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			CHAPTER 1

			Leg Braces 

			Lansing, Michigan; July 1991

			“You’ll never be able to walk again.”

			At first, I didn’t think I heard my new doctor correctly. What nine-year-old boy could possibly imagine getting such news? The doctor was long faced and slightly balding. He seemed to be dulled by what he was saying because of how many people he had seen before me that day. It was late, around six-thirty in the evening. 

			It was the look on the doctor’s face and the way my mother was squeezing my hand that told me I’d heard him right. I looked down at my legs, hating how my own body had betrayed me. Wouldn’t let me play sports, run around, or play with my friends.

			And now even walking was going to be denied to me.

			The doctor told me I had developed a rare hip disease that had destroyed the hip bone and the socket. Back then, there was no sure surgical way to fix what was wrong with me. A normal life was out of the question.

			My mother was working in the ER as a nurse in the same hospital at the time and she’d already gone to a coworker, who was an X-ray technician, to get his read on my films. His face immediately went blank. 

			“Julie, I can’t tell you. I’m not allowed to say a thing. You need to wait to speak with the doctor.”

			So going into that meeting, she had reason to suspect something was very wrong. In fact, given her experience I expect she’d been fearing the truth for some time.

			A few months back she’d noticed I was favoring my left leg and that I was limping badly; I overheard her mentioning it to my dad in a conversation when I was trying to keep up with my older brother on the beach during a trip to Florida. I’d come home from that trip to visit our extended family with severe pain in my left leg. I kept complaining about it to my mom and dad; it hurt so much to move it, that I had to stop going to karate which, given my devotion to my training, was a definite indicator that something was really wrong. Sure enough, after about a month of stretching and waiting for the leg to get better on its own, we went to the pediatrician who referred us to a specialist. 

			“You’ll never be able to walk again.”

			The specialist and surgeon, Dr. Robert N. Hensinger, was warm-hearted, well mannered, and soft spoken. A gentle man out of the University of Michigan who I’d later learn was a true expert in these kind of pediatric orthopedic issues. The one who got the calls no one else wanted to take. He was the one who delivered the bad news around 6:30 that evening and went on to describe to me how my life was about to change forever. The best I could hope for was severely limited mobility, thanks to leg braces that could potentially become a permanent fixture for me if things didn’t improve. 

			His words were like a dagger to my heart, my childhood seeming to end in that precise moment. The room felt cold and the scent of alcohol suddenly seemed stronger. The stale smells of the hospital started to creep their way into my skin and seemed to push me down even deeper into my chair. Prepared for this conversation, the doctor brought out the leg braces, comprised of metal, plastic, and Velcro, that I’d have to wear if I wanted any semblance of life at all.

			Which to a nine-year-old boy didn’t seem like much of one.

			The doctor said there was no guarantee the leg braces would work, but we could hope for the best. Then he pulled out a pair of crutches and told me I’d be using them as well. I couldn’t put any pressure on my left leg at all; that meant no walking, jumping, or even sitting the way I used to. I’d have to use my right leg for everything. 

			Yeah, right, I thought, with typically youthful indignation and denial. Sure.

			I’d walked in here on my own and I’d walk myself right out the same way to show him how wrong he was. But I remained seated. The doctor said the only time I would be out of the leg braces was for the physical therapy sessions I’d need to keep my muscles from developing atrophy. My left leg had already weakened and looked puny in comparison to my right. The difference seemed even more striking in that moment.

			“How about we give these a try?”

			Without waiting for me to respond, Doctor Hensinger strapped the leg braces to both my legs and my waist, making them a part of me for the first time. He backed up from the chair and told me to stand up. 

			I tried to rise, but the braces held my legs at an awkward angle, keeping them spread apart. I felt as if I were riding a horse. 

			The crutches came next.

			The doctor handed them over and showed me how to walk using them with my legs kept wide, thanks to the braces that felt like somebody had wrapped me in sheet metal. It was hard to walk, move, sit, stand, sleep—everything. Especially going up stairs. Stairs were the hardest. 

