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An old adage states: ‘What matters is not the size of the dog 
in the fight, but rather the size of the fight in the dog.’ Tom 
Thompson’s story is a story of fighting for your dreams and 
never giving up. Tom shows us that the most important thing 
necessary to make your goals come true is not your size, nor 
your age—but rather the amount of fight and determination 
you have inside of you.

-  Christopher P. Neck, PhD, Associate Professor of 
Management, University Master Teacher, Arizona State 
University

 

This must-read book could entirely change the way you 
think about your life options as you get older. Emmet (Tom) 
Thompson’s inspiring story may well Kick Start your own 
journey by helping you find the faith and motivation you need 
to do more than you ever thought you were capable of.

-  Charles C. Manz, PhD, Bestselling author of The 
Leadership Wisdom of Jesus (3rd ed.) and The Power of 
Failure

 

Dr. Thompson’s account of attitude, commitment, endurance, 
and perseverance is solid advice for all of us, whether our goals 
are personal, corporate, or spiritual in nature. Age is not a 
defining number, only a descriptive number. What matters is 
what we believe and how we present to the world who we are. 
Success is then an outcome rather than a wish.

-  Bruce E. Winston, PhD, Dean, Regent University, School 
of Global Leadership & Entrepreneurship



Dr. Tom Thompson’s life has been one of accomplishment as 
an athlete, businessman, father, and husband. Although his 
achievements have been great, his road to success has had its 
share of speed bumps. However, they only served to fortify his 
dogged determination. Every reader can find a bit of himself in 
Tom’s story, and in doing so, perhaps renew his own sense of 
purpose and drive.

-  Tedd Mitchell, MD, President, Texas Tech University 
Health Sciences Center 

Dr. Tom Thompson has experienced the highs and lows of 
life, and his books always provide information on the distilled 
essence of the necessities of a productive life. Read this book 
again and again until it becomes a road map through which you 
can safely travel confidently into the future and become a better 
you. Good book; Great content. 

- Dr. Peter J Daniels, (founder) World Center of 
Entrepreneur Studies



To my wife, Teresa. No one could have a better teammate.

And to you, the reader. May you always achieve your  
God-given dreams (Psalm 37:4).
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Foreword

I’ve known Tom Thompson for many years, and I thought 
I knew him very, very well. Then I read the manuscript for this 
book and I thought, Whoa! I had no idea Tom had done all those 
things! And my very next thought was, Wow! Tom was involved 
in some pretty rough stuff.

And then the next thing that went through my mind was: 
Get out! The guy spent time with Elvis—in his penthouse? And 
worked out with Chuck Norris? Unbelievable!

While those things brought smiles to my face, and while 
I was fascinated with Tom’s life story, I also had this thought: 
This tale, Tom’s story, is so Tom. Dr. Thompson’s story in these 
pages is how he lives his life: vulnerable, stripped away, wearing 
his emotions out there for all to see. Tom never does things 
halfway—he had some colossal successes, and he had some 
colossal failures.

Through it all, God’s grace shines through. Tom’s life has had 
so many rough edges; he was on the brink so many times. This 
is a tale of truthfulness, brutal honesty, defeats, and victories. 
Few may have done all the things Tom has done, but everyone 
needs the presence, purpose, and power of God to shine 
through in their life. My favorite moment in this story is when 
Tom realizes that one of his greatest gifts has been given to him 
by God, and that he no longer had to strive for such a blessing 
on his own. (I’ll let you read the story to find out what, or who, 
that gift was.)

Along the way, there’s this little story of Tom ending up 
playing college football—at the age of sixty-one. Set some 
records, it seems. Once more, that’s Tom—nothing halfway.

This is a must-read, a story that will inspire you to hold on 
to your dreams—despite the trials and obstacles. You may never 
have spent time with Elvis, and you may never work out with 
Chuck—but we can all learn lessons in God-given perseverance. 
For that, Tom is one of the best teachers imaginable.

     -     Dr. Lawrence Kennedy
President and Bishop, Church on the Rock International
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“The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; 
whose face is marred by sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; 
who errs and comes short again and again because there is no 
effort without error and shortcoming; who knows the great 
enthusiasms, the great devotion, spends himself in a worthy 

cause; who at best knows in the end the triumph of high 
achievement; and who at worst, if he fails, at least fails while 
daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold 

and timid souls who have never tasted victory or defeat.”

—Theodore Roosevelt 
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Chapter One

The Kick of a Lifetime

Watching from the sidelines as my Austin College 
teammate swept around the right side of the field 
for a forty-seven-yard, second-quarter run, I heard 

the roar of the crowd and saw the referee’s arms stretch toward 
the sky. Touchdown! My heart instantly began pounding harder. 
Maybe, just maybe, this would be it—my chance to kick the 
Point After Touchdown (PAT) that I had been practicing for 
nearly three years. But it was still early in the football game—
the final game of the year—and our usual kicker was an All-
Conference selection. Why would Coach Gage risk a chance 
to tie the score against Austin’s biggest conference rival, Trinity 
University, by putting in the third-string kicker? 

“Give him a chance!” someone called out on the sidelines. 
Someone else echoed the voice. “Yeah, give him a chance!”

I started to turn toward the voice when I caught the eyes 
of Coach Gage’s assistant, Ryan Stewart. Earlier in the week, 
Coach Gage had said that he planned to let me kick the extra 
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point after the first touchdown we scored, but he’d said that 
before the heat of the game, and now the head coach was 
far down the sidelines, nowhere near where I was standing. 
Nevertheless, Coach Stewart waved at me. “Tom-tom,” he 
called out my nickname. “Tom-tom, get out there!”

I jogged onto the football field in my number 91 jersey 
toward the ten-yard line, where the extra point team was 
already breaking out of the huddle and getting into position 
for the point after attempt. Suddenly, it was as though the 
sound of the cheering crowd and the entire stadium faded into 
a foggy netherworld filled with only white noise, as I lined up 
behind the center, the long snapper, and marked my spot next 
to the holder. Greg Millerick, the holder—ironically a backup 
player himself due to the coach’s expulsion of eight other 
seniors and starters for violating team rules—seemed even 
more nervous than I did as he knelt down on one knee, facing 
the long snapper, his hands reaching out, ready to receive the 
football and place it in position for me to kick. 

 The colors in the stadium that day were vibrant and I 
thought about all the movies I had seen where time seems to 
stand still right before the action. My heart was beating in my 
ears as I moved closer to the line and looked up. I had been 
preparing myself for this moment for years.

Now, standing at the line, I took three steps back and 
called out to the holder, “Ready.” I glanced again toward the 
goalposts, getting my target firmly in mind, then locked my 
gaze on the ground, where Greg would gingerly hold the ball 
for me to kick. 

Just then, in my peripheral vision to the right, I saw a 
looming Trinity defensive back on the end of the line. Ben 
Robinson, the defensive player, wearing jersey number 27, was 
rocking anxiously, his arms swinging in anticipation. Robinson 
was one of the fastest guys on Trinity’s team—and the son of 
one of my daughter’s high school teachers. I knew that Ben 
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wanted to block my kick more than anything in the world, and 
I knew instinctively that the right side was where the strongest, 
fastest, most intense pressure would come. I also knew I would 
only have about 1.4 seconds to step forward, powerfully swing 
my right leg, and plant my foot squarely in the lower third of 
the football, sending it high above the outstretched arms of the 
defensive players and soaring toward the goalposts. 

I’d done this a million times in my mind. I’d just never 
done it in a game. And this was the real thing.

Casting a last furtive look toward number 27, I knew that 
I had to angle the kick away from the speedster on the other 
side of the line. If I even attempted to kick straight ahead, I’d 
run a much greater risk of the kick being blocked.

Just then, the center snapped the ball to the holder, but he 
didn’t get enough on the ball, and Millerick couldn’t handle 
the botched snap. No! The ball was literally lying sideways on 
the ground as I began swinging my leg toward it. Rather than 
aborting the play, I remained focused on the ball as the world 
seemed to shift into slow motion. I thought: I’ve come all this 
way to kick a football, so I’m going to kick that ball anyhow, no 
matter what happens.

I was in mid-kick as Greg scrambled on the ground to recover 
the ball and get it into position. Number 27 from Trinity was 
closing in fast from the right side, bent on blocking the kick 
of a man who was older than his own father—and perhaps his 
grandfather. At the last possible moment, Greg popped the 
ball straight up, laces facing out toward the goalposts, just as 
my foot powered into the back of the ball. 

Then the silence amidst the chaos was replaced with a solid 
thump. 

Up . . . up . . . oh, no! The ball was moving to the left . . . 
but it was still going forward, rising toward the goalposts. The 
ball edged toward the left upright and barely squeaked inside 
that upright, but well over the crossbar. The kick was good! 
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Tony Martinez, one of my teammates, was the first to 
realize what had happened. “Money!” Tony yelled out as he 
saw the ball cross through the goalposts. 

As my teammates mobbed me, whooping and cheering, I 
instinctively hugged Greg, who was just getting off the ground. 
“You did it, Greg!” I called out amidst the din.

The celebration continued as I made my way off the field 
and my teammates on the sidelines swarmed around me. It 
was my first kick during a real game and everyone knew it was 
likely my last.

I was not a twenty-one-year-old athlete. I was not a thirty-
one-year-old graduate student. I was Dr. Tom Thompson, a 
sixty-one-year-old man, when I became not only the oldest 
person to ever play NCAA college football, I also became an 
instant record-holder as the oldest person ever to actually score 
during a regularly scheduled NCAA college football game.

