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For Annalise, who turned my heart right side up, and Amaya, who will always be able to have lunch with her dad






Introduction


He who has a Why to live for can bear almost any How.

—Friedrich Nietzsche



Sometimes, you find yourself in one of these moments. The type of moment in which how you act actually reveals the kind of man you are. The kind of moment in which, if you trust yourself enough to really listen to what you’re feeling, you’re able to freeze out the chattering voice of doubt in your own head.

You feel calm in moments like these. That’s the calm of inner peace. All else fades away. Your focus is on the Task. At. Hand. Gone is the fear of failure and rejection, the “what if” worries about outcome that eat away at us, day after day. You’re beyond all that, beyond outcome. You’re all about the only thing that really and truly exists: the present moment. You know who you are and what your purpose is. Let’s do this, you say to yourself.

I’ve found myself in many such moments ever since I was twelve years old, when I had to grow up real quick. In each, I learned not only how to handle pressure, but how to make it my friend. I learned the power of positive thinking, how to talk to myself instead of listening to myself. In short, I learned how to build a life… when tragedy rocks your world at all of twelve years old.

For fourteen years, I was a long snapper in the NFL. It’s not a position that gets a lot of attention. ESPN doesn’t show long-snap highlights. But the psychological degree of difficulty involved in doing it makes up for its lack of athletic glamour. Pressure? Shee-it. Try viewing your mom’s autopsy photos when you’re twelve years old. Pressure? Bring it on.

There have been other such moments. Like when I’m onstage, performing magic before drop-jawed audiences, like the ones who saw me perform during my 2016 run to the finals of America’s Got Talent. You block out that inner voice that, if given a chance, will tell you you’re an imposter. Instead, you tell your story to yourself… until it becomes your reality, and the next thing you know, Simon Cowell is telling you you rock and the crowd is going wild.

Let’s not forget the harried moments leading up to my ten-hour, lifesaving open-heart surgery in the fall of 2017—one day you’re a professional athlete at age thirty-seven, the next you’re being told you might not make it. There was no time for fear. I had a mission: to find a ninja of a surgeon. “Let’s do this,” I said to the warrior to whom I entrusted my life.

And now here I am again. Another moment. Just like when a game-deciding field goal loomed, there are no nerves. Just a focus on the task at hand, and… calm.

It’s April of 2019 and I’m parked outside the Davenport Tower Hotel in Spokane, Washington. In a matter of minutes, I’ll be meeting my dad in the hotel restaurant, the Safari Room. I haven’t seen him since shortly after his trial in 1992, at the end of which he was sentenced to thirteen years… for murdering my mom. For beating her to death in our garage with a sledgehammer and bench grinder. Now here I am, a grown-ass man, and I’m looking at my reflection in the rearview mirror.

Before going in, I need to speak to myself. I need to hear the words. There’s a lump in my throat.



Today, after years of therapy and forcing myself to face tough questions, I know how important self-talk is. Talk to yourself, don’t listen to yourself, I like to, uh, tell myself. So I walk around talking out loud to myself all day, just like in that car. People think I’m kinda touched. But I’ve learned the hard way that the more you tell yourself your story, the more it becomes your story.

My story is not what I do. You might know me as a magician. Or you might know me from those fourteen years in the NFL, which those of us on the inside of the game like to refer to as the “Not For Long” League, with its average career span of three seasons. For fourteen seasons, giant mean guys tried to flatten me after I snapped the football during punts or field goals. Never heard of the long snapper? You’re not alone. You know the guy who kicks the ball in football games? Yeah, that’s not me—I’m not that cool. You know the guy who holds the ball for the guy who kicks the ball? Not me either. Not even that cool. I’m the guy who snaps it between his legs to the guy who holds the ball for the guy who kicks the ball.

That’s what I did, but it has never been who I am. Who I am is someone forced to go on a lifelong journey of self-discovery at the most tender of ages. Someone who had to dig real deep, real early. Someone who has spent a lifetime coming to grips with the emotional fallout from one summer day more than twenty-five years ago.

It was the morning of August 3, 1992. My dad had just woken me up. “Where’s Mom?” I asked.

“She’s at the club, she went swimming,” he said.

I didn’t think anything of it.

