those scouts in the stands, I was hoping to have a big game— we didn’t have enough money for me to go to college, but a football scholarship would take care of that.


High school football isn’t just a game in Texas; it’s more like a religion. There’s something magical about the smell of fresh-cut grass, the coaches yelling, the fans stamping their feet, and the twenty-two men on the field going at one another hand-to-hand, in primal battle. I loved the competition, and the rough physicality of it. Whenever I took my position on the field, I had something to prove. I wanted to run faster, cut more sharply, and hit harder than anyone else out there.


But that night, I was the one who got hit hardest. On a midgame kickoff, I caught the ball and started to run. With blockers in front of me, I ran up one sideline, then cut back against the grain and tried to outrun the shifting defenders. But a couple of their big guys launched themselves at me, helmets first. One came in high, the other one low on my blind side. And they hit me at the exact moment my left leg planted on the ground.


My knee snapped, bending grotesquely, and I went down like a shot. In that moment, most of the ligaments in my knee had ripped in half, completely destroying the joint. But I didn’t know that at the time, even as I screamed in pain hitting the turf. All I knew was that even though my knee felt like it had exploded, I wanted to get right up and walk it off—to show they hadn’t hurt me, even though they had.


I tried to get up, but collapsed, as my left leg couldn’t bear any weight at all. I got up again, determined to walk off that field, but again I fell to the grass. Finally, the coaches ambled over to check on me. One of them, a tough redneck son of a bitch, looked down at me and sneered, “Too much dancing, huh, Swayze?”—as if that, and not the two human rockets that had launched at me, had caused my injury. This was rough-and-tumble Texas, and even a star football player was the target of mockery if he happened to be a dancer, too. I glared through a haze of pain and said nothing as they finally lifted me up, put me on a stretcher, and carried me back to the locker room.


As I lay on a training table in the locker room, the pain in my knee began to dull, replaced by shock. And that was enough to make me want to keep playing. “Let me get back out there!” I told the trainer. “Let me just finish out the game!”


“Nope,” the trainer said. “You’re done.”


But I wouldn’t take no for an answer. “I swear, I’m okay,” I told him. “Just let me walk it off and get back out there!” No matter how many times he shook his head, I wouldn’t shut up—I just had to get back on that field.


“Okay, then,” the trainer finally said, tired of hearing me jabber on. “Go ahead. Get up and go!”


I slid off the table, but as soon as my left foot touched the floor it felt like someone had jammed a dagger deep into my knee. It buckled, and I fell to the floor, passing out. The next thing I remember was hearing sirens and seeing the flashing lights of an ambulance.


My knee joint was pretty much destroyed, and I ended up having surgery—the first of many I’d have over the years. The doctors repaired as much damage as they could, after which I spent three months in a hip-to-toe cast, which left my leg completely atrophied and my knee joint hopelessly stiff.


For a young man who had always been athletic and active, being in a cast was difficult and painful, but it was nothing compared to the agonizing rehab process of physically breaking and loosening the scar tissue that had formed in the joint. My knee could barely bend. I remember lying in my bed at home, hearing my mother crying inconsolably in the next room. I thought I heard her say through her sobs, “His life is over. His life is over.” It scared me. Would I be able to do all the things I’d done before the injury? Or would my physical abilities forever be compromised?


My days of playing football were over, but what would happen now to my dreams of competing in gymnastics, or dancing professionally? In all my eighteen years, I’d never questioned my ability to do anything I set my mind to do. But now, for the first time, I was facing a true test. Thanks to that one fleeting moment on a high school football field, it was the first of many I’d have to face.


My family’s roots go way back in Texas, and my parents’ relationship was the classic Texas story of the cowboy who falls in love with the city girl. Jesse Wayne Swayze, known to one and all as “Buddy,” was a onetime rodeo champion who’d grown up on a ranch outside Wichita Falls. Unpretentious and bright, he worked for years as a butcher, then put himself through home study to get a degree in drafting. He got a job with an oil company and continued his studies, earning another degree and becoming a mechanical engineer. He put all the money he had into his family, especially into the dance company and school my mother ran.