I was proud, to be sure, but this achievement was about 
much more than merely kicking a football between the 
uprights. It was about proving that life can be meaningful 
and productive at any age. It was about encouraging people to 
fulfill their dreams, to live every day on purpose.

It was proof—even to myself—that life can come full 
circle if you never give up. After decades of enduring one 
disappointment after another, life would only get better from 
here. 

But it sure didn’t start out that way. 
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“We must accept finite disappointment,  
but never lose infinite hope.”

—Martin Luther King Jr. 
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Chapter Two

Too Old to Play

It was a beautiful, sunny Florida morning in St. Petersburg. 
The Admiral Farragut Academy football team was 
gathering for a morning practice during the two-a-day 

workouts that were held two weeks prior to the start of the 
academic school year. The football coach walked purposely, 
yet somberly, toward our group of players. “Thompson,” he 
shouted. “Get over here.” 

I quickly ran toward my coach as a respectful “Yes sir” rang 
through the early morning air. 

“Your waiver has been denied,” he said in a crestfallen tone. 
Needless to say, this was not the news either one of us wanted 
to receive. 

 In the late 1960s, if a high school student moved from one 
state to another, they had to be academically eligible in the 
state they left in order to participate in athletics in the new 
state. If not academically eligible, the student had to wait until 
the end of the semester to participate in athletics. 
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After pleading with my dad, he had allowed me to move 
from Texas to Florida to attend military school. But since my 
grades were horrific, I was not going to be able to play for the 
football team that season. And unfortunately, as a junior, this 
would have been the only year I could have played football at 
Admiral Farragut Academy due to age restrictions. In 1967, 
Florida did not permit high school athletic participation in 
football past the age of eighteen years and nine months, and I 
would turn nineteen in the fall of my senior year. I had been 
held back once by my parents in the sixth grade and a second 
time when I transferred to the Academy due to poor grades, so 
I was older than most seniors. 

Ironically, I would be too old to play football my senior year 
in high school. 

**

Before the military academy, I had attended Highland 
Park High School in Dallas, Texas, known for its affluence, 
academic excellence, and strong athletic programs. 

All through high school, I was miserable in the classroom 
and really wasn’t interested in getting an education. Moreover, 
I didn’t like to read or study. I only cared about grades if they 
would keep me eligible for football and track or out of trouble. 

My father had attended college but never graduated. In 
addition, I don’t believe my mother ever attended college. 
Either way, neither of them really cared about my grades 
(unless I was failing; then I would be in trouble) or ever talked 
to me about college. Education wasn’t something either of my 
parents seemed to value, so I didn’t think it was that important, 
either. 

During my freshman year of high school, my grades 
were mostly Cs and C-minuses with a D or two sprinkled 
throughout for good measure. Once in a while, a B would 
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somehow appear. 
While my grades were far from acceptable, it was during 

my sophomore year that the wheels really began to fall off. My 
family life was shattering, I hated school, and when a good 
friend of mine committed suicide, I knew I wanted out. 

Maybe my own family situation had made me very aware of 
the hypocrisies that are often so prevalent in high school, but 
I had become very disturbed that in order to be popular, you 
either had to be from a wealthy family or be a good football 
player. I felt that people should be accepted because of things 
that really mattered. But the prevailing mind-set seemed to 
be that even if you were a terrible person, if you were from 
a wealthy family or a good football player, you would be 
accepted. And if something wasn’t just perfect in your life, 
you really didn’t talk about it, except maybe with your closest 
friends. Even then, you didn’t tell them everything. 

There were no healthy outlets and no support groups. 
Keep in mind, this was long before teen suicide had become 
a national concern. In that light, Keith’s suicide did garner 
national media attention. Sadly, it was another case of too 
little, too late.

Keith and his older sister grew up in the Park Cities area. 
He was a very popular student, accomplished musician, and 
a competitive swimmer. As I recall, he made straight A’s all 
through elementary and junior high school. Once he reached 
high school, some subjects became more difficult for him, and 
he did what any responsible kid would do and started going 
to school early for extra help in the mornings. However, it 
seemed many of the teachers weren’t interested in providing 
additional tutoring. To make things worse, the extra help he 
did receive wasn’t helping his grades. 

When he started to receive progress reports with lower 
grades than normal—for him—I began to forge his parents’ 
signatures on them. I knew he was dealing with the added 
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pressure of his older sister graduating at the top of her class. 
What I didn’t know (and found out later) was that his parents 
were having difficulty in their marriage and would say to him, 
“The only reason we stay together is because of you.”

I actually had spoken with him the evening that he took 
his life. We were planning to spend the weekend dove hunting 
and practicing with our band. There was nothing in his 
conversation with me that would have led me to believe there 
was anything wrong, or going to go wrong.

The next morning was cloudy and dreary—one of those 
mornings where everything seemed out of sorts. When I 
walked in to the school, there were groups of students crying 
and whispering. I had never seen anything like that before at 
school. 

One student walked up and asked if I had heard about 
Keith. As I remember, this kid was sort of a wise guy, so I 
flippantly said, “No. What about Keith?” 

He said, “He died last night.” 
I just thought he was attempting a sick joke. So I replied, 

“Oh really? Well, I spoke to him last night at 8:30.” 
Then his girlfriend walked over and told me Keith was 

found by his parents hanging in his bedroom at 9 p.m.
In a state of shock, I dropped my books and walked out of 

the front door. I didn’t return to school for two weeks. 

**

For me, that was the last straw. I hated school, I hated 
where I went to school, and frankly I didn’t see much future in 
turning the situation around. Especially now. 

Thankfully, my dad let me make the transfer to Admiral 
Farragut Academy, where I hoped I could start over, play 
football, and forget about the mess I was leaving back home. 
But now I couldn’t even play football due to my bad grades. 
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Faced with this disappointment over my ineligibility, I 
decided one way I could help the team was to be a “scout” 
player. I reasoned that even if I couldn’t play, I could at least 
still help the team prepare for its opponents. 

Since there wasn’t an age restriction on practicing with the 
football team, all I needed was the coach’s approval, and since 
the football coach was also the track coach, he agreed to the 
arrangement, mainly because he wanted me on the track team 
the next semester. Luckily, I had decent grades from the prior 
semester, so I would at least be eligible to participate in track. 

 I went on to practice with my high school football team 
for the next two seasons. Along the way, the running backs 
coach took an interest in helping me receive consideration for 
a college football scholarship. And one day after practice, the 
coach pulled me aside. 

 When a collegiate football program looks for potential 
players, usually they send a questionnaire for a recommending 
coach to fill out on the player, or players. Coaches generally do 
not share the information with the player. However, for some 
reason the coach wanted me to see one item in particular. 
The form read, “What is the best quality of the player you 
are recommending?” The coach had written, “Easily coached.” 
Nothing about ability…just that I was easily coached. It must 
have been the right answer, because by the time I graduated 
from high school, I had three football scholarship offers from 
small colleges. 

 However, in the middle of my senior year, my father was 
diagnosed with prostate cancer after being misdiagnosed with 
a slipped disc. By the time the doctors determined it was 
cancer, there wasn’t much time left. 

Rather than go off to college to play football, I chose to 
forego my dream and stay with my father. It was a difficult 
choice, but the right choice, and my decision to put my family 
above my own interests would prove to be life changing.
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“Money often costs too much.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Chapter Three

For Love or Money

My father grew up in Ohio and was raised in a 
privileged environment—private schools, trips to 
Europe, summer homes, butlers, maids, and all of 

the predictable trappings of wealth. But this wasn’t how his 
own father had grown up. Quite the opposite. 

My grandfather was raised on an Illinois farm. He worked 
his way through school at the University of Illinois and was 
recruited by the DuPont company after college. He had an 
assortment of positions with DuPont and ultimately became 
the head of a chemical division. He even served on DuPont’s 
Board of Directors. (I still have a Fortune magazine circa 
October 1950 with a picture of my grandfather and other 
members of the DuPont board.) 

My grandfather married a woman from a wealthy family 
and my father was their only child. While his mother spoiled 
him, his father spent most of his time working. That didn’t 
make for the best role model as a father. My father was a 
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mama’s boy, and by that I don’t mean he was a sissy; I mean she 
would buffer the relationship between the two. In addition, 
my grandfather was quite strict in his dealings with my father, 
at least when it came to discipline. 

Desperate to win his father’s approval and find a common 
ground between them (besides golf, which was something they 
both loved), my father spent most of his life trying to impress 
his father by reaching the same financial status. The problem 
was that he seemed to always want to get there without 
working very hard. 

When my father wasn’t working on a get-rich-quick 
scheme, he was finding ways to get himself in trouble. I guess 
for him, any attention was better than none. Because of that, 
my grandfather was always bailing my father out of some 
situation.

For example, there was the time my father was attending 
boarding school in the East and had told his parents he was 
going to spend the weekend with a classmate at the classmate’s 
home. My father was actually going to spend the weekend in 
New York City with his classmate and a couple of girls at the 
Plaza Hotel. Meanwhile, my grandfather, unknown to my 
father, was attending a high-level DuPont executive meeting 
in New York City on the same weekend.

After my father and his friends had checked in to the Plaza 
Hotel, they went up to their rooms, unpacked, and proceeded 
downstairs to begin a weekend of revelry. When the elevator 
reached the lobby and the doors opened, there stood my 
grandfather getting ready to go upstairs to his room. 