Alan Dorenbos was a computer consultant by trade. But really, he was my hero. He was president of our Little League. Every day after school, I’d wait for him in our driveway, with my baseball glove on. He’d get home from work and we’d play catch; we’d end every night when I’d say, “Dad! It’s time for an American pop fly!” And he’d throw the ball skyward as high as he could, so you could barely see it, a dot in the clouds, and I’d get under it and catch it like I was Ken Griffey Jr. “One more! One more!” I’d yell, and I’d be out there, fielding towering pop flies, until dusk.

On this morning, Dad had taken my baseball gear from the garage and laid it out for me on the kitchen table. He made me cereal and walked me outside, where I was picked up for baseball day camp. I remember getting into the backseat of the car. As we pulled away, I looked back at our upper-middle-class suburban Seattle home. Dad was standing in the street, on the lip of our driveway.

I didn’t know then the degree to which my life had already changed. Later that day, I was told, “There’s been an accident. Your mom didn’t make it.” I didn’t know what that meant. I kept asking where Mom was. A blur ensued; later, I’d learn that Dad killed Mom the night before in the far-right stall of our three-car garage. And he put her body in a sleeping bag and rolled her up in the trunk of his car. And then he tried to clean up by the time I came home for dinner, after playing with the other neighborhood kids. He stayed up all night, painting the garage. The next morning, after getting me off to camp, he came to his senses and turned himself in to the police.

Good-bye, old life.



Today, when I think of myself at twelve, I think of a shy, wounded, embarrassed kid. Everywhere I went, I felt I was wearing a sign that blared MY DAD KILLED MY MOM. There was so much I didn’t know then. Like how much magic, football, and forgiveness would save me.

Magic came first: I’d lose myself all day, every day, in the intricacies of sleight of hand. Looking back on it now, after years of intense therapy and soul-searching, it makes total sense, right? If you’re living a day-to-day life right out of The Brady Bunch only to find on one summer day a month after your twelfth birthday that your dad—president of your Little League, your hero—has killed your mom… well, you’d be drawn to losing yourself in something that could play with your set of circumstances, too: You mean I can alter this reality?

Magic became my escape, but football is where I honed my resilience. Every scouting report I ever got, the guy across from me was faster, bigger, stronger. Sports scientists would tell me my knee-to-ankle ratio was off and my hands were too small. Dude, screw that noise. The one thing that can’t be measured is what burns inside of you. I learned early on that when life is kicking me down, there’s a flame inside of me that stands me back up. I testified against my dad and had to look at the autopsy photos of my mom… do you think anything in life will ever be harder than that? Some slobbering dude in a helmet across the line of scrimmage? When you’ve gotten the hardest stuff out of the way when you’re twelve, all else is a friggin’ piece of cake.

The truth is, I never wanted to write a book. I don’t want to come off like I think I have all the answers. But thanks to some of the very smart, kind people you’ll meet in these pages, I realized that you don’t need to have everything figured out. The real “answer” lies in the process of self-discovery. “It’s good to have an end to journey toward,” wrote Ursula K. Le Guin. “But it’s the journey that matters, in the end.”

When stuff happens to you, you can shut down. You can wallow. You can harbor resentments. You can let it eat you up inside. When one day you’re a professional athlete heading into your fifteenth season in the NFL and the next you’re being told that you need emergency open-heart surgery, that if you play in your next game there is a more than 50 percent chance you’ll die on the field… well, you can look skyward and scream, “Why me?”

Or you can be thankful that your undiagnosed ticking-time-bomb heart condition—the same that killed John Ritter and Alan Thicke—was discovered in time. You can feel grateful and pledge to live each moment fully aware of how precious it is. Ever since hearing that diagnosis and having that surgery, I like to stop and say it out loud: “I’m alive, baby.”

When you start looking at yourself, when you start digging deep, when you start talking to yourself instead of listening to yourself, you start to realize that the more we can share with each other, the more we can realize we’re not alone. My journals throughout the years examine every feeling I was feeling, even when they were painful to look at; in fact, each chapter of this book begins with an inspirational quote I felt moved to jot down in those journals over the years. What I was doing every time I feverishly jumped into bed and scrawled my insights into those journals, I realize now, was cultivating empathy. The more you inspect your own feelings, the more you start to realize all the stuff that so many other people go through, too. Life is really hard and there are a few things that are guaranteed: you’re born, shit’s going to be thrown at you, and you’re going to die. So how can we fill all that other space up with joy and happiness? And not resent the world?