			I ended up practicing at home until I found the knack and got it right. It took a long time, but I felt like I’d really accomplished something. Call it a small victory, the best I could hope for at that point. 

			Then I began to develop painful blisters around my waist because of the straps. Underneath my arms, too, thanks to all the pressure on the crutches. At my next appointment, the doctor explained it was normal. 

			Normal? For who? 

			In time, he explained, blisters would come and eventually it would turn to callus. It would just take a while. 

			Funny how it didn’t take long at all for people, especially other kids, to start staring at me. Every time I went to school or to the store or attending my older brother’s sporting events, people were always staring. Whispering and shaking their heads. They’d look at me like I was a leper or somebody with something contagious that they didn’t want to catch. And lots of times the people who didn’t stare or shake their heads would come up and talk to me very slowly or loudly, as if I didn’t know or understand what they were talking about. Mentally disabled too, I guess they thought.

			“Mommy, look at that boy.”

			“Don’t stare.”

			“But what’s wrong with him?”

			“Shhhhhhhhhhhhh…”

			Typical of the conversations I overheard and never got used to. The words and the stares stuck with me, burned into my brain. They hurt so much, making it impossible for me to fully adapt to my plight. Because no matter how good I’d gotten at getting around on the crutches, or growing used to the leg braces, those words and stares served as a constant reminder that I wasn’t normal and might never be again. 

			I wanted to turn and yell at them that I was normal. But then I’d look down at my legs and realize I wasn’t. I shouldn’t have blamed them, might’ve behaved the same way if it was some other kid in leg braces instead of me. I can’t tell you how much I wanted to rip those braces off and fling them as far as I could by the straps. And whenever I went out in public, my feelings ended up hurting more than my legs. But that was okay because those who shunned me didn’t realize how strong I was becoming. All those times somebody looked at me funny, or pointed, or whispered, I got stronger because I got angry. And being angry made me, more than anything else, want to prove that I was normal. I desperately didn’t want to be disabled anymore, but as long as I was I’d never let it or them get the better of me. I pushed past the pain I was enduring and refused to let it show. Fueled myself with a burning desire not to be disabled anymore. That’s the great thing about being a kid: you still believe in miracles.

			But not for long.

			 

			After fourteen months of being on the crutches and in my leg braces, I went back for my regular three-month checkup. The doctor told me my condition was still worsening and the long-term prognosis was even more dire. Surgery was the only option now.

			“Will I get cured?” I asked him.

			“There are no guarantees. And it’s risky.”

			“Risky?” I asked, swallowing hard.

			“It’s an experimental procedure,” my mother explained.

			I remember the phrase “subpar success rate.” Maybe my mother mentioned it. More likely I overheard it the same way I overheard people whispering when I hobbled past them on my crutches.

			“We’ll think about it,” my mother said to the doctor, supporting me as always. Figuratively and literally.

			There wasn’t much to think about. I didn’t want to be stuck in leg braces for the rest of my life, and this might be the only chance I’d ever get to shed them. Even if that meant the very real risk of ending up bedridden or wheelchair-bound for the rest of my life.

			“I want to do the surgery,” I told my parents. 

			A few weeks later, in November of 1992, I checked into the hospital to have the operation. It was the first time I was ever anesthetized and I remember how blissful everything felt for those few moments before I surrendered my precarious hold on consciousness. It was like the happy dreams in which I could still walk without braces and crutches. Or pain. I could run again and be a normal kid playing with my friends, instead of a disabled boy looking out the window at other boys my age cruising by on the bicycles I had taken for granted, just like I’d taken everything for granted.

			I woke up after the surgery in the recovery room with no idea where I was. Like a dream again, only a bad one accompanied by pangs of nausea. I looked around but it was so dark. I saw something that looked like a sheet, a drape hanging from the ceiling all the way around my bed. The only opening I noticed was on the left side of my bed to a window that provided a sliver of light to cut through the darkness. I tried to sit up but I was stuck. My legs, my torso, seemed cemented to the bed. 