It wasn’t the first or the last time that they would butt 
heads. Sadly, whatever discipline my grandfather was taught 
or developed that enabled him to work hard, get an education, 
and become successful in business, he was not able to pass 
along to my father. 

Though my grandfather was a great man in many ways, he 
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really didn’t know how to be a father to his son. It shouldn’t be 
a surprise, then, that my own father didn’t really know how to 
be a father to me. 

**

My father was only twenty-one when his mother passed 
away. They were very close and her untimely death devastated 
my father. Upon her death, my grandmother left my father an 
estate worth well over $3 million (roughly the equivalent of 
over $50 million dollars today). Of course, with that money 
came no foundational knowledge about how to invest it, save 
it, or how to work hard to make more.

As is sometimes the case, not long after my grandmother’s 
passing, my grandfather remarried. Unfortunately, my father 
did not approve of the marriage, nor did he get along at all with 
his stepmother. From what I knew, he felt his stepmother was a 
social climber who merely took advantage of my grandfather’s 
situation. This only caused more friction between my father 
and my grandfather in their already difficult relationship. 

My father left home frustrated with his father’s marriage 
and ended up in Texas a few years later. But before he settled 
in Texas, he spent some time in Detroit. And that’s where he 
met my mother. 

I’m not sure how my parents met; I presume they were 
introduced to each other at some social gathering. What I do 
know is that they had a very robust dating life. 

From the stories I heard, my father was quite a spendthrift. 
He bought my mother the first Cadillac convertible to roll 
off the assembly line after World War II. Keep in mind, there 
were quite a few wealthy individuals in the United States who 
wanted that car. He would also spare no expense to entertain 
his friends. 

My mother was from a working-class family but was not 
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content living in such a low-class environment, so she worked 
hard to overcome her humble beginnings. At the time my 
parents met, my mother was only twenty-one but was the top 
dance instructor in the United States for the Arthur Murray 
Dance Studios, earning $2,500 a week (that would be roughly 
$30,000 a week in today’s money). From the pictures I have 
seen of my mother in her younger days, she was quite beautiful. 
With brown hair, blue eyes, a petite frame of 5’1”, and a 
striking resemblance to Loretta Young, she no doubt made an 
impression on my father, who was ten years her senior. 

When my father found out that my mother was offered 
a contract from MGM, he whisked her away to Cuba to 
propose. She decided to marry my father, give up her dancing 
career, and not pursue a movie career. I think in some ways she 
regretted that decision for the rest of her life. 

Even if she had truly been excited about starting a new 
chapter of life and starting a family, the constant disapproval of 
the marriage from her own mother set the tone of my parents’ 
marriage early on. 

They never really had a chance. 

**

My father, a Protestant, had been married prior to marrying 
my Catholic mother. My grandmother was a staunch Catholic, 
if you know what I mean. In other words, divorce was a no-
no, among other very strict religious rules (fish on Fridays, 
etc.). Therefore, my devout Catholic grandmother greatly 
disapproved of her daughter marrying a divorced Protestant 
heathen. 

This was only compounded by the fact that my father was 
from a wealthy family, thus creating an additional socioeconomic 
schism between the two. As result, my grandmother was 
constantly criticizing my father to my mother. I always felt 
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this was the root cause of my mother’s resentment toward my 
father.

My grandmother had raised her two daughters as a single 
mother after her husband abandoned the family when the girls 
were young. Because of surviving that hardship, she wanted 
my mother to be independent, to not need a man. When 
my mother quit her high-paying job to marry my father, it 
was like twisting the knife deeper into the wound. All my 
grandmother’s fears and worries about her daughter being 
dependent on a man came pouring out like venom. 

While my mother was quite close with her own mother, 
she was never close to her sister, and both she and her mother 
would pick on her sister, even into adulthood when her sister 
suffered a mental illness. 

Knowing she grew up with a life of divided relationships, 
it’s easier now to understand why she made some of the 
choices she did and why she continued that behavior when 
she had her own children. But that doesn’t excuse it. I have to 
believe mothers are created to be more nurturing than what I 
experienced. 
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“A child’s hope is that their father comes riding in on that 
white stallion and saves them. You can’t make somebody love 

you the way you want them to love you. ... This isn’t television. 
Life’s a lot more cruel than that.”

—Jake Roberts
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Chapter Four

It Wasn’t Leave It to Beaver

I was born and raised in an affluent part of Dallas, Texas. 
Early on in my parents’ marriage, they had moved to Texas 
presumably to get into the oil industry, and my father 

assembled one of the largest oilfields in North Central Texas 
and Oklahoma from the Strawn Formation. This geological 
formation is one of the larger hydrocarbon —(crude oil) 
producing formations on the Eastern Shelf in the Midland 
Basin. So, it was a pretty big deal. Actress Betty Grable was 
even an investor. 

It was certainly one of his more successful business ventures, 
but from what I gather, my father was not sophisticated enough 
in handling the finances, and he was swindled out of the deal 
by one of the other investors. 

Defeated again, he decided to start his own vending 
business, Thompson Vending Company. Surprisingly enough, 
in a couple of years, my father’s vending business was doing 
quite well, grossing $30,000 a month (more than $250,000 a 
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month today). 
Back in the 1950s, the Mafia owned or controlled most 

of the vending machines in the USA. That’s probably not a 
widely known fact, but it is one I will always remember. One 
day, when I was about six years old, my father and I drove to a 
local 7/11 store to get some milk and other items. As soon as 
we pulled up, a white Ford pulled up next to us. Two men met 
my father at the front of our car. And after a relatively short 
discussion, my father returned to the car, his face ashen white. 
As we drove off, I asked him why we didn’t get the milk. He 
looked at me with a blank stare and said to never mind the 
milk. 

Many years later, I had my own experience with the Mafia 
but it was only after my father’s death that I learned about 
the circumstances of that particular meeting from my father’s 
attorney. These men were in the Mafia and were sent to tell my 
father that on Monday morning, there would be an individual 
who would come by his office with papers for him to sign, 
selling his business. If he chose not to execute the document, 
he would never see his wife and children again. Needless to say, 
he signed the document. 

Despite his good intentions of providing for his family, 
my father tried various endeavors—including an advertising 
agency, mortgage lending, and insurance—and all ended up 
in failure for one reason or another. Even when it seemed like 
something was finally working out, at the end of the day, my 
father would lose all of his money and had no real future that 
indicated a successful financial outcome. 

It is at this point that my parents’ marriage, which had 
started out on shaky ground, began to disintegrate. My mother 
was constantly badgering my dad to be more successful, always 
hounding him to be more responsible—more like his father, 
whom she admired greatly—because she refused to work after 
they were married. She had gotten used to having maids, a nice 
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car, and a nice lifestyle. 
To further emasculate my father, his father would come 

down from Wilmington, Delaware, to Dallas, Texas, once a 
year to pay off any bank loans, credit cards, department store 
accounts, or messes left behind by the latest bad business 
decision. 

It was about this same time that my grandmother decided 
to move to Dallas from Detroit to be closer to my mother. She 
lived with us for a few months before moving out to her own 
apartment. My father found her a job as an executive secretary 
to a steel business executive.  

**

My grandmother was a very simple woman. Though 
she was uneducated and lacked a certain ambition, she was 
hardworking and easy to get along with. While she seemed 
quite content with living a life of mediocrity, I think there 
might’ve been a bit of jealousy toward my mother. After all, 
her daughter married the son of a well-to-do man and then 
moved to another state and had children. Maybe she felt like 
she’d been abandoned all over again. Either way, it wasn’t 
healthy for my parents’ marriage for my grandmother to have 
so strong a voice in their relationship. 

In addition to my grandmother not liking the fact my father 
had been married before, she didn’t like my father’s elegant 
lifestyle, even though her daughter had become very used to 
it. Though my grandmother never spoke badly of my father to 
his face, her constant nagging to my mother came through in 
my mother’s behavior and words, which she had no problem 
sharing in front of us kids and our father. 

But the biggest area of contempt was that my father was 
not Catholic and she felt her daughter was living in sin. As you 
can imagine, my grandmother’s religious views had a profound 
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influence on my mother, who, as far as I know, attended 
Catholic schools through high school. 

My father had been raised as a Presbyterian but for the most 
part, growing up, I would only hear about God when my dad 
was mad. But there was a time when my father got serious 
about his faith. If I recall correctly, he had become an elder in 
the Presbyterian church we were attending as a family from the 
time I was in second grade until the fourth grade. We would 
go to church on Sunday and church on Wednesday night for a 
fellowship dinner. I think it was his attempt to get everything 
right regarding himself, his marriage, and his family. 

As an adult, my mother would only attend church 
sporadically. However, when my grandmother moved in with 
us, she would complain so often to my mother about my 
father’s Presbyterian status that my mother sent my brother 
and I to catechism classes in order for us to be raised Catholic. 

My father chose not to fight that fight. Rather, I think the 
situation contributed to him finally deciding to leave.

Not surprisingly, my father stopped going to church.
I didn’t care for religion either back then. In fact, by the 

time I was sixteen, I would have classified myself as an atheist. 
But if I didn’t go to church on Sunday, I didn’t get fed that 
night. So every Sunday afternoon I would tell my mother I 
was going to 5:30 mass. I would ride my bike down to the 
church, get the program, leave, go and play touch football with 
my friends for a while, and then ride home. When she asked 
me how church was, I would hand her the program. She never 
caught on, and I got to avoid church and still have dinner. 