By changing our attitude about what happens to us. In Man’s Search for Meaning, his moving account of life in a World War II concentration camp, psychologist Victor Frankl writes that “when we are no longer able to change a situation—just think of an incurable disease such as inoperable cancer—we are challenged to change ourselves.” He cites a case study of one of his patients who was battling depression after his beloved wife had died two years earlier:

“ ‘What would have happened if you had died first, and your wife would have had to survive you?’ ” [Frankl asked]. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘for her this would have been terrible; how she would have suffered!’ Whereupon I replied, ‘You see, such a suffering has been spared her, and it was you who have spared her this suffering—to be sure, at the price that now you have to survive and mourn her’… I could not revive his wife. But in that moment I did succeed in changing his attitude toward an unalterable fate inasmuch as from that time on he could at least see a meaning in his suffering.”

Rock on, Victor Frankl. He wrote that our main concern is neither the pursuit of pleasure nor the avoidance of pain, but rather to find meaning in life. The dude spent years in a concentration camp and concluded that “man is even ready to suffer, on the condition, to be sure, that his suffering has a meaning.”

That’s what this book is about. It’s about finding meaning, in both the tragic and the everyday; it’s about how to learn resilience, against all the odds; it’s about looking in the mirror and refusing to see a victim staring back at you; it’s about disregarding the doubts of naysayers… and shutting up the self-doubt each of us secretly hears every day; it’s about thinking of forgiveness as an act that sets you free from bitterness and resentment; and it’s about how to ultimately build a life, when, arguably, the worst thing that can happen to you happens when you’re twelve years old.

I look at these pages as a kind of answer to that scared sixth grader whose mom was murdered, whose dad was jailed, and who had no idea what the future held. This is a chronicle of how, through magic, football, and forgiveness, you can find inner peace. Those first two, of course, require more than ten thousand hours of obsessive practice—each. The third? Well, forgiveness is more elusive. It can’t be obtained through the training of muscle memory alone. But as these pages will show, when you finally feel it—really feel it—it’s freakin’ liberating.



On the football field, there’s a nanosecond before snapping the ball when all is calm. Just before I’d flick my wrist, unleashing an explosive force field of violence around me, I learned to say the same thing to myself, every time:

Fire it in there. Don’t be a pussy.

It was a way to state my own swagger to myself, and to get me to focus on the task at hand. There were no nerves, no doubts, no fears. Just the goal: Fire it in there. Don’t be a pussy.

Well, here I am now, about to saunter into the Safari Room. I haven’t seen Dad in more than twenty-five years. I’d heard that he’d been released from jail in 2004. Over the years, I’d worked on my own to forgive him. But now that magic and football had gotten me here, now that the love of my wife—Annalise, who I married in the spring of 2017—had calmed me, now that I had stared down life-threatening open-heart surgery… something on my journey was missing. I’d forgiven Dad, but maybe I also needed to hear me say that. To him.

I get out of the car. Just like in the tunnel before an NFL game, all around me gets calm and quiet and I become super sensitive to distinct sounds. The boots of the man walking behind me. The panting of a service dog on the sidewalk. The belching of a pickup’s muffler pulling into the parking lot. It’s game time. Let’s do this.

This journey to find ourselves? It’s never-ending. But what I know is what these pages will show: that if you approach every day with childlike wonder and you recognize the possibility of every moment you find yourself in, you will actually be choosing happiness. And when you get there? Man, there’s no better high. It’s like, finally, you can exhale. It’s like… peace.

That journey is what brings me to the door of the Safari Room, after all this time. I don’t want anything from my dad, other than to quench my curiosity—What does he look like? Who is he?—and look him in the eye and hear myself say three words to him.

Here we go. Before entering the restaurant, I need to hear myself say it. “Fire it in there,” I say. “Don’t be a pussy.”






CHAPTER ONE August 2, 1992



When one door of happiness closes, another opens. But often we look so long at the closed door that we do not see the one that has been opened for us.