My mom, Patsy Swayze, was a choreographer and teacher, and one of the founders of Houston’s dance scene. She had the energy of a dancer combined with the steely strength and determination of a pit bull. Mom was an amazing teacher but a demanding one, and we kids worked hard to win her approval in a series of competitions we didn’t yet realize we could never win.


I was the second of five kids, and the oldest boy. My older sister, Vicky, and I both studied dance with our mother from the time we could walk. Mom’s studio, the Swayze Dance Studio, was like a second home for us, a place where we spent endless hours hanging out and studying dance. My mother never asked Vicky and me if we wanted to study dance—it was just expected of us. And not only that, but we were expected to be the absolute best at it. In fact, my mother chose the name Patrick for me because she thought “Patrick Swayze” would look good on a marquee. But like my dad, I went by the name “Buddy”—or, when he was around, “Little Buddy.”


Our younger siblings, Donny, Sean, and Bambi, also felt the constant pressure to perform in whatever activities they undertook. We called it “growing up Swayze”—an almost manic drive to be the best, do the most, and lead the pack in whatever we attempted. Both our parents were very accomplished: Dad had been a Golden Gloves boxer and Mom was one of the leading lights of the Houston dance scene. But that’s where the similarities between them ended.


My mother was a perfectionist, and she expected the same in her children, no matter what we did. This was a double-edged sword, as her pressure implanted in me a burning desire to be the best at everything, but it also led to a near-constant, deeply rooted feeling of inadequacy. I couldn’t be everything she wanted me to be, for good reason—no one could. But I was going to do it or die trying, a trait that has never left me.


My dad was more laid-back, the gentle cowboy. He was the rock our family was built on, a steady and stable presence in our lives. In some ways, we were nurtured more by my father than by my mother, and growing up with a father who was both strong and sensitive made a huge impression on me. It made me realize that having a gentle side didn’t make you less of a man. In fact, it made you a better one.


We didn’t have a lot of money, especially while my dad was working in the butcher’s shop, but my mother always carried herself with dignity. I can remember feeling embarrassed while walking into Mass one morning, since the sole of one of my shoes had partially torn off and made a flapping noise all the way down to my pew. I can also remember that our neighbors in North Houston kept their distance, since we were “those arts people”—not a label anyone really aspired to in 1960s Houston, Texas. Especially at that time, even Texas’s big cities were still rough, redneck, conservative places—a fact I learned all too well as a young male dancer.


By junior high school, everybody knew I was a dancer, as I was always performing in theater productions and wore my hair long, unlike the other boys at school. I got picked on, called “fag,” and beaten up more times than I can count, and each time it made me more determined to get those boys back, one way or another. But it wasn’t until one particularly bad beating when I was about twelve that my dad finally stepped in and gave me the tools to do it.


Five boys had jumped me at once, and although I fought back with everything I had, those are bad odds for anyone—I got my butt handed to me. When I got home, with my face all bruised and cut, my dad decided it was time for me to learn hand-to-hand combat. My brother Donny and I had just started studying martial arts, since there was a Black Belt Academy in the shopping complex where Mom’s studio was, but Dad had something else in mind. He’d been a serious boxer, and he wanted me to learn how to fight his way. So in addition to dancing, I spent the next couple of months studying martial arts and learning how to box.


When my dad thought I was ready, he drove me back up to the school. He walked me into the football coach’s office and said, “I want you to pull those boys out of their classes so we can settle this thing.” When Dad went on to say he wanted me to fight these kids again, Coach Callahan just stared at him. These bullies had kicked the shit out of me just a couple of months ago—and now my father wanted to invite them to go at me again? “But this time it isn’t going to be five boys on one,” my dad said. “It’s gonna be one on one, fair and square.”