Although he caved in to her views of religion, he didn’t 
completely give in to her idea of discipline. He did get upset 
from time to time, but he was not necessarily a disciplinarian. 
I remember one time in particular I had angered my mother 
and she threatened that I would get a spanking when my father 
got home. But when he came in the room to deal with me, he 
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told me to make noises like I was being spanked, and all he 
did was hit the bed, which made it sound like I was getting a 
whipping. I was thankful that we were successful in putting 
one over on my mother that time. 

**

Looking back, I don’t remember too many family events 
growing up. When my mother and father were having trouble 
in their marriage, my younger brother and I really weren’t 
aware of it. We weren’t anything like the Cleavers, but we 
didn’t know any different. In my family, dysfunction was the 
norm. I really didn’t know how bad things were—and how 
different they should have been—until I was older. We all just 
functioned in our own little worlds. 

But I do remember the trouble I got into at school. 
In the sixth grade, there was this girl who sat in front of 

me. She had long hair that went past her waist. One day, the 
teacher left the room for some reason. When she did, the girl 
in front of me kept turning around and bugging me. I kept 
telling her to quit. She wouldn’t. So, the next time she turned 
around after bugging me (after who knows how many times), 
I took my scissors out of my desk, cut her hair off at the top of 
her neck, handed the hair back to her, and said, “I told you to 
quit bugging me.” 

When the teacher came back in, she took me out in the hall 
and gave me a good spanking. I thought it was all pretty funny. 
Oddly enough, my parents never heard a word about the event 
from the teacher or the girl’s parents. As you can see, I had a 
little rebellious side even as a kid, but I had a good heart, at 
least most of the time.

On one other occasion, I was in Mr. Lomax’s eighth grade 
math class and he had just given the class an assignment. I was 
bored and didn’t want to work, so I opened my desk and got a 
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black Marks-a-Lot to draw with on my paper instead of doing 
the assignment. Suddenly, the Marks-a-Lot ran out of ink. I 
went to ask Mr. Lomax if I could go to the restroom (I was 
actually going to run water over the tip of the Marks-a-Lot to 
see if it would work again), but Mr. Lomax was busy helping 
some students with the assignment I should have been doing. 
I stood in line at his desk and began to shake the Marks-a-Lot 
toward the floor, thinking I would help the ink move toward 
the tip. I wasn’t looking at Mr. Lomax; I was looking out 
toward the class. 

When I looked back toward Mr. Lomax I was horrified 
with what I saw: black ink was splattered all over him and his 
sparking white shirt. He was still completely unaware; he was 
too focused on the tutoring to notice.

My first reaction was to see if I could sneak back to my 
chair as though I’d never been there, but I quickly came to 
my senses and tried to get Mr. Lomax’s attention. He kept 
saying, “Just a minute…I’ll get to you.” Then I tapped him 
on his shoulder and pointed to his shirt. The class erupted 
in laughter. It looked like he’d been shot with a machine gun 
instead of a permanent ink Marks-a-Lot. 

I profusely apologized, but he was a good man and said 
it was OK. Still, I wanted to make it right, so immediately 
after school, I rode my bike to a high-end clothing store and 
bought him a new shirt. He told me it wasn’t necessary. But, 
he appreciated my gesture. Either way, I’m sure his visits to the 
teacher’s lounge that day caused some robust conversation. I 
was still upset about ruining his shirt but happy I was able to 
make it right. 

But my very favorite school memory had to do with 
Donald Duck and three locked doors. I can’t remember why 
I was chosen to give the morning announcements because it 
was usually the good students who were picked. Maybe they 
felt sorry for me—but I promise you I was never chosen again. 
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It was a spring day and I was in one of those spring moods. 
The room where the announcements were given was located 
between the counselor’s office and the vice principal’s office. 
There was a door to the hallway and doors leading to their 
two offices. For some strange reason, the locks for all three 
doors were on the inside of the announcement room. Casting 
a quick smile to myself, I quietly locked all three doors. 

At precisely 9 a.m. I struck the three-note chime and, in 
perfect Donald Duck voice, gave the announcements for the 
day. It only took about ten seconds before I could hear the 
entire school rocking in laughter. Out of the corner of my eye 
I saw the counselor and the vice principal frantically trying to 
get in. 

When I was finished with the announcements, I walked 
over, unlocked the doors, and was immediately whisked 
away (as though the secret service was now in charge of 
my apprehension) to the vice principal’s office, where I was 
summarily expelled for three whole days. My father wasn’t 
thrilled with my behavior, although I think I saw him crack a 
smile when he was telling someone why I was expelled.

**

For a few years while I was growing up, no matter what 
had happened in the classroom, I actually looked forward to 
coming home from school because I knew there was someone 
waiting for me who was excited about seeing me. 

Gladys will forever be one of my happiest memories of 
childhood. She was our maid from the time I was in the fourth 
grade to the sixth grade and was just a wonderful lady. She 
made the meals, washed and ironed the clothes, cleaned the 
house, and loved my brother and me as though we were her 
kids. In fact, I remember running to Gladys instead of my 
mother when I hurt myself. She took care of the scrapes and 
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bruises, patched us up, and wiped the tears away. Instead of 
my mother being jealous, as you might expect, she was just 
glad she didn’t have to do those things. 

Having children was more of an obligation to my mother 
than a blessing. She would often use my brother and I, when 
we were younger, for emotional comfort when she and my 
father were not getting along, episodically doting over us. Past 
that, I don’t ever remember her having the nurturing piece 
moms usually come equipped with. 

 Even with everything that was going on, life was good for 
the most part, until I was around nine years old—the year my 
parents separated. 

When my father left, my mother could no longer afford 
Gladys and had to let her go. My grandmother moved back in 
to help with expenses. 

But worse than that, my mother started treating me badly 
for looking and acting like my father, in her opinion. I no longer 
had a good relationship with my mother. My grandmother 
didn’t stop my mother’s behavior. 

I didn’t have Gladys to turn to. My younger brother and I 
had never been close to begin with. And now my father was 
gone. 
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“If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton,  
you may as well make it dance.”

—George Bernard Shaw
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Chapter Five

Hawaii 5–0

Even before the separation, my parents never seemed 
to get along. At home, I would only see my father 
occasionally at the dinner table. He would come home 

from work, watch a little TV, then go to his room to sleep. My 
parents starting sleeping in separate bedrooms when I was in 
the fifth grade. Even before the sleeping arrangement changed, 
I never once saw them hug or kiss. 

I had always wanted to have a normal family—a mom and 
a dad who loved each other and wanted to be good parents to 
their kids—but it never happened. All the popular shows at 
that time (The Donna Reed Show, Leave It to Beaver, and Ozzie 
and Harriet) featured two happy parents in the house, well-
adjusted, smart kids, and life was always good. At my house, 
it was the opposite. 

I had grown up in an era where there was no divorce. It was 
just unheard of, really, and when my parents separated, my 
mother just couldn’t handle the stigma. So to prevent people 
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from finding out, she told my brother and me that if anybody 
asked where my father was, to say he was in Hawaii on a job. 
So we did, and everybody thought my father was out of town 
all the time.

Then one day a neighborhood kid saw my father parked 
out in front of our house waiting for my brother and I to come 
out for our weekly dinner and movie night. He came up to the 
car and asked my dad how Hawaii was. My dad didn’t have a 
clue as to what the kid was talking about, so when we got in 
the car, we had to tell him about our mother’s cover-up story. 
He just shook his head.

**

Things just kept getting worse between me and my mother 
after my father left. I was making orange juice in the kitchen 
one time and she came up from behind and slapped my face 
pretty hard. When I turned around, stunned, and asked what 
that was for, she snapped back with “Quit looking like your 
father.”

To put things in perspective, my brother set an upstairs 
bedroom on fire playing with a lighter, and he burned the 
garage down playing with matches. Lucky for him, that 
was the extent of his life as an arsonist. But as I recall, his 
punishment wasn’t nearly as severe, in comparison, to mine 
for pouring orange juice like my father. 

 Things like that would happen too frequently and only 
reinforced my feelings of never really belonging anywhere. 
With my dad gone, my mom favored my younger brother 
because he had more of her disposition. 

I am nearly four years older than my younger brother, 
but even as kids, we didn’t play together much. We were two 
different types of people from birth. While we were both fairly 
good athletes, and there were a few times he and I would toss 
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a football or baseball around, beyond that we didn’t do too 
much together. He usually played with his friends and I played 
with mine. And the rift being deepened by the preferential 
treatment our mother gave him didn’t help matters. We should 
have been brothers, but we were more like strangers. 

**
Admittedly, my mother’s poor behavior—or at least some 

of it—may have been alcohol-related. When my parents were 
together, they would drink socially. I would come downstairs 
the morning after a party to lots of glasses containing odd-
smelling liquid I did not recognize and full ashtrays all over 
the place. 

It was relatively innocent while they were together, just your 
typical night of partying with friends. However, her drinking 
began to overtake her after my father left, and she would get 
wasted most nights. My brother and I had separate bedrooms, 
but she would hunt me down to give me a hard time about 
whatever was irritating her at the moment. 

Although my father was a social drinker too, I can only 
remember one time where his behavior was somewhat affected, 
and it wasn’t even that obvious. Apparently, he was able to 
hold his liquor. On the other hand, my mother was a very 
sloppy drunk and self-medicated with alcohol, escaping reality 
by drinking. 