—Helen Keller



After, people would ask about our home life: Was there domestic violence? Anger? A lot of fighting?

You could kinda see the hope in their eyes. They wanted there to have been clues. Otherwise, nowhere is safe, right? I always felt like the bearer of bad news. Nope, no violence in my family. Nope, hardly any arguing. At twelve, I was most concerned with who I was going to play with after school and how I was going to make the fort in the backyard way cooler.

Woodinville, Washington, was a suburban town of around ten thousand about a half hour from Seattle. We moved there—Mom; Dad; my older brother, Randy; and older sister, Krissy—in 1987 from Southern California; during the drive north, my pet lizard died and Dad pulled the car over and we all got out and held a somber funeral on the side of the road.

I was a chubby, happy kid, despite the fact that other kids would pick on me. I wore the same pair of ratty old red sweatpants to school every day; the more I grew, the more they tightened and started to look like spandex. In one photo I still have, there I am in the red sweats, a tucked-in polo shirt, and—wait for it—I’m rocking a fanny pack. That’s right, the chicks swooned.

No wonder that a group of kids popped out of some nearby bushes and egged me on my way home from school one day. I was a target until that time a group of neighborhood kids was jumping on a trampoline with boxing gloves on. They invited me to join them. I put on some gloves, got on the trampoline, and then a kid started swinging at me. I’d never fought before. But this felt more like a competition than a fight. More like a question to myself: Okay. We’re in this. What are you gonna do now?

I reared back and took one swing. Glove to putty jaw. That kid went flying off the trampoline. Out cold. Score one for the stylin’ kid in the sweats with the fanny pack. No one really messed with me after that.

But even when they did, it was never that big a deal. Because I always had the safe cocoon of family. We’d do everything together; Randy was six years older than me and Krissy three, but we’d work in the yard together as a unit and then all go out to the movies. My parents never missed any one of our games.

Mom would do everything for us kids. She chauffeured us to games, practices, friends’ houses, and school recitals and dances. She volunteered at the school library, checking books in and out and stocking shelves, and led a reading club that was popular among my classmates. She radiated, man. Every interaction meant something to her. She’d talk to anyone and everyone—cabbies, doormen, store clerks… Maybe that’s where I get my love for people: Every connection is an opportunity.

Mom was kind and gentle. And always, always smiling. I used to throw a tennis ball against our three-car garage; if my throw didn’t squarely hit the single pillar of wood in the middle, the noise would be deafening. Once, Dad came charging out of the house. “I’m trying to work!” he yelled. Mom followed him shortly afterward, putting a glove on.

We’d never played catch before. In fact, I’d never seen my five-foot mom do much of anything athletic. I must have been looking at her funny.

“What, you think I can’t do it?” she asked, smiling slyly. “I played growing up.”

A couple throws in, I realized she was legit. “Dang, Mom,” I said. “I didn’t know you were athletic.” She smiled. It was the first and only time Mom and I played catch. That was cool.

Usually, it was me and Dad, him sending an “American pop fly” skyward, again and again. As it got dark, I’d ask for one more followed by one more, and yet another. Besides heading our Little League, Dad coached my soccer team. He’d tuck me into bed at night, and in the morning, he’d say, “Where are my morning hugs?” and I’d go running into his arms.

I can remember only one fight between my parents. Dad, behind the wheel of his car, was so angry he went peeling out of the driveway. I started hyperventilating and Mom rushed to bring me a brown paper bag, telling me to breathe into it until I calmed down. Mostly, they got along. We’d giggle when Dad would come up behind Mom in the kitchen, hug her, and steer her off into the pantry and close the door. As I got older, I realized: Holy shit. They were totally making out!

Two houses down from us lived the Harpers, Pam and Larry, and their sons, Aaron, Paul, Michael, and James, my best friends. Across the street lived the Witzels, where we’d play Wiffle Ball or football or have intense pinecone wars—nailing each other with those sticky suckers. We’d play a football game in which the ball carrier would be gang-tackled by everyone, at which point he would throw the ball into the air and whoever recovered would be the new victim. Typical kid stuff, right? This was before cell phones or pagers, so my folks had a bell on our front porch that they’d ring when it was time for me to head home.