			I’m paralyzed, I thought and felt a surge of fear that woke me up a little more, and that’s when I remembered I was in the hospital. I listened to the steady beep of the machine with the cold fluid from the IV hooked to my arm. I braced myself with my arms to prop my head up. I ran my hands down over the cold roughness that surrounded my legs and chest and suddenly I remembered. 

			I was waking from hip surgery, and the heaviness I felt was due to a cast that covered my entire left leg up just past the hip, stopping about even with my stomach. So heavy it felt like the whole bed was going to crash through the floor from the weight. I started to sweat, cold beads that began to drip over my body, making my skin feel moist and clammy. I turned my head all the way over past the window and saw my mom sitting in a chair at my bedside. She looked like she was sleeping, but as soon as I made a sound, her eyes burst open. 

			“How long was I out for?” I asked, my voice dry and cracking. 

			“Six and a half hours. You’re in the ICU, and you’re going to be here awhile until they know you’ll be okay.”

			“How long is that?”

			My mother shrugged. 

			The nausea from the anesthesia replaced the terror of being unable to move. I was throwing up every ten minutes for hours. The vomit turned into nothing but neon yellow acid and it burned all the way from my stomach to my mouth. Because I couldn’t sit up, my mom and I developed a code phrase to alert her when the next wave was coming. I’d manage to moan, “Oh, no,” so she could quickly grab a trash bin and spare me the misery of vomiting on myself. I just turned my head and the warmth flowed over my cheek like lava.

			The nausea lasted for a day or so, abating finally around the same time the doctor came back in to see us. We had no idea what to expect. I was so nervous, I was shaking. Was he going to tell me I’d be spending the rest of my life in a wheelchair? He didn’t actually say much at all, just that I was now stable enough to go home. He explained that since I was in the full-body cast, an ambulance was the best option to get me there. 

			I’ll never forget the look on my mother’s face. It was a combination of terror and anxiety all squeezed into her eyes and brows. I knew an ambulance was out of the question, because we couldn’t afford that type of luxury. So I told my mother that I didn’t need the ambulance. She could take me home in a wheelbarrow, if it meant getting out of the hospital. 

			“I think we can do better than that,” she said, managing a smile.

			“Maybe an Amish buggy, Mom.”

			Her face seemed to relax some and she gave me a little smile. I didn’t want her to feel any pain emotionally because of all that had to be done for me now, stuff I used to do for myself. My parents were already doing everything they could for me. They spent thousands of dollars and sacrificed so much to help me. They’d already lost one son to leukemia, something we didn’t talk about much if at all, and everyone was scared. I wanted to make sure they knew I could handle it, that I was stronger than they thought I was.

			That’s when my mother gave our family friend Karen a call and arranged the pickup. Karen had a big, roomy van that I could comfortably ride in, which was good because I was ready to get the heck out of the hospital. Three days was long enough for me to be stuck in one room, although I wasn’t giving much thought at that point to the fact that it could very well turn into an apt description of the rest of my life. 

			When it was time to leave, four people had to lift me out of the bed because the cast was so massive and I couldn’t move in it. They eased me from the bed to a reclined wheelchair. Being rolled outside into the cold, brisk, wintery chill with a hint of snow in the air was a total shock, giving way to a painful ride home. Every bump we hit made me feel as if I had been jabbed by a knife in my leg. 

			It was great to be home, such a relief, but I was still stuck in bed. Same as the hospital, only more familiar. And my parents had to flip me over so I wouldn’t get bedsores on my butt, just like the nurses had done. 