It took some convincing, but times were different then, so Coach Callahan quickly deemed it acceptable educational policy to pull boys out of classes, put us in the weight shack by the football field, and let us fight it out. Dad and I walked down to the weight shack, and the coach soon met us there with the five boys. My dad was holding two pairs of boxing gloves, but when the first boy and I got ready to square off, he put them aside. “Just go ahead,” he told us. “I don’t think you need these.”


“Now, hold on,” the coach said. “We can’t do this, Mr. Swayze.” But though my dad was a gentle soul who rarely raised his voice, he did have a temper, which he unleashed at this moment. “Just go on ahead,” he said to me, then turned back to the coach. “Buddy deserves a chance to do to these boys what they did to him,” he said, his eyes burning with anger. “They think they’re tough? We’ll see how tough they are.”


I won’t deny that I was scared. My father obviously believed I was strong enough, and a good-enough fighter, to beat all five of these boys. As I prepared to square off against the first one, I could feel my adrenaline pumping—not because I was afraid of getting hurt, but because I didn’t want to let my dad down. But I felt my senses sharpening and my heart beating faster, and I had a realization. I suddenly understood that you can conquer fear by making it work for you. And so I did. I beat all five of those boys that day, one by one. As each one left the weight shack, bloody and bruised, I could see the flickers of pride cross my dad’s face.


That didn’t solve my problems at school—in fact, once word got around that I was the new “tough guy,” everybody wanted to fight me. And since I was playing violin at the time, the “tough guy” was an even more inviting target, with his ballet shoes stuck in his back pocket and a violin case in his hand. I got into plenty more scrapes with boys at school, but I never forgot the lesson of how to turn fear to my advantage—a lesson that has served me well my whole life.


And although my dad had taught me to fight, he also taught me two unbreakable rules about when and how to do it. “Buddy,” he always said, “if I ever see you start a fight, I’ll kick your ass. And if I ever see you not finish a fight, I’ll kick your ass.” If there’s one thing I learned from my father, it’s that you might not always win, but you never, ever give up. Ever since that day in the weight shack, I never have.


When I was about ten years old, I climbed onto the roof of a two-story house being built down the street. “Hey!” I yelled down to the construction workers below. “How much will you give me if I jump?”


The men looked up and saw a wiry kid, hands on his hips, perched at the edge of the roof. One of them shook his head. “You want us to give you money to jump off that roof and break your goddamn neck?” he yelled up at me.


“How much?” I asked. “Come on!”


“I’ll give you twenty-five cents,” the man replied, while the others chuckled.


“Give me fifty cents and I’ll do it!” I yelled back.


He nodded and waved his hand. “Well, go on, then,” he said.


And this was the moment I’d waited for. Everyone’s eyes were on me, my blood started rushing, and I jumped off that roof—right into the sand pile they’d been using to mix the cement. I hit the pile and rolled, my momentum carrying me right back up to my feet after a couple of turns. The man reluctantly fished a couple of quarters out of his pocket and handed them to me.


I might have looked crazy to the men, but I’d spent my whole childhood running and jumping and flying through the air. I knew how to fall and how to roll, and as a result I careened around not afraid of anything. With all my gymnastics and dance lessons, I knew my body inside and out, and knew exactly what it was capable of.


As soon as my younger brother Donny was old enough to run with me, he and I charged through the woods near our house like a couple of daredevils. I always loved heroes like Doc Savage and Tarzan—not superheroes with special powers, but ordinary guys who pushed themselves to do extraordinary things. I’d play Tarzan and Donny would be Cheetah, or Boy, depending on the mood I was in. We’d swing around on a network of vines hanging from the trees behind our house, wearing our specially made Tarzan suits: old Speedo swimsuits with a belt around the waist and the crotch cut out to look like a loincloth. More than one neighborhood girl was shocked at catching sight of all the Swayze family jewels flying around overhead.