After my father left, my mother still refused to work and 
lived off of our child support. She had become used to a certain 
lifestyle and had no intention of changing. Even though she 
spoke very highly of my father’s father, I remember hearing her 
say that she was just waiting for him to die in order to get the 
community property portion of my father’s inheritance that 
she’d still be entitled to.

As for her own father, my mother loathed him for 
abandoning her, and even though they had seen each other 
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several times over the years, they had a terrible relationship. To 
be fair, the one or two times I met him I didn’t like him either, 
because I thought he was loud and obnoxious. 

Not surprisingly, my mother was cut out of his will. He 
had remarried and had other children after abandoning their 
family. He left everything to his new family. Besides, I don’t 
think he had much money to begin with.  

With no inheritance to squander, she was left dependent 
on child support and alcohol, unequipped to take on the 
challenges of building a life on her own. 
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“Children have never been very good at listening to their elders,  
but they have never failed to imitate them.”

—James Baldwin
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Chapter Six

My Father and James Bond

It all came to a head one day when my mother decided to 
throw me out of the house. She told me she wanted me 
to be my father’s problem. As I recall, I was given about 

an hour to pack a suitcase, maybe less. I don’t remember even 
saying good-bye to my brother. 

She put me in her car, drove me to my father’s apartment, 
and dropped me off. Still stunned by her abrupt decision and 
not knowing what else to do, I went to the door and knocked. 
When he answered, no words would come. I just stood there 
and started crying. I finally just said, “I’m sorry.” I was fifteen 
years old. 

On the one hand, I was anxious and scared because I wasn’t 
sure if my father would take me in. On the other hand, I was 
excited to have the chance to start over. Thankfully, he allowed 
me to stay and I would be able to rebuild my relationship with 
him. 

My father was a classy man. He looked like Humphrey 
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Bogart and had a charming personality. In addition, his 
apartment, his car—everything he owned—were all kept neat 
and in good order. This was quite the opposite of the way my 
mother chose to live and the order of his daily life and home 
were good for me. 

When I went to live with my father, he was a mortgage 
banker. As I mentioned before, he never seemed to establish 
himself in a career, but he kept this job for nearly nine years. 

At first, we both had to adjust to each other. My father 
said we would figure things out as we went along, and we did, 
although I think he had to make more adjustments than I did. 
He had to alter his lifestyle and schedule. He didn’t complain, 
though.

I had to sleep on the couch. We developed somewhat of a 
routine. He would take me to school and I would figure out 
how to get home each day. Once home, I cooked my own 
meals, kept the apartment clean, and washed the clothes. For 
the most part, I took care of myself. The only rule I remember 
was that nobody was to come to the apartment.

And from what I can remember, it was difficult for my father 
to be a father. Frankly, he really didn’t know what to do with 
me or my brother when we all lived together, and he certainly 
didn’t know what to do with me as a single father. Nevertheless, 
he did the best he knew to do, and after about six months, we 
moved to a two-bedroom apartment. He also bought me a 
50cc Honda motorcycle so I could drive myself back and forth 
from school. And that worked for month—until I was hit by a 
car and the Honda was totaled. Miraculously, I only had grass 
stains from landing in a front yard—not even a single bruise. 

The major issue between my father and me was the fact 
that I did not do well in school. I hated it, and the only thing 
I enjoyed about school was PE or sports. I didn’t like to read. 
I didn’t like to study. I didn’t like doing homework and my 
grades were terrible as a result. Maybe it was solely the process 
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of school that caused my lack of interest in it. But now that I 
am older, I think the breakup of our family was part of what 
undermined my attitude toward school. Of course, I could be 
wrong. However, research suggests that family environment 
does influence academic performance. If that’s true, then my 
grades certainly reflected my family environment. 

**
It was tough making the transition and living with my 

father, but I remember there was a point in our relationship 
that marked a change for the better. 

I used to complain that my father never really understood 
me. I’d get frustrated with him, and he’d just say, “That’s just 
the way it’s going to be.” Things didn’t change until the day I 
decided I needed to try to really understand my father. From 
that point on, we became good friends. That was really the best 
he could do and I was happy to finally feel accepted.

He never taught me how to play sports. He never watched 
any of my games. He didn’t teach me how to work on cars. And 
I can only remember one vacation we took together. (We went 
to the Bahamas and went deep-sea fishing.) We would never 
develop a true father-and-son relationship, but becoming best 
friends with my father is what I choose to remember. For what 
it was and what it lacked, it was still good. 

We’d have long talks centered on our life together after 
he got his divorce from my mother. We’d talk about him 
marrying his girlfriend, moving into a nice house, and just 
being a family. We’d also talk about trips we wanted to take 
and about playing drums (I was an aspiring drummer). 

My dad had had a girlfriend for some time, and my guess 
is that exacerbated the situation with my mother. Even though 
it was wrong to cheat on my mother, I almost can’t blame him 
for wanting to find someone he connected with who didn’t 
nag him constantly. 
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At first, I didn’t care much for her. But she and I became 
very close and we’d all go out together now and then. She took 
care of him and treated him well and that’s what mattered 
most to me. She had her own apartment. But I am pretty sure 
at some point in time, my father was paying for it. 

**

In some ways, my father was more like a big brother to me 
in the way we’d sit and dream about the future together. He 
had always wanted to become as successful as his father, but 
I had a different role model. His name was Bond . . . James 
Bond. 

I was fifteen years old when I was first introduced to the 
character known as James Bond. I saw the movie Dr. No and it 
didn’t take long before I embarked on the journey to emulate 
every aspect of his life, albeit a fictional one. I read all the 
books, saw all the movies (my father went to see Goldfinger 
with me when it first came out in Dallas), and discovered 
all of the backstory that turned the actor Sean Connery into 
James Bond. I was obsessed. I even saw the movie Thunder 
Ball fifty-three times. Needless to say, my father was a bit 
worried about me, even though he thought James Bond was 
cool, too. He had a point. 

 At least subconsciously, a lot of the things that I attempted 
to do or accomplish came from the James Bond paradigm. 
I got involved in the martial arts, became a private pilot, 
became a certified scuba diver, owned a Rolex watch of some 
kind since I was fifteen, and I had owned fifty-three different 
cars by the time I was twenty-four, one of which was an Aston 
Martin. 

I needed someone to look up to, someone cool, someone 
who always came out ahead. My father couldn’t fill that 
position, so I fueled my desire for success and excellence by 
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emulating a make-believe character. Thankfully, I eventually 
outgrew trying to become James Bond.

**

As I got older and was going out with my friends, my father 
would always want to give me some money. Five bucks here. 
Ten bucks there. Not a lot in today’s money, but back then 
it was a lot, especially to a teenager. I always felt bad taking 
money from my father—but I took it. I know he was trying to 
show me that he loved me, but I always wanted him to know I 
loved him for who he was. When you come from a family that 
doesn’t show affection, affirmation, or use words like “I love 
you” very often, you revert to actions to show your feelings 
and hope it comes across. 

In fact, I only remember two times I ever told my dad 
that I loved him. Once was when I was shopping with my 
mother when I was younger and found a model airplane kit 
of an American Airlines DC Seven in the toy department. The 
model kits were only about a dollar. 

I took it to my mother and asked her to buy it for me, but 
she said no and told me to ask my father to get it for me. This 
was just one more example of her taking out her issues with 
my father on me. So I took the model back and hid it under 
all the other models. 

Later that night, I waited for my dad to come home from 
work a little after six o’clock. I told him I’d found the model 
I’d been wanting for a long time and that my mother told me 
to have him buy it for me. 

He said, “Come on, let’s go.” 
And as we are walking out, I said to him, “Dad, I need to 

tell you something.”
He asked me what it was. 
I said, “Dad, I love you.” 
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He smiled and said, “That’s just because I’m buying you 
this model.” 

I told him I really meant it, and we went and bought the 
model. 

The second and final time I remember telling him I loved 
him was about ten years later as he lay dying in the hospital. 
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“If you must choose between two evils,
pick the one you’ve never tried before.”

—Steven Wright
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Chapter Seven

Raising Hell

At seventeen and with no discipline, no accountability, 
and for all intents and purposes, no parents, I started 
acting out. On one occasion, I got together with a 

bunch of friends who were dealing with some of the same 
issues as I was and we ran away from home. As I recall, there 
were about five or six of us. 

One of my friends came from a very wealthy family, so he 
had rented a duplex and we were all living together there. We 
would stay up until all hours of the night. In fact, there was 
one time we literally stayed awake, believe it or not, for a week 
(thanks to No Doz), partying, drinking, and doing anything 
a young teenager could come up with that wasn’t actually 
breaking the law (except for the underage drinking part). We 
hung out at bowling alleys, drove around town, and spent a lot 
of time doing nothing.

I stayed gone for about a month. I didn’t come home and I 
didn’t go to school. Thankfully, the police never came looking 
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for me, but my father was very upset that I was missing. 
Somehow I let him know I was okay while I was gone—but 
he was so relieved when I came back home. When I did come 
back, I said I was sorry, he forgave me, and we started over.

Then another event happened shortly after I returned to 
live with my father.

There was a kid from another high school who liked to hang 
out with the football players from my school. He was a wimpy 
kid, and I guess it gave him some sense of protection to hang 
out with the jocks. His way of getting people to hang out with 
him was to let them drive his muscle car, and since most of us 
didn’t have cars of our own, he always had plenty of volunteers.