			I couldn’t go to school and I really didn’t want to because the mammoth cast embarrassed me, made me feel like the helpless cripple I’d already been teased about when I had my braces and crutches. I spent my days in the living room, rotating every few hours from my back to my front again so I wouldn’t get bedsores. If I needed help or had to go to the bathroom, my mom gave me an old antique cowbell to ring so that I could call her. 

			One day maybe a month into my recovery I dropped the bell from the bed that had been placed for me in first floor living room, and it landed on a pillow on the floor. Man, I had to poop so badly! So I did what anyone else would try to do: get up enough to reach for the bedpan that was at the end of the bed toward my feet. I managed to slide to the edge of the bed and used my hands and arms to hold myself up using the couch and the bed, just as I would with crutches. But my left foot was fully cast all the way down to my toes and I had no traction, so I slipped and slid past the end of the bed, and the bedpan fell on the floor. 

			Oh boy…

			I looked the other way with anger, only to see the bathroom. A real toilet! If I could make it through the dining room and to the hall I could get there, never having imagined such a simple act would gain such monumental importance. It did, though, because this was something that I hadn’t done in over six weeks. 

			That’s it! I said to myself. I’m going to do this! 

			So I slid and crawled and slithered my way to the bathroom toilet. Twenty-five minutes later I was there, twenty-five minutes to cover all of twenty feet. I felt like the king of the world, rewarded with the best poop I ever had! It was also the best I’d felt in weeks, maybe months, given that it had been so long since I’d accomplished anything of note.

			And that trip across the first floor of my house was a big deal, believe me. We all take the little, most humdrum things for granted until we can’t do them anymore. I was starting to learn the lesson of finding solace in small victories and pleasures, crucial to recovering from such a serious operation or any major setback in life. I was learning that lesson the hard way as a boy instead of a man. And I carried it with me for years, all the way up to and through my training to become a Navy SEAL. 

			Maybe that day crawling and pushing myself across the floor was actually my first day of SEAL training, now that I think of it.

			After I was done, however, I took a look at the distance I traveled and knew I needed to get back in that bed in the living room before my mom got there or else I was going to be in big trouble. After twenty minutes I was totally fatigued. I just lay down on the hardwood floor, hoping to gain back some strength before it was too late. 

			Just then, my mom walked in and saw me on the floor.

			“What’s this? What happened?” she asked, looking more concerned than angry. 

			“I had to go to the bathroom. Don’t get mad.”

			“Did you hurt yourself?”

			“No.”

			“Then I’m not mad. But don’t even think about doing it again,” she said, positioning herself to hoist me back into my customary spot.

			Things went on uneventfully, until one day when my mom was washing my hair with the sink sprayer, because I couldn’t take a shower or get my body cast wet. She leaned me over a little too much to get the shampoo out of my hair, and I slipped back off the wheelchair. My legs went straight up in the air, and she let out a loud scream as my head fell right into our dog’s water dish. She looked at me, worried that I’d been hurt. 

			I just looked at her and said, “Well, at least my hair is washed!” 

			And we both smiled.

			I didn’t want my mom and dad to know how lousy I felt being cooped up all the time with no company other than the television. I figured they’d been through enough, having already lost one child, and neither complaining nor self-pity was going to help any of us. So whenever they asked how I was feeling, I always said fine and, more to the point, that I was improving even though it seldom felt that way when I couldn’t even move from my chest to my toes.

			I attended school from my bed. My friends brought over my schoolwork so I didn’t fall behind, but they never stayed long. I had an in-home teacher come in to make sure I was doing what I was supposed to. I hated the whole process. It was like doing homework all the time and I felt detached from the world, a prisoner. I began to lose interest in my schoolwork, along with any desire to learn anything. It was like the cast was holding my mind hostage as well, again giving me new appreciation for even more of the things I’d always taken for granted—yes, like school. And being able to play with my friends, or jumping on my bike, and riding to the park or playground. 

			I couldn’t jump anymore, or ride. Or even walk for that matter.