Doc Savage was a particular hero of mine because he was not only physically daring and brave, he was also a Renaissance man. He could do anything—he was an explorer, a scientist, an inventor, a martial arts expert, and a master of disguise. I wanted to be like Doc Savage, to be able to do absolutely everything. When I wasn’t flying around, jumping off buildings and racing through the woods, I was up in our tree house with my chemistry set, trying to invent the perfect rocket.


The space race with the Russians was in full swing, and model rocketry was the latest and greatest hobby for boys in the sixties. I’d built and launched a few model rockets, but then decided to take it a step further and make my own fuel, too. I got my hands on some zinc dust and sulfur, and began mixing it up like a mad scientist. Unfortunately, I was about as careful as a thirteen-year-old boy knows how to be, which isn’t nearly careful enough. I knocked my Bunsen burner right onto that mound of zinc and sulfur, and in about the time it took my eyes to get as big as saucers, I knew I had to get out of that tree house.


It took a few seconds for the mix to ignite, just enough time for me to fly out of the tree house door and tuck and roll to safety. The explosion was deafening, and as the tree house went up in flames I looked back at the smoke billowing out and thought, Well, I’ll just have to build another one. I had no concept of the danger I’d put myself in, that I could have been hurt or even killed. Like most teenage boys, I felt invincible— a feeling that would continue well beyond my teenage years.


At the same time as I was being the wild man in the woods, I was continuing to study dance, gymnastics, and violin, and performing in musicals. I spent hours at Mom’s studio, studying, sweating, and pushing to become the best male dancer Houston had ever seen. I loved the grace and strength of dance, and the sheer physical demands of it.


My mother saw that I had talent, and although she let me mess around in the woods and hurl myself around with abandon, she did set some other rules to try to keep me safe. The one I hated most was that she wouldn’t let me have a motorcycle. She’d had two uncles in the police force who both died in motorcycle accidents. So she was scared to death that I’d wreck it and kill myself—either that, or I’d ride off and do some drugs, drink some liquor, or get laid, like so many teenage boys in Texas.


“If I ever see you on a motorcycle,” she’d tell me, “I’ll chop it up with an axe.” My mother was strong and had a quick Irish temper, and I’d felt the blow of her hand more than once. So I knew she was capable of doing it.


But I wanted a motorcycle more than anything, so I decided if she wouldn’t let me have one, I’d make one myself. First, I took an old bicycle frame, welded a plate on the bottom, and put some fat tires on it. Next, I stole the engine off my dad’s lawn edger and mounted it on the bike frame. Once I got the engine hooked up to the sprocket, I had myself a homemade motorbike. It didn’t go all that fast, which is maybe just as well since the only brakes it had were my two boots pushing on the front tire.


I’d tear around on that motorbike while Mom and Dad were away, riding all over the neighborhood. As long as I got the edger engine off and reassembled by the time they got home, I was fine—but of course, one afternoon my mother came home early, and I got caught. Just as she’d said, she went after that motorbike with an axe, destroying not only the bike frame but Dad’s edger engine as well—putting me up shit creek with both my parents, though I suspected Dad secretly admired the ingenuity I’d shown. But that was the last motorcycle I had for a while.


• • •


All through junior high and high school, I continued to pursue all the things I loved doing: sports, music, dance, gymnastics, martial arts, sailing, skating, and diving. I also was a proud Boy Scout, rising to the rank of Eagle Scout while earning patches in everything I could get my hands on. Donny and I had gotten into throwing knives during our Tarzan phase, which started my lifelong fascination with nongunpowder weapons. In my determination to become Doc Savage, I wanted to try out—and master—every skill I possibly could.


I ran track, swam, and roller-skated competitively, and took up diving, which I did well in thanks to my gymnastics training. But the place where I could really earn the jocks’ respect was on Waltrip’s football team, where my speed and agility helped me excel in every aspect of the game—I played on offense, defense, and special teams, and was even named All-City Halfback. I didn’t particularly like the locker-room culture of football, but I did love showing people what I could do on the field.