It sounds cliché to say it now, but August 2, 1992—twelve days after my twelfth birthday—had really been just another normal day. Krissy was in California at Mom’s parents’ house—Nonnie and Poppy. Earlier, Mom and Dad had dropped Randy off to carpool to a basketball camp in eastern Washington. When I left to go play at the Witzels’, Mom and Dad were working in the yard. Around 9:00 p.m., I heard that bell on our front porch ring, and I knew it was time to go home.

Dad was standing on the patio, and I went inside, and he just kind of hung around me. And I remember asking where Mom was, and he said that she had gone for a walk with her friends. And I said okay. He and I played chess; we played a couple games of rummy. We played a computer submarine game called Gato. It was way over my head. Really, I would just sit on his lap and he would play it, and I would think I was a really good submarine captain, blowing up battleships from other countries.

Our neighbor Jim Brown stopped by. He and Dad were starting a soccer league and Mr. Brown was dropping off a roster of players. Dad walked Mr. Brown out to his car in the driveway.

Soon it was time to go to bed. I had baseball camp the next day. In my room, I followed my nightly pattern. With two cassette decks, I’d made a tape of the crowd cheering from the opening of Aerosmith’s live version of “Janie’s Got a Gun.” After hours of play, pause, record, and repeat—voilà!—I had about twenty minutes of cheering. I’d hit play as I stepped up to the foul line—a piece of tape on the floor—with a big game on the line. If anyone had been watching, I was just a twelve-year-old tossing a Nerf Ball into a makeshift hoop. To me, I was a sports hero, and the crowd was going wild. If I missed the shot? No problem. Lane violation… because that happens so often in real life. A stack of three-by-five cards stood nearby. Why? Autographs, man. I had to sign them on my way back to the locker room after burying the big shot.

Once I’d gotten all those heroics out of the way, I’d climb into bed. Where, every night, I’d wait for Dad to tuck me in. I had no clue this would be the last time he’d ever do that. But he must have known it when he pulled the sheet and blanket tight around me.

At 6:30 the next morning, all my baseball stuff—cleats, glove, ball—had been removed from the garage and was on the kitchen table. That’s when I remember asking, “Where’s Mom?” That’s when Dad said that she had gone to the club and gone swimming. I thought nothing of it.

So I grabbed my stuff. I was wearing a pair of blue sweats, the rattiest orange construction T-shirt you’ve ever seen, and an old-school Seattle Mariners cap. My dad walked me down our driveway to the street, where our neighbor Larry Harper waited to drive me and his sons Aaron and Paul to camp.

My dad gave me a hug, and I got in the car. I remember I turned around as we drove down the hill that was 146th Way. And he was just standing there, looking at us leave. And then he got smaller and smaller. And then he was out of sight.

At baseball camp, for whatever reason, everyone called me Cecil Fielder. Maybe because I was overweight like the Detroit Tigers slugger, and maybe because I hit bombs. Also probably because I played first base—I didn’t want to run. What did John Kruk once say? “I ain’t an athlete, lady. I’m a baseball player.”

I was on the field when Coach Bill Stubbs found me and said there’d been an accident. I figured my dad broke a rib playing soccer with some friends. At the police station, Officer Childers, who ran the D.A.R.E. program at my school, said, “There’s been an accident; your mom didn’t make it, and your dad’s being held for questioning.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. No clue. After a moment: “Okay, so where’s Mom and Dad?” I asked.

As I looked at his face, it started to dawn on me that something serious was up. While I sat there, they called my sister at my grandparents’ house, and I’ll never, ever forget her scream. It was like a scene in a movie, when you see a phone drop and hear a bloodcurdling shriek. Gradually, more facts became clear. An argument. Mom was pushed down the stairs, which, of course, turned out not to be true: they were sugarcoating. Dad was being questioned.

Randy arrived back from basketball camp. I don’t know how long it took before he got there. I don’t know if I was in that office for twenty minutes or ten hours. I just remember sweating, I remember my heart racing, I remember wanting to cry… but not being able to. I just couldn’t. I could barely walk. I looked at my face in the bathroom mirror and I didn’t recognize the reflection. It was just an empty face staring back at me.