			I only paid attention to the subjects of English and history, because they interested me and even took my mind off my misery. As the weeks passed, I lost interest in those too, and being trapped in a cast, lying on a hospital bed in the living room, consumed all my thoughts. I started counting the days until the cursed thing would come off, then moved to hours and minutes. And, after two more months of being a prisoner in my own body, I went back to the hospital to get my cast off. I imagined them telling me I was healed, could picture the saw cutting through the now rank plaster to free me to live my life again. 

			Well, that didn’t happen. 

			A technician sawed off the cast in two pieces. When it came off, he found a few markers, some pencils, and a couple other things that I had pushed down inside to reach an itch. I took a look at my leg and lost my breath; it looked like a mummy in its sarcophagus. Yellow and crusty and my hairs were long and it looked like all of my muscles had withered away. It didn’t look like a leg, mine or anybody else’s. It looked like it belonged on a corpse.

			The nurses and the physician’s assistant took a washcloth and washed my leg to rid me of the stench that had settled in after so many weeks. I tried to lift my leg to move it up and out of the bottom half of the cast, but found I couldn’t move it at all.

			I was no stranger to pain, of course, but this was different because I’d let myself believe I’d been somehow magically healed. That the surgery, and the cast, had made me whole and normal again. But the pain was so bad I couldn’t stop wincing and grimacing. In that moment, I faced the real and even likely possibility that this was going to be my life. Always in pain, thanks to a leg that would never be anything more than a dead weight. I’d had so many dreams before, all of them replaced by a single dream of being normal again. Right then, even that dream was dashed.

			I’ll never forget that moment. Both of my parents had been able to get off work, filled with the same expectations I was, and now their palpable disappointment matched mine. It couldn’t get any worse. 

			Then the doctor came in and it did.

			 

			“Things didn’t progress as we’d hoped,” he said, surprising none 
of us.

			My parents and I waited for him to go on.

			“You’re going to need to use crutches and put absolutely no weight or pressure on the leg for six more months.”

			“And then what?” I managed to ask, through the thick clog that had formed in my throat.

			“You’re going to be better, fine.”

			“Are you sure this time?”

			“No, but I’m optimistic. We’re going to need to perform a second surgery…”

			Second surgery? Had I heard him right?

			“…in which we transplant some of the bone marrow from your right leg to your left. Our hope is it’ll form a solid bone structure that’s not there now and stop the deterioration process of the femur.”

			Second surgery, I repeated in my mind again, choking back tears.

			“How long?”

			I could tell he wanted to give me something more concrete, more reason for real hope than he was able to. “We won’t know until a few months go by.”

			That was the best he could do.

			 

			What You Can Learn from This…

			
					1.	The road to success is long and arduous. If I focused on the big picture, I would lose heart and would have my doubts, but if I focused on the small tasks one step at a time, things were manageable. I had to set up short-term goals to reach long-term success.

					2.	I realized I was different; I was not “normal.” Everyone feels different at some point in time; we are all different. That is what makes us unique.

					3.	We all know life is not fair, it never will be. Learn to deal with it. Don’t blame others for the circumstances you are in; instead, change your attitude. What are you going to do about it? The old saying goes, “If God gives you lemons…then make lemonade.”

			

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			A Boy’s Life 

			Lansing, Michigan; 1992

			A few days after getting home from the second operation that put me back on crutches, I got up off my couch and crutched outside. The mere act of standing up was agonizing, my leg feeling like I was moving a piece of dead meat around. I made it outside and saw my mother reading in a chair, drinking her homemade, unsweetened iced tea. 

			She almost spilled it when she saw me. “What are you doing outside?”

			“The doctor told me I was allowed to get up.”

			“Get up,” she repeated firmly. “That doesn’t mean walking around.”

			So inside again I went, back to life on the couch for six more months. I thought about crossing the days off on a calendar, but the very notion of having so many pages to flip made that process seem way too depressing. I had to continue to do my schoolwork from home. The leg braces were off, the cast was off, but I still had my crutches and was under severe restrictions regarding my mobility, as my mother had aptly pointed out.