One Saturday night, he called and asked if I wanted to drive 
around. I had nothing to do so I agreed. He came to pick me 
up and I took over driving duties. 

In addition to being a wimpy kid, he had a very overbearing 
mother who tried to control everything he did. One of the 
things she did was to put lipstick on the back of the accelerator 
to see if he was speeding. If there was lipstick on the floorboard, 
she knew he’d had the pedal down all the way. I needed to tell 
you that so you could get a better idea of why he reacted the 
way he did after I tell you what happened next. 

There was a gentleman who worked at a nearby gas station. 
He used to rent his motorcycle to the football players, which 
is how I came to know him. In addition to the motorcycle, 
he also had a muscle car. While driving around that night, we 
decided to stop by and see him. During the conversation, I 
challenged him to a drag race and he accepted my challenge. 

We decided to race along the service road in front of the gas 
station, next to a major north-south road in Dallas. My friend 
stayed behind while I raced his car. In fact, he started the race. 

As soon as we took off, the other car jumped to a half-
length lead. And as we began to approach 90 miles per hour, he 
abruptly slowed his car. As I went speeding past him, I looked 
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back for a moment and then turned my head back around just 
in time to see the exit right in front of me from the main road. 

I slammed on the brakes and turned the steering wheel, 
trying to make the exit. The car slid sideways hitting the curb 
at about 65 miles an hour and then rolled over at least five or 
six times before landing in an upright position. The roof was 
crushed within a few inches from the top of the doors. 

I had been flopping around in the car from the front to 
the back since there were no seatbelts back then. All traffic 
had come to a stop. Someone yelled to see if I was alright 
and I mouthed the words: “I’m OK.” I turned the key, the car 
started, and I drove off with wobbly wheels back to the gas 
station, where my friend was waiting for his perfect, shiny car.

When I pulled into the gas station, all this kid did was make 
loud, heavy breathing noises like he was about to hyperventilate 
as I put him in the passenger side to drive back home. After 
about fifteen minutes or so of his panicked wheezing, I told 
him to be quiet and then I told him our plan. He was to go 
home and tell his mother that somebody ran us off the road 
after we were driving back from the movie we were supposedly 
attending. 

That’s what he did. The insurance company fixed the car. 
I never got in trouble. And I never told my father about the 
incident. Incredible, isn’t it? 

More like incredibly stupid. 
You probably can see how I was a real good candidate for 

military school. Basically, I was a juvenile delinquent without 
a record. 

Then again, it wasn’t like I was acting out to rebel against 
strict parenting or to prove my independence. More than 
anything else, it was because there wasn’t much else to do and 
I was bored. I wasn’t being challenged to do well in school by 
my parents or my teachers. Fussed at, yes. Challenged, no. I 
wasn’t being mentored by a coach who saw potential in my 
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abilities. I wasn’t being encouraged to do anything at all. So 
I just did whatever my friends did. Maybe I needed different 
friends. 

I also didn’t tell my father I had gotten a number of traffic 
tickets while riding my motorcycle. (I think the fines totaled 
more than four or five hundred dollars, a lot of money—then 
and now!) Naturally, I didn’t pay the fines or go to court. 
When the sheriff arrived at my father’s apartment in Dallas 
with a warrant for my arrest a few months later, my father paid 
my fines and I was chewed out heavily.

**

I didn’t mean to give my father any grief; I just didn’t always 
make the best choices. I wanted to make my father proud in a 
way he hadn’t been able to make his own father proud.

Although my father didn’t speak of his father very much, I 
remember when my grandfather passed away. It was the first 
time I ever heard or saw my father cry and I felt so bad for him. 

When my grandfather passed away in 1966, he left an estate 
worth more than $8 million dollars (roughly $57 million in 
today’s dollars). Half went to my father’s stepmother. The other 
half went into a trust for my grandfather’s four grandchildren. 
My father was the trustee and received interest income from 
the estate of just over $40,000 per year. Back then, that was 
a handsome sum. People were considered rich if they earned 
$12,000 per year. A Corvette was less than $5,500 in 1966. 

My grandfather didn’t leave any money, per se, to my father 
due to my father’s spendthrift history. His thought was the 
interest income would be more than enough for the rest of 
my father’s life. I’m sure he also thought my father would live 
longer than he did. 
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“A man deserves a second chance, but keep an eye on him.”

—John Wayne
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Chapter Eight

Do-Over

After a few close calls and several stupid decisions, I 
knew I needed discipline and that I wouldn’t get it 
living with my father. I decided I either wanted to go 

to military school or I was going to join the Marines. When 
I told my father, he just laughed, thinking I was joking. Then 
three days later when I showed up with papers for him to 
sign so I could join the Marines at age seventeen, he took me 
seriously. I wanted to go to a tough military school. However, 
he chose to send me to a less strict military school in Florida 
near my aunt and uncle. It turned out to be the right choice. 

Up to this point, I had never felt like I fit in with my 
immediate family. So I will always be thankful that my aunt 
and uncle made the effort, even though I wasn’t always a good 
kid, to make me feel like I belonged. It was my first taste of 
being part of a family group. And when I moved to Florida, 
my father moved to Mexico to obtain a Mexican divorce from 
my mother. He was successful in getting the Mexican divorce, 
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but it was not recognized in the United States and my mother 
challenged it in court. 

My aunt and uncle lived in Tampa, and the military school 
I would attend was located in St. Petersburg, just across the 
bay from Tampa. The idea was that I could spend holidays or 
long weekends with them so I would have a place to go to. 

The blood ties of the family were a little interesting. The 
man I called my uncle was actually my father’s cousin. When 
my “uncle” was only two years old, his mother couldn’t afford 
to raise him, so he was sent to live with my father’s family 
and became a foster brother to my dad. Nevertheless, my 
dad treated him as a brother and vice versa. In addition, my 
grandfather had written my uncle into his will. With my uncle 
opening his home to me, I believe it gave him the chance to 
give back what he had received as a boy. 

When I went to live with them, I was a confused teenager. 
I knew I needed discipline, but I had no idea how to relate 
to authority in a healthy fashion. My uncle was a former Air 
Force Colonel. He was used to being in authority. As you can 
imagine, I challenged his operational model of authority in 
many ways. 

They had three children (two boys and a girl). Their oldest 
son had either just finished his degree from the University of 
Florida or was just finishing his degree. Their other son was 
a sophomore or a junior in college and their daughter was a 
senior in high school. 

Still, they treated me as a son the moment I arrived. When 
each of their sons turned twenty-one they would receive a gold 
signet ring with their family crest. When I turned twenty-one, 
they presented me with a gold signet ring with the Thompson 
crest. Sadly, I lost the ring many years ago in a burglary. 

Their home was on a finger of land overlooking Tampa 
Bay. It was two stories with an indoor pool, private beach, and 
dock with two boats. One was a forty-plus-foot Hatteras sport 
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fisher. The other was a thirteen-foot Boston Whaler. Needless 
to say, the environment was quite nice. 

Further, they had a German housekeeper named Thea 
whom they had employed after the Second World War. She 
spoiled me rotten. Clean sheets every day. My clothes were 
washed and ironed regularly and put away. The house was 
immaculate. In many ways, Thea was a surrogate mother to 
my cousins and to me. 

She had the German stoic thing going on all the time. But 
she couldn’t keep that up when my cousin and I would tease 
her (playfully, of course). I loved Thea and think about her 
often.

Since their oldest son was away at school and stayed on 
campus, I didn’t see him very often. But their other son and I 
became quite close. He was the brother I never had growing 
up. Being the middle child, he was used to keeping to himself 
and not getting into too much trouble. However, when I came 
along, he began to come out of his shell and would find himself 
in trouble because of me.

His sister—being the only daughter and the baby of the 
family—was used to getting her way. My cousin and I began 
to figure out ways to knock her down a notch or two. Not in a 
mean way . . . in a teasing way. We became quite good at this, to 
the point that she somewhat began to tamp down her princess 
ways. Of course, this activity was one of the reasons my cousin 
and I would find ourselves in trouble with my uncle. I acted a 
lot like the Eddie Haskell character in Leave It to Beaver. I was 
very polite with adults present. However, once they were out 
of sight, I would begin to scheme with my cousin on how to 
push the envelope. Or blow it up. Whichever. 

We did the typical teenage boy pranks. We made pumpkins 
explode by putting M80s in them when they were displayed 
outside people’s houses on Halloween. Another time we 
soaked a kite in kerosene, lashed an M80 to the cross pieces, 
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lit a cigarette, slid the cigarette on the fuse, and launched the 
kite. As the cigarette burned down to light the fuse, the kite 
exploded over the water behind the house at dusk. It was a 
beautiful thing to behold, really. For probably a mile radius it 
looked like the aftermath of the Hindenburg explosion. People 
were calling the police and fire trucks came out. Fortunately, 
my cousin and I didn’t get caught that time. But we weren’t 
always so lucky.

One time my cousin and I brought home a couple of 
attractive blondes we met at the beach. My father was visiting 
from Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, with his girlfriend and stayed 
at the apartment he had rented in Tampa for such occasions. 
He also rented a hotel room for me to stay in while he was in 
town. My cousin was supposed to have stayed at his home. But 
he didn’t. 

When my cousin and I left for the evening along with 
our lady friends, my aunt and uncle and my father and his 
girlfriend were left sitting by the pool having a few drinks and 
grilling. My cousin and I ended up staying in my hotel room 
with our newfound friends. 