But with all that said, the number-one priority in our family was always the stage. Dancing, choreography, and teaching performance were my mother’s life’s work—and I was her golden boy, the son who would carry through on her dreams. Throughout my childhood, junior high, and high school years, I performed in summer stock musicals—The Sound of Music, Gypsy, The Music Man—always honing my ability to sing, dance, and act onstage. I pushed hard to be that perfect golden boy. And she always pushed back, urging me to try harder, do more, be better.


All the hard work paid off in my early teens, when I received scholarship offers to study with the Joffrey Ballet and the American Ballet Theatre in New York City. But I turned them down, deciding instead to continue to study with my mother and dance with the Houston Jazz Ballet Company, which she founded, and making myself available for the sports training that fell during the summer. At that point, I wasn’t sure I wanted a life as a professional dancer. In fact, I was having real trouble figuring out what I wanted to do, with so many options to choose from. Gymnastics? Dancing? Sports? How could I possibly decide among them?


But then came that fateful Halloween night, and the injury that threatened to derail all those dreams. Lying in bed with a hip-to-toe cast after surgery on my knee, all I could think was, Can I come back from this? Will I be able to do everything I could before?


It wasn’t long before I decided on the answer: Yes, I could, and I would—because I had to. Failure was simply not an option, so from that point on, I just refused to even let that thought enter my head. It didn’t matter how hard I’d have to push, or how much pain I’d have to endure. I would will myself through it. This was the first time, but far from the last, that I would push myself through an impossible situation by force of will.


As soon as the cast came off, I began working out my leg again—lifting weights, stretching, running, balancing, anything I could do to get it back into shape. By now I was in my last semester of high school, and my next step depended on being back in fighting form. I had received a gymnastics scholarship to San Jacinto Junior College, about an hour’s drive from Houston, and I was determined not to have to give it up.


I rehabbed my knee all spring and summer, and by September I was working out daily with the San Jacinto gymnastics team. It still hurt, and it swelled up quickly whenever I gave it a good workout, but soon I was back to doing everything I’d done before the injury. My goal was to compete in the Olympics, and my coach, Pat Yeager, told me I had a shot at it. He had coached the U.S. Women’s Gymnastics Team and was a member of the Men’s Olympic Gymnastics Committee, so he knew something about world-class gymnastics.


I couldn’t have known it then, but the best thing about having gotten my knee back into shape wasn’t going be the Olympics—or anything having to do with gymnastics, for that matter. It was the fact that once I’d gotten back into dancing shape, I could continue rehearsing and performing at my mom’s studio, which had merged with the Houston Music Theater. So I was there when a particular fifteen-year-old girl with long blond hair started showing up.





Chapter 2


I noticed Lisa Haapaniemi right away, with her lithe dancer’s build, her long blond hair, and the look of indifference she had whenever she passed me by. Unlike the other girls, she usually acted like I wasn’t even in the room and never looked me in the eye. So one day, when she walked by close enough, I decided it was time to get her attention. I reached down, pinched her rear end, and said, “Hey there, cutie!” She turned and glared at me like I’d just farted in church.


Now, in my defense, I’d grown up at the studio, and I’d been pinching and flirting with girls there ever since I was about three feet tall. But Lisa wasn’t like the other girls. She knew who I was, and she’d been told I was something of a Casanova. She’d also heard that when I walked into a room, you had to raise the roof to let my head in, it was so big.


The truth was, I’d had a couple of girlfriends and liked to go out, but mostly I was just a flirt. I had never fallen in love, though I’d had my heart broken in that melodramatic way teenage boys do—most notably by an “older woman” named Dixie whom I’d seen kissing another guy when I was thirteen. I had cried my eyes out then, vowing I’d never love another, when I had yet to learn the first thing about love.