			Put absolutely no weight or pressure on the leg, the doctor had instructed. And I guess I’d tried to find wiggle room in his order where none existed.

			By this point, after so long, I’d let myself believe I’d be back to normal, but it felt as if I was even further back than ever and going in the wrong direction. Sitting on the couch a few days after I’d dared venture outside, I began to notice that the pain around the incision and the scar was gone. That got better quickly, but the pain in my hip didn’t. Three times every day, I went through the physical therapy workouts I’d been given to help get that skinny leg back to normal. 

			I began to question God and asked Him why He would let something like this happen to me? I was a good kid, wasn’t I? Wallowing in youthful self-pity, I began fixating on all the things I’d done that I might never be able to do again. Before the diagnosis, I was the fastest kid in school. I was good at sports and karate, once so much a part of my life but now shrouded in memories from what seemed like a long, long time ago. 

			After the prescribed six-month regimen, my hip was still throbbing and achy all the time. But the doctor said I could start walking again and told me only time would tell the extent of my recovery.

			How much more time? I wanted to ask him, desperate for answers I knew he couldn’t give me.

			The only person who could supply those answers was me. It was up to me now, me and nobody else. It hurt to walk, every step a challenge, but I began disciplining myself to use the crutches less and less. A month after getting the cast removed, I was getting up to grab a snack, go to the bathroom, or go to my room without instinctively reaching for them. It took five more months, though, before I stopped forcing myself to use the crutches and I started forgetting they were even there.

			That doesn’t mean walking was easy; just getting up to move around was exhausting. I had lost all of my strength and endurance. I kept telling myself not to give up, to never quit, and my efforts were rewarded with the leg starting to feel and look more normal. I heard about athletes who used electrical stimulation to aid healing and rehabilitation and started to wonder if I could hook my leg up to a car battery or something while I slept. My father actually laughed out loud when I broached that subject, the thought of my leg hooked up to jumper cables adding some much needed levity to the mix.

			Because I still had a lot of anger stored up inside me, I started to use it to fuel my efforts to get better. The pain when I moved was dagger-sharp at first, abating so slowly that I barely noticed, until finally I could sleep through the night without it constantly waking me and get up the next morning without surging pain as my wake-up call. My initial goal was to get back to school and, once I’d accomplished that, I continued to push myself to see what my limits were, a tall order for a ten-year-old fifth grader.

			With the crutches all but abandoned after another few months, I began to ride my bike and that hurt too. I tried in-line skating, and that was even worse. I started to run but that was the worst of all. Small victories didn’t seem to matter so much in the face of so many setbacks and defeats. All told between the braces and my prolonged recovery from surgery, I’d gone more than a year without doing the things I was struggling to do now and, instead of taking solace in the very real progress I was making, I fixated on all that I still couldn’t do to the point where it seemed I’d made no progress at all. I still needed the crutches. Not all the time, but enough, which was too much. And some days I felt as if I’d made no progress at all.

			Especially when the most painful thing was just sitting down. That simple motion nobody ever thinks twice about forced my hip up against another part of the bone in the hip and socket. It would actually pinch a nerve, sending jabbing stabs of pain through me. I ended up on prescription pain medicine, because the doctors figured less pain meant the freedom of movement to do more. 

			They tried every drug available at the time to see which might work with a minimum of side effects. The only one that really did was morphine, but being a zombie all the time had me swearing off it; I decided the pain was preferable. I’m not saying I gave up, lost hope, but I was starting to believe that I couldn’t do this, that this was my lot in life and I just had to deal with it. You can only overcome so much.

			I began to worry about what my future was going to be like and, worse, what my life could’ve been if this had never happened to me. Nobody realizes how hard it is to be different until they’re forced to be. I started to fear that my whole life was going to be like this, limping around like Tiny Tim from Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, inevitably drawing sympathetic stares from children and adults who were out there living normal lives and walking on their own two feet. One of the truly worst feelings in the world is to look at yourself and hate what you see. 