The telephone rang early the next morning. It was my 
uncle, telling my cousin to get home immediately. He got 
home within five minutes. I know my cousin got in trouble. 
But I never heard a word about it even though my uncle was 
not happy at all with my influence on his son’s behavior. Most 
likely this was because my father was in town. These were the 
kind of authority challenges my uncle endured, and while 
I’d sometimes get “dressed down,” he never kicked me out. 
He usually never even brought past grievances up after they’d 
happened. Except for one. 

The one event still spoken of to this day is when I swamped 
the unsinkable Boston Whaler. It was considered by many 
to be the Volkswagen Beetle of boating, the most successful 
recreational boat of all time! It was also my female cousin’s 
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sixteenth birthday present. 
I had a couple of friends over to go waterskiing. It was 

windy and the lagoon on the other side of the finger of land 
we lived on was choppy. So I took the whaler on the other 
side of the Howard Franklin Bridge, where it turned out to be 
even worse. I went to slow down but did it too quickly and a 
large wave came over the transom. My uncle was furious and 
my cousin wasn’t very happy either. I know it wasn’t cheap to 
have it towed to the marina and fixed. I don’t think my uncle 
was ever as mad at me as he was then. I don’t think my cousin 
was either.

Still, I believe he loved me and was duty bound to repay 
my grandfather for taking him in as a young boy. I loved them 
too, and even the family conflicts I experienced—(and often 
instigated)—while I lived with them helped me to have a sense 
of belonging.
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“Love is how you stay alive, even after you are gone.”

—Mitch Albom
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Chapter Nine

Leaving for the Last Time

When my father was fifty-two, he was misdiagnosed 
with a slipped disc in his lower back. For six 
months, he wore a back brace while prostate 

cancer ate him up.
When he was finally diagnosed with cancer in February of 

my senior year of high school, he moved back to Dallas from 
Mexico. Since I was in school in Florida, he didn’t expect me 
to move back to Texas to take care of him, even though we 
were still close. His longtime girlfriend was taking care of him 
in between stays in the hospital. It was really tough. My father 
wanted me to stay in school to earn my high school diploma. 
Yet I wanted to leave school and be with him. 

By the time I graduated in June of 1968, my father’s 
prognosis appeared to improve. In fact, he attended my high 
school graduation and bought me my first car—a brand new 
1968 MGBGT, yellow with black interior. That was one of 
the most special moments for me because I knew I had made 
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him proud. 
During the month of July, and into the first two weeks of 

August, I was trying to decide where I would go to college 
and play football since I had received several scholarship 
offers. There were two or three small schools in the Carolinas. 
Another school was in Kansas. I was leaning toward attending 
the school in Kansas because it would be closer to Dallas. 
Meanwhile, my father was working on providing the funds 
to have lights installed for the football field at the military 
academy after realizing I was good at football. 

But by the end of the summer, he took a turn for the worse 
and, upon hearing the news that he might not bounce back 
this time, I chose not to attend any school to play football.

My father still wanted me to stay with my aunt and uncle. I 
think he didn’t want me to have to deal with everything, and at 
the same time, he wanted me surrounded by family members. 

Because of his health, I gave into his wishes and stayed with 
my aunt and uncle and enrolled in a community college in 
St. Petersburg, Florida, to study business. I reasoned that at 
any time I could get on an airplane and go back to Dallas if I 
needed to. 

My father had two children from his first marriage, a boy 
and a girl. I only met them twice. Sadly, once while I was 
visiting my father in the hospital, my older half-sister called 
him to see if she could get an advance on her inheritance 
since she would not receive any money until my father died. 
I suspect their mother had tainted their relationship with my 
father. Although my mother had kept in touch with them over 
the years, we didn’t have a relationship with them. 

During the Thanksgiving break, I went back to Dallas to 
visit my father. Prior to my arrival, he had slipped into a coma, 
so I spent my Thanksgiving break going back and forth from 
his apartment to the hospital room. My father’s girlfriend had 
been staying with him in his hospital room for the last three 
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or four months. 
He was in the last stages of his battle with cancer and we all 

knew it. By the time Thanksgiving break was over and it was 
time for me to go back to school, he had been in a coma for 
a week.

When it was time for me to leave for the airport, I went 
over to his bed, kissed his forehead, and told him I loved him. 
He had never once told me he loved me, but I knew he did 
from how he treated me. 

Suddenly, to my amazement—and the amazement of 
everyone else in the room—he came out of the coma and said, 
“Just don’t be late.” And then he was incoherent again. (I think 
he was trying to tell me to make sure I got back to school on 
time. In any event, to this day I’m rarely late.) That was the 
last time I saw my father, and I flew back home to where I was 
living with my aunt and uncle. 

My aunt was a southern debutante from Memphis. She was 
a classic southern belle. Social events were fit for royalty. We 
dressed for dinner and it was served at the same time every 
night. While my aunt was certainly generous by allowing me 
to live in her home, she and I only had casual conversations. 

In fact, she knew of my father’s death prior to a dinner one 
night in which we had a guest. My uncle was in Dallas visiting 
my father in January one last time and let her know my father 
had passed away. Somehow, I wasn’t kept in the loop about 
my father’s declining status; otherwise I would have been 
with him. For whatever reason—maybe to make sure she was 
following proper debutante protocol—she waited until after 
dinner to tell me the news, as though it was an afterthought. 

My father was fifty-three years old when he passed away 
from prostate cancer. 

**
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I took my father’s death very, very hard. 
I had tried very hard to mentally prepare myself for the 

worst while he was in the hospital. However, that all evaporated 
once I was told of his death. 

In a case of the worst timing possible, I had a date that 
night. I didn’t know what else to do, so I went to St. Petersburg 
to pick her up and we went to my older cousin’s house where 
I spent the entire evening drinking and crying. Obviously, I’m 
sure that wasn’t the best dating experience for the poor young 
lady who was with me. As you can imagine, that was the last 
time I took her out. 

**

As if dealing with my father’s death wasn’t hard enough, 
I also had to deal with settling his estate, which included 
battling in court against my mother so she couldn’t take all of 
his money. I was the only child of four my father was ever close 
to, so I felt like I had to protect his memory and what was left 
of his finances. 

My mother had gotten some money from the settlement 
when my father passed away and she challenged the legality 
of my father’s Mexican divorce, actually winning some of his 
estate that way. 

My brother and I both inherited money from our grandfather 
(one-fourth of half my grandfather’s estate, which was about 
$4 million split between the four of us grandchildren) at the 
moment we turned twenty-one. Unfortunately, my brother 
developed a great disdain for my father over the years, although 
he revered our grandfather. As I recall, it was some time before 
my brother was even aware our father had passed away.

I loved my father dearly, and up until that point in my 
life, I felt he was the only person who truly loved me for me. 
I didn’t try to deal with my grief with drugs or alcohol, which 
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would have been easy to do. But I did find myself wanting to 
live my life to please him, doing things I thought would make 
him happy. 

Now I just had to figure out what those things were. 
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“Never mind searching for who you are.  
Search for the person you aspire to be.”

—Robert Brault
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Chapter Ten

Rocky Mountain High

Ten months after graduating from high school, I was 
left alone to decide what to do with my life. Neither 
parent had ever discussed my future with me. I guess 

they believed it would happen on its own or as it was meant 
to happen. 

I had been attending junior college and the opportunity to 
play college football had already passed me by. As usual, my 
interest in school ebbed and flowed. A class here . . . a class 
there . . . with no endgame in sight. This was enhanced by the 
fact that I had just inherited a large sum of money. 

So without any direction or accountability, and without 
telling my aunt and uncle my plans, I decided I would move 
to Aspen, Colorado, on a whim. You might just say it all went 
downhill from there.

 The more time I spent in Colorado, the more I realized 
that if you weren’t a “local,” you were considered an outcast by 
the Aspenites. As a young man desperately wanting to fit in, I 
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needed to have a job, any job.
 At the time, I was living in a hotel—skiing by day, partying 

by night. It was fraternity life on skis. Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ 
roll with élan. Fantasy Island in the snow. You get the picture. 

I was also busy spending my money and went through all 
sorts of cars and models, starting with Porsches. After that it 
was Mercedes, Ferraris, a Lamborghini, an Aston Martin, a 
Rolls Royce, Corvettes, a Camaro Z 28, Buick Rivieras—you 
name it. I’d keep them from a week to a few months and then 
I would get another car.

During this time, I actually had an account at the Porsche 
dealer. I would show up, pick a car, drive the car off the lot, 
and they would send me a statement.

I know it sounds crazy, but just imagine yourself in the same 
situation—in a prime vacation spot, with no responsibilities, 
no timeline, and more money than you knew what to do with. 
Would you feel the tug to suddenly become a responsible 
adult? Didn’t think so. 

Looking for a job in the conventional manner was not really 
conducive to my current lifestyle. But I needed one to fit in. 

 One day, while visiting with the bellboy of the hotel where 
I was staying, I learned the hotel only employed one bellboy 
just before the lunch hour. As the conversation moved along, 
I asked the bellboy when he took his lunch break. “I take my 
break from 10:30 to 11:30,” he said. 

 The next day, I arranged with the hotel to act as the bellboy 
during the “official” bellboy’s lunch break. Voila! Now I had a 
job. As a result, at around 10 a.m., I would finish my normal 
morning ski and head back to my hotel. For an hour, I would 
carry bags for the guests. After performing my bellboy duty, I’d 
grab a quick lunch and then head back out to ski the rest of the 
afternoon. It was a rough life. 