By the time Randy and I left the police station, the story of my mom’s death was all over the news. A crowd of cameras and news vans were outside our house. My grandparents, Aunt Susan, and Krissy were on their way from California. Meantime, I would stay at the Harpers’ house, just down the road from ours. I was put into the backseat of their car and told to lie down with a blanket covering me. We drove past the pack of media in front of our house and pulled into the Harpers’ driveway. The TV crews were none the wiser.

Once inside, I plopped myself down on one of the two little steps that led into the Harpers’ living room. It felt like I sat on that step for hours without saying a word. At one point, I remember looking at Aaron Harper and saying, “I miss her so much and I didn’t even get to say good-bye. I just don’t understand.”

It was the most empty and alone feeling I’ve ever felt. I’d lost my mother and father and my own idea of what my life was and would be. I sat on that step because it felt like there was chaos all around me. If I stood up, it might sweep me away. I wanted to bawl my eyes out, and I kept asking myself, Why can’t I cry? It felt like my body was frozen.

Poppy and Nonnie arrived, along with Mom’s sister, who we called Aunt Sue Sue, and our cousin Steve Whitehead. My grandpa is the man, the life of the party, one of my favorite dudes in the world. A couple of years ago, I went into his closet to grab a jacket. And there I saw a collection of caps of every team I’ve ever played on, from high school to the pros. I had no idea. When it’s his time, all I want are those hats.

When he got out of the car in our driveway back then, he pulled out a handkerchief and kept dabbing at his eyes. He went into the house and straight to the hallway that led to the bedroom that he had built above the garage. In that hallway, family pictures hung on the wall. I peeked around the corner and watched my grandpa just standing there, looking at the pictures of my mom and our once-happy family, and he kept dabbing at his eyes with that handkerchief. I could hear his labored breathing as he folded the handkerchief up in his hand and put it in his back pocket. He reached out and took a photo of my mom off the wall and held it up close and exhaled a big, deep, painful sigh while tears streamed down his cheeks. That was it for me. I went running into my room and flung myself onto my bed, my face buried in my pillow. And then it came, tears mixed with guttural screams.

Randy went to stay with the Johnsons, friends of my dad’s. Nonnie, Poppy, Steve, and Sue Sue stayed with Krissy and me at our house while we figured out our next steps. The idea was that we’d stay somewhere for the school year—Randy’s senior year of high school—and move to California to live with Aunt Sue Sue after that. Meantime, each night I’d drift off to sleep, expecting Dad to come tuck me in. The same morning scene played out day after day:

I’d wake up to the sound of pots and pans coming from the kitchen. I’d bolt up and run downstairs, thinking it was Mom making me breakfast like before. Mom. It was going to be Mom, and this whole thing was going to have been just a dream.

But it was just my grandparents and Aunt Sue Sue, cooking breakfast. The same scene, day after day. Come Halloween—Mom’s favorite—I was sure that, as I came downstairs, the house would be alive with her crazy decorations. Now I know that it takes about a year for it to set in that this person is really, truly gone. That one day I’d wake up and head downstairs and I wouldn’t be expecting to see her. But then? I’d just turn around and slink back upstairs. Alone in my room, I’d begin each day, like some macabre version of Groundhog Day, coming to the realization that Mom was gone, and bawling my eyes out.


I must be an observer at all times. I must observe all my family, and Randy. I still have to really get in touch with my feelings more… I really need to focus on observing everything that’s going on, observing my feelings, and put it all together like a jigsaw puzzle.



That’s an early entry from the journal my therapist, John, had me start keeping after Dad killed Mom. I’d meet with John—sometimes alone, sometimes with Krissy, sometimes with Sue Sue and Nonnie and Poppy—multiple times a week at a neighbor’s house. In therapy, we had what was called a “feelings tree”; it was a drawing we’d make in order to identify our feelings. From the moment I’d walk into therapy, I’d know that the usual rules didn’t apply. For example: answering a simply question like “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” I’d say.

“Jon, ‘fine’ is not a feeling,” John told me.

At first, I was resistant. Who is this guy? Why am I here? Why do I have to do this? I didn’t do anything wrong!