Lisa was right that I was a showoff, but it all stemmed from an insecurity I didn’t yet know I had. All I knew how to do was talk about things I accomplished. I was trying out for the junior Olympics gymnastics team! I was a stage star in Houston! I could run faster and punch harder than any guy in town! I never believed that people could like me for myself; I always felt I had to win them.


The second time I met Lisa, I tried to do just that—but it didn’t have quite the effect I was looking for. I was auditioning for a musical we were doing at the Houston Music Theater, and when I noticed that Lisa was watching with a few other girls, I decided to ramp it up a notch. I sang the song with all the gusto I could, then ended with a spontaneous backflip. Lisa and the other girls just rolled their eyes.


Lisa was the opposite of me—quiet, introverted, and mysterious—and I’d never met anyone like her. In Houston in the seventies, you were either a surfer, a doper, or a goat roper—a cowboy. Lisa had a reputation for being a doper, and although she did occasionally smoke pot, her reputation stemmed partly from the fact that people didn’t know what to make of her. Most girls in Houston weren’t quiet and self-contained—they had big hair and personalities to match. Lisa came from a Finnish family, a cool, blond, self-confident bunch that included five brothers, none of whom would be thrilled if the “Casanova” Buddy Swayze tried to move in on their little sister.


In the fall of 1971 I started San Jacinto Junior College on my gymnastics scholarship, but was still living at home, driving the thirty or so miles to campus each day. When I wasn’t in classes or practicing with the gymnastics team, I was either at my mom’s studio or managing the ice rink at the Houston Galleria. I had grown up roller-skating competitively and loved honing my ice skating skills, and I even started working on a pairs routine with my skating partner, Caroline. But there was another reason I liked working at the ice rink: I’d sometimes catch sight of Lisa hanging out at the mall.


I’d see her coming and going with her friends, occasionally going off with some guy to smoke in the parking lot or jump into his car and drive around. Although she was as blond and pretty as a cheerleader, she had the air of a “bad girl” about her, mostly because she seemed so hard to get to know.


But when Lisa started her freshman year at the High School for Performing and Visual Arts, she discovered dancing. At first, she wasn’t as interested in dancing as she was in theater— she signed up for classes only because she had to declare a secondary course of study at HSPVA. But to her surprise, she fell in love with it, and by the spring of her freshman year, she’d made up her mind to become a professional dancer. She took a job at the Parfumery, located at the opposite end of the ice rink, to raise money to move to New York—so instead of seeing her hanging around smoking, now I’d see her going to and from work, a new sense of purpose on her face. And occasionally I’d “casually” wander down to talk to her and just check out what was going on.


I still had my dream, too—of making the Olympic gymnastics team—and I trained long hours at San Jacinto to make it happen. But that dream came to a crashing halt during my freshman year, when all the sweat, tears, and effort of getting my knee into shape after the football injury came undone in a single moment.


It happened at a competition, as I was warming up on the rings. This was my strongest event, all the more so because I didn’t have to worry about my knee on anything but the dismount—success on the rings depended almost entirely on the strength of my arms and torso.


During competitions, some of the other guys warmed up extensively, doing practically their whole routines in preparation. But I liked to gain a little psychological edge by simply strolling up to the rings, executing a single move perfectly, and then strolling confidently off the mat. This was my usual warm-up, and I loved that moment of knowing my competitors were watching me walk off, not a care in the world, after nailing one perfect move.


I walked up to the lower rings and pulled myself into an inverted position, my body rigid and toes pointed. Concentrating on having perfect poise, I forgot for a split second that I was on the lower rings, not the higher ones, which hung a few feet higher in the air. So after showing off this one move, when I began my dismount I thought there was more room than there actually was between me and the floor. I executed a perfect dismount for the high rings, spinning into a somersault—but then I crashed hard to the mat, jamming both legs into the ground.


Blinding pain shot through my body, and I knew I’d injured the same knee again. It was agony to lie on the mat, knowing I’d hurt myself—and knowing it was because of a stupid mistake.
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