			It makes you angry, it makes you sad, and it makes you feel sorry for yourself because you’re nothing like you want to be. It’s not just your dreams that are dead, it’s your hope. You stop being able to see things getting any better, because you honestly don’t remember what that felt like. But that’s what you’re stuck with, and that’s what you’ll always be stuck with. First chained to my leg braces, then my cast, and finally crutches I’d been warned I might never be able to shed. 

			I thought about my mother, thought about my father, and I thought about my big brother and my really close friends. I was tired of them feeling sorry for me and having to treat me differently because of my condition. I started thinking: let me make it through today—just today. If I can push through the pain today, maybe I’ll be a little bit stronger tomorrow. Living one day at a time kept me from giving up altogether, greeting each morning in the hope I’d feel at least a little bit better, a little bit stronger. Even if it’s only one percent.

			One day my older brother and my dad found a framed picture of a stork trying to swallow a frog and the frog choking out the bird so it wouldn’t get swallowed. For some reason, I saw that as my life in allegory. I was like the frog and the frog had never given up. That’s how he survived and that’s the only way I could get better. I remember around that same time hearing the great basketball coach Jimmy Valvano give a speech on ESPN about never giving in to cancer, that you can’t let it beat you even if you’re losing. That resonated with me so deeply, and I kept seeing Jimmy V in my head even after he died. I wasn’t going to lose, nor was I going to let my condition beat me. I was going to put my hands around the neck of life and squeeze back as it tried to swallow me.

			But that intention didn’t take my pain away. It didn’t change the fact that God gave me abilities and then stripped them away. What was I missing here? There must’ve been a reason, something I was supposed to learn or for which I was being prepared. Living day to day, though, basking in victories no matter how small, kept my focus on the smaller picture instead of the larger one. I wanted to look in the mirror and see someone I liked and was proud of looking back. But every time I looked in the mirror now, all I saw was someone weak and feeble, an inferior version of who I was supposed to be.

			I was tired of being a burden, tired of feeling sorry for myself, tired of bemoaning all the things I couldn’t do. But one day, as I was staring at myself in the mirror, something changed. 

			 

			Suddenly I saw myself older and stronger and standing straight. It felt more like a vision than simply conjured from my imagination. I actually believe I’d caught a fleeting glimpse of the Navy SEAL I was destined to become and, even more than that, a man who could be proud of all he’d achieved and all he’d contributed to others. The image lingered in my mind, one of those rare moments in life that was truly a turning point, because that vision had at long last instilled hope in the form of a glimpse of what I could still be. 

			From that moment on, it was no longer a question of if I was going to get better, but when and how. I put new effort into my thrice-daily exercise routine and redoubled my commitment to the physical therapy sessions my father would drive me to three days a week. Those hour-long sessions had to be moved to five thirty in the morning, because I was finally able to start going to school again.

			Have you ever seen the look on a baby’s face when he walks for the first time? That’s what I felt like the day I put weight on my left leg without using crutches. I didn’t get any farther than the baby. I didn’t fall, though, and the next day I went a little farther. It still hurt, but even the pain felt different.

			Nearly eighteen months from the time my mother had first taken me to the doctor, everything felt different. I still had a long, long way to go, only now I knew I could get there. And I wasn’t going to let anything get in my way.

			 

			What You Can Learn from This…

			
					1.	Being normal is abnormal. At some point in time I needed to be okay with the fact that I was made perfectly imperfect. That through horrible situations, greatness is being forged. 

					2.	Everybody deals with some kind of demon that keeps them from achieving success. Everyone has an excuse for not reaching their goals. Bad things happen to all people, not just me, or you. It is a part of life. You will always be attacked by this demon who prowls around like a lion in the night waiting to devour you. Be ready, be bold, make a choice.