From the very start of our sessions, words had very precise meanings. I was told not to call Aunt Susan “Sue Sue”; nor were Mom and Dad “Mommy” and “Daddy.” Gradually, I started to get it: Even though I was just a boy, when I was in that room, I had to become a man. I had to realize the issues I was dealing with were very adult. It’s a lesson—this sense that language matters, that how you say things aloud and to yourself can shape outcomes—that has stuck with me ever since. Just ask the speaking agent I stopped working with for continually saying I had “played five seasons.” No, I corrected him: “I’m going into my sixth season.”

The agent didn’t get the distinction. “But you’ve only played five seasons,” he insisted. It was time for an agent who talked about my career in the same positive way I had trained myself to do.

One day, therapy clicked. I was sitting outside; a neighborhood kid had one of those giant bubble makers. He’d dip that stick into a pool of soapy water, spin around, and form a monster bubble. As the bubble floated higher and higher, I remember watching and thinking, If I could jump into that bubble, I’d float away, too, and everything would be okay. But then I watched as the bubble suddenly popped and I said to myself: Wow. Had I been in that bubble, I would have fallen twice as far and hit twice as hard. Floating away—escaping—wasn’t an option.

I ran into the house and started journaling my feelings—writing them out forced me to think and feel and express all at the same time. Without anybody judging me or even reading what I wrote, I thought to myself: Huh. That wasn’t so bad. I realized that this guy—John, the therapist—wasn’t trying to tell me what’s right and wrong. I stopped talking to myself like a victim—Why do I have to be here?—and realized he was just trying to get me to put my thoughts into words. He was trying to get this deeply wounded and closed kid to feel and think and express himself. If my heart and mind and mouth could all get to the same place, maybe I’d be okay.

There was, after all, a lot to deal with. The funeral was a blur. A lot of people, a lot of tears. Mom’s friend Leslie Moore, our neighbor, sang “Wind Beneath My Wings,” but from behind a curtain because she didn’t think she could look out at everybody and keep it all together.

The weirdest thing were the visits to see my dad. Either my grandparents or Aunt Susan would load me and Krissy into the family van (Randy was off doing his own thing) and we’d go to the county jail. Wow. Think about that: What must that have been like for them? For my grandparents, taking their grandkids to see the man who had taken their daughter from them? Or for Susan, who was Mom’s sister, yes, but also her best friend and sidekick throughout life? Yet they never once pushed their thoughts on me or Krissy. They had to be tempted, right? To say something like, “The hell you’re going to see the bastard who took my sister!” But not once. I remember realizing this in therapy: They just loved us and let us figure it out. Maybe that’s why we turned out okay, me and Krissy. We never got in trouble. Never missed a day of school. Because our grandparents and aunt respected us enough to let us figure this shit out ourselves.

Yeah, they’d take us to the county jail and sit outside for these odd visits, where we’d just talk about nothing with Dad. We were told not to talk to him about what happened—I guess he couldn’t discuss his case—so we’d all pretend that everything was normal. Normal that we’d have to walk through metal detectors. Normal that Dad was behind a pane of glass in an orange jumpsuit and we’d talk to him over a phone… about the most mundane stuff. “How was school?” he’d ask. “What are you learning in math?” Or he’d always ask: “Is it raining outside?” As if we were his only lifeline to the outside world.

One time we saw him and he looked like hell. His face was bruised and he looked beaten down. Rumor was that the inmates would load up pillowcases with bars of soap and swing them around on the new guy in the yard. I guess Dad was the new guy that day.

I was relieved that he was separated from us by that glass. Funny, because his hugs used to mean so much to me. From my journal after one of these visits:


I don’t really fear him when he is in prison. But I will fear him when he gets out.



When school started in September, it felt like everything had stopped around me. It was like everyone was just kind of looking at me and didn’t know what to say or what to do. It all felt very still. And I walked around every day, feeling self-conscious, like I was wearing that sign identifying me as the kid whose dad killed his mom.

There was a kind of somber sadness in the air, in every class, in the hallways, in the lunchroom. One day, my sixth-grade teacher, Mr. Butz, stood before us, as he often did, twisting his wedding ring off his finger and flicking it into the air and catching it. “Listen up,” he said. “Here’s your assignment. Everyone is going to learn something and teach it to the class. It can be anything you want.”