					3.	Pain lets you know that you are still alive. It lets you know that you have a heart and soul. Unknown to many, pain is actually the source of growth, disguised as something we fear more than anything. Pain, whether caused by others or self-inflicted, should tell you to push past it, move forward, and keep going. No pain, no gain.

			

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			Running with Scissors

			Lansing, Michigan; 1986 

			It seems crazy to me that most people cannot remember their childhood. Most people say, “Oh, that was so long ago. I can’t even remember last week.” I guess my brain is wired differently than most, which seems strange, given there’s so much from those years I could have done without, too many casts and crutches. Call it a blessing and a curse I got from my grandmother, who’d regale me with stories about walking to school uphill both ways when she was my age. 

			I actually remember a great deal from the time I was four years old, like my mother telling me that I wasn’t allowed go past the fence on the corner of our street because she couldn’t see me if I went past that point. I never did; I always did the right thing, until one day just after I’d turned four. Both my parents were gone and my older brother, Cass, was looking after me at the tender age of ten. We took a walk outside with his friends, and then we got to that dreaded point of no return. I looked at him and he stared back, deep into my eyes, ushering these oft-used words to the point of cliché:

			“Don’t tell Mom.” 

			And I never did. So, Mom, if you’re reading this now, I’m sorry. From the fence line, we proceeded on an adventure to McDonald’s, where I got free water, and then we returned home. It wasn’t much, but it felt like a lot, because it was the first time I’d had a taste of adventure alone on my own. I felt like Columbus with McDonald’s cast as my New World.

			Hey, you’ve got to start somewhere, right?

			Before the cast and crutches, I remember climbing the trees in our front yard. I would climb all the way to the top and pretend I was at the peak of the Earth looking out into the world, looking for the next big adventure beyond McDonald’s. Later, I realized that those trees were just big bushes; I was so little, they seemed bigger, and my imagination was always more than happy to fill in the blanks. Those big, tall trees might’ve just been bushes, but I climbed them on my own and wasn’t about to stop, even when I got scared. I don’t know anybody who really likes heights, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me; I wasn’t going to let anything stop me from getting to the top.

			On a hot summer day in mid-August 1987, on Stafford Avenue, the UPS man came with a huge box. My older brother and his friends were all playing basketball in our backyard. So everyone saw the box and wanted to know what it was. 

			“I’ll open it!” Cass volunteered. 

			And he did. My dad was still at work and my mother was asleep after working nights, so the responsibility fell to him as the next oldest in the family. 

			We got the box open, and there it was: an all-red bicycle with a picture of a motorcycle rider on the seat—my dream machine!

			“What, you just going to stand there?” Danny and Dequarius, Cass’s best friends, who were always around the house with us, said to him in virtual unison. “Well?” 

			So my brother and his friends assembled my new bike. They did an awesome job too. I remember everybody working together to help “Little Cass,” a name I heard my whole life growing up in the gigantic shadow of a great older brother.

			Before too long, they had the whole bike assembled and my brother told me to hop on. Of course, they hadn’t noticed the training wheels, and had forgotten to screw them on. But who needed training wheels, anyway? Not me. They were for ordinary kids, not one like me who could climb to the highest points of the Earth in my own yard. 

			“You don’t want them?” Cass asked me, holding the training wheels in his hand, having just plucked them from the refuse tucked back into that big box.

			“I don’t want them.”

			“Maybe you should. Maybe.”

			I shook my head adamantly. “No.” 

			If he didn’t need them on his bike, I didn’t need them on mine. I was Little Cass, after all.

			So Big

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					1.	Being a kid and having a positive environment can change your thinking and give you the building blocks of friendships that last a lifetime. I know I would not be the same person I am today if I didn’t have that connection with those who I love, trust, and go to in times of trouble.

					2.	Your circumstances will be bad, but don’t let bad things or circumstances dictate who you are or what you could become.

					3.	Dare to dream about what could happen when you’re young. 
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