Little did I know this was all a front. He’d been, I’m sure to this day, conspiring with John. Because later that day, in therapy, John asked me: “So what did you do in school today?”

Odd. Usually he started off with a question that would get me to express a feeling. “Nothing much,” I said.

“No?” he asked. “Any new projects to work on?”

I still wasn’t thinking. “Not really,” I said. Then: “Well, we’ve gotta teach the class something.”

“Oh, really?” he said, perking up. “What are you going to teach?”

“I don’t know. How to hit a baseball.”

“I have a better idea,” he said. “Why don’t you teach them about what you’re going through? And what’s really going on in your life?”

Whoa. This just got real deep, real quick, huh? I was thinking of doing something more along the lines of how, by the way you hold it, you can put a wicked curve on a Wiffle Ball. But John wasn’t having it.

“Jon, nobody knows how to act around you, nobody knows what to say,” he said. “I guarantee you, your friends have many questions. I think you can help them. Has anybody said anything to you at your school?”

“Um, no,” I said.

“Isn’t that kind of weird?” he asked. “Didn’t your mom teach some of these kids?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I think they’re dying to talk to you, so why don’t you help them out with that?”

When it came time to do our reports, I went last. Otherwise I was kinda going to be a tough act to follow. John had told me to speak from the heart, and he gave me one pointer: “When you stand before the class, make sure you turn your hands with your palms facing your classmates.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because that’s you opening up, and they’ll sense that,” he said.

When I stood up to speak, there, walking into the class and squatting down in the back into one of our small desk chairs was John. Seeing him, I felt a mixture of relief and pressure. My palms were sweating and I looked out at my classmates and then down at my hands. Turn them out, I told myself, showing my palms like John had said.

“A lot of you know that my mom was killed,” I said, my voice cracking. “And she taught a class here. A lot of you guys knew her. That’s John in the back—he’s my therapist. He’s trying to help me. I don’t really know what’s happening in my life, or where my life is going to take me. But I wanted to stand up here in front of you guys and let you know you can talk to me. I’m sure you’re just as confused as I am. But we’re going to figure it out. Don’t feel awkward around me or like you can’t ask me a question. You can tell me your favorite memory of my mom or just tell me how you’re feeling.”

I looked out at the class, and they were crying with me. And then Deanna O’Hara got out of her desk to hug me and tell me Mom once helped her with her homework. Then came Jared Smith saying how much he missed my mom. And then they were all around me, Jessica Morris, Kristin McCormack, Andy Van Slyke, all of us with tears in our eyes, and for the first time in what felt like forever I didn’t feel so totally, awfully alone. My eyes met John’s, and he gave me the nod. I know that nod, now. It’s the nod I’ve gotten as a professional athlete from a coach like Andy Reid when I’ve played through an injury that would have kept others out of the game, a nod that says, You did a hard thing. I respect the doing of hard things. And that right there—a mere nod—is the highest of praise among men on a mission.

That was my first one. The next day, I wrote this in my journal:


Yesterday I gave an oral presentation to my class and John was there. I cried a lot and so did my classmates. I really surprised myself because I didn’t hold back at all. Me crying also helped other kids in my class because now that they saw me cry, they aren’t scared to cry in front of me.



My dad’s trial loomed at the end of October. I kept telling myself that Mom would want me to be brave for it. And, at John’s suggestion, I littered my journals with memories of her, like this one:


At the bus stop this morning it was raining and a good memory came to me, when I was the only kid at my old bus stop and it was raining very hard. My mom said “My baby!” and got into the van and drove to the bus stop and picked me up, got me warm & dry, and then when the bus came I hopped on the bus and went to school. I know my mom said what she said because she told me. And that memory made me shed some tears, I cried. In school I saw a play called A Christmas Carol. It was about Mr. Scrooge being selfish and mean. The Christmas ghost comes and shows him the past and future. In the end, Mr. Scrooge gave money away and invited everyone to his house and was really nice. It made me feel good to see someone’s life turn around just from observing his past, and a little his future.



I wanted to be in the courtroom every day of the trial. But that doesn’t mean I was going to pay full attention. That voice in my head? Back then, it was busy telling myself, over and over again, Just get this through this. Just get through this.
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