Besides the newfound employment, I was able to tell 
everyone I was a bellboy at a local hotel. More importantly, I 
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would now be considered a “local.” The end result was that I 
finally had a sense of belonging; I could still maintain my crazy 
lifestyle, and the hotel no longer had a gap in their bellboy 
service. It was a win-win all around. 

 But after living in Aspen for a year, I realized I was losing 
perspective on life (yes, it took a year for the lifestyle to get old). 
I was living in a superficial, surreal vacation spot. The skiing 
was great. The parties were fun. But there was no purpose and 
I needed some reality in my life. 

One day I checked out of the hotel, got in my car, and 
drove to California. I had never been to California, but it 
seemed like a great place to start over. It only took a couple of 
weeks to realize that California was somewhat like Aspen, only 
without the snow. 

I still hadn’t dealt with my father’s death, so running away 
from my problems was about the only outlet I had, or at least 
the only coping mechanism I was familiar with. 

I needed someplace new and starting over in Dallas seemed 
like a good idea. 

**

Back in Dallas, I struggled to adjust to a routine of 
wondering what to do next. I didn’t need a job, but I needed 
to do something. To occupy my time, I began taking every 
lesson I could take, things I had always wanted to do. Besides, 
I thought by taking these lessons I just might find direction 
for my life. I took flying lessons, scuba lessons, and then in 
September of 1970, I began taking karate lessons under 
International Champion Allen R. Steen. The martial arts 
caught my attention more than any of the other activities. My 
original goal was to earn a green belt—an intermediate level 
achievement. 

As a teenager and a James Bond fan, I had always had 
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an interest in the martial arts, specifically karate. There was 
a karate school located near Southern Methodist University, 
which was not far from where I grew up, called Texas Karate 
Institute. 

When I began my training, there was no such thing as 
protective equipment. In fact, beginning students were 
charged with cleaning up the floor if any blood had spilled 
from a sparring match. 

Moreover, advancing in rank took a long time. Most 
students would quit after about six months. If a student did 
continue, it would take about two and a half years to earn 
a brown belt. The average time it took for someone in our 
school to earn a black belt was seven and a half years. 

In my case, I earned a brown belt in eight months, and that 
caught the attention of Mr. Steen and the other black belts. 
In fact, I was able to have private lessons with Mr. Steen. To 
my knowledge, no one in our school had ever been given that 
privilege. 

In addition to the contact (it reminded me of football) and 
the order of it all, I was drawn to the personal development 
piece karate offered. The two primary life lessons I learned 
from my years in karate are that the goal should be the process, 
not the outcome. No matter what happens in life, you should 
keep trying and be proud of the efforts you made. 

The second lesson is that if you want a new opportunity, 
you have to show up. It doesn’t mean you will pass the test or 
get the job, it merely means you will have the opportunity to 
do those things. If you don’t show up, you don’t even have a 
chance. Karate made me realize that if I wanted to accomplish 
anything at all in life, I had to be more intentional about my 
actions. 

As I spent more time in the martial arts, I began to see 
business opportunities. On the one hand, I saw the potential 
growth of karate schools. On the other hand, I saw the 
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opportunity to provide martial arts supplies to karate schools 
across the country. 

One day I approached Mr. Steen with the idea of becoming 
his partner in the karate schools. In addition, I suggested we 
form a partnership in starting a martial arts supply company. 
At the time, there were only two or three martial arts supply 
companies. As I recall, one was on the West Coast, one was on 
the East Coast, and one was in New Orleans. So it made sense 
to me that if there were one in Dallas, Texas, it would have a 
more central location to the entire United States. Mr. Steen 
and I formed the partnership and I became VP of the karate 
schools and president of the martial arts supply company.

Soon after, we went to Japan to arrange for a supplier. I 
was only twenty-one at the time I negotiated the lowest unit 
price for martial arts uniforms to be delivered from Japan to 
the United States. I had finally found a direction for my life. 

I had also gotten married. 
And in less than a year, I’d be divorced. 
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“Success is only another form of failure if we forget what our  
priorities should be.”

—Harry Lloyd
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Chapter Eleven

Cinnamon, Elvis, and  
Chuck Norris

I was introduced to a Braniff flight attendant by some 
friends of mine right before I got involved in karate. She 
seemed different and didn’t appear to be interested in my 

newly acquired wealth. It seemed like she was just interested in 
me. But what did I know? Heck, I was only twenty-one.

I was always trying to hurry up and complete my life, and 
at the top of the list was a family. This woman was attractive, 
we got along, had similar interests, and frankly I was just tired 
of dating. I proposed. She accepted. We went to New Orleans 
and were married in a common law ceremony performed by my 
attorney and an assortment of his friends. When we returned 
to Dallas, we made it official with a ceremony performed by a 
justice of the peace. 

Unfortunately, I had the notion that a wife was chattel—
just another possession I had acquired. In reflection, this is 
how my father treated my mother. 
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We had a daughter ten months after we married and named 
her Cinnamon Ann. Her name was a mix of the ‘60s TV 
show Mission Impossible (Barbara Bain played the character 
“Cinnamon” in the TV show) and my father’s girlfriend (Ann, 
who resembled Barbara Bain). This didn’t make my mother 
too happy, as you can imagine, but I didn’t care at the time. 

**

I was still very heavily involved in karate and was returning 
from a business trip in Japan with my business partner 
and initial instructor, Allen Steen, when we stopped in Los 
Angeles to attend the 1971 Long Beach International Karate 
Championships. That’s when I was introduced to Chuck 
Norris. Mr. Steen had known Chuck for many years through 
their involvement in karate. In fact, Mr. Steen defeated Chuck 
for the 1966 world championship. And here I was with both 
of them! For a martial artist, this was a big deal. But this was 
years before Chuck became “Chuck.”

During the finals, Chuck, Mr. Steen, and I sat ringside with 
Priscilla Presley. Chuck knew Priscilla because he had given her 
karate lessons. And apparently Elvis had asked her to attend 
the event in order to film the finals. 

As it turned out, karate was Elvis’s first love after music. 
He even used to have a karate decal on his guitar. Many of the 
moves he would perform in his Vegas show were gleaned from 
his karate experience. Since there wasn’t any way Elvis could 
attend a public event like the karate finals without getting 
mobbed, he sent Pricilla to film the event. 

Chuck introduced us and Priscilla sat beside me during the 
event. As I sat and talked with her, she invited me and my wife 
to spend a weekend in Las Vegas with her and Elvis, which we 
did, of course. The funny thing is that I was never really an 
Elvis fan. 

A few weekends later, my wife and I left Cinnamon in 
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Dallas with a caregiver and we all met in Las Vegas and stayed 
at the International Hilton, which was where Elvis would 
perform. Priscilla and Joni Esposito met us in the lobby of 
the Hilton prior to Elvis’s performance. There was a huge line, 
but we all proceeded to walk to the front, bypassing everyone, 
all the while hearing, “Look, there’s Priscilla, there’s Priscilla!” 
Then we were led to the VIP seating reserved for celebrities. 

After his performance, we went backstage to a private 
elevator that led us to Elvis’s penthouse on top of the Hilton. 
As the elevator doors opened, we began to hear the yells of 
fans who were on either side of the pathway that led to the 
door of the penthouse, thinking we were Elvis. Disappointed, 
yet buoyed by the fact they saw Priscilla, the fans continued 
to holler.

The penthouse was incredible, with windows all the way 
around. The dining room could seat at least fifty people. As we 
all began to settle in, I went behind the bar to get a soft drink. 
At about that time, the penthouse door opened and in walked 
Elvis. He came over to me and began a conversation while I 
was behind the bar. He was eating an apple while telling me 
that while he had been performing one of his turquoise rings 
had flown off into the audience. He was amazed that a fan had 
brought the ring back to him. 

When introductions were finally made, we realized there 
was a bit of a commonality among the group. There was Allen 
Steen and his wife, Chuck Norris and his wife, Mike Stone and 
his wife, Ed Daniels and his wife, Elvis and Priscilla, me and 
my wife, and Joni Esposito. Chuck had given Priscilla karate 
lessons. Mike Stone had done bodyguard work for Elvis and 
Priscilla while they had been in Hawaii. (Stone was the karate 
instructor Priscilla had the affair with just before she and Elvis 
broke up.)

We stayed up until dawn, and I talked with Elvis for about 
an hour and a half about martial arts. The whole time I was 
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there, I referred to him as Mr. Presley because I was a brown 
belt, and he was a black belt.  

Elvis was aware that I was a new father of a little girl. During 
his performances, he used to throw out little teddy bears into 
the audience when he sang his song Teddy Bear, so he asked 
Joe Esposito, his road manager, to bring him one of the teddy 
bears to give to my daughter.

Our little group spent the entire weekend eating well and 
going to great shows. Early Sunday evening, my wife and I 
flew back to Dallas, exhausted from a fun-filled weekend. 

But after the Las Vegas weekend with Elvis and Priscilla, 
I began to have a sense that something was still missing in 
his life. Maybe I picked up on it because I felt the same way. 
Even though I had money, a family, famous friends, and I had 
traveled around the world (at this point, I’d been to Japan, 
Hawaii, the Bahamas, and sixteen countries in Europe—all 
before the age of twenty-two), something was still missing. 

One day by my swimming pool, I had a mental conversation 
with God, or rather at Him. I started with: “God, I’ve heard of 
you. So, if you are real, I want to meet you. But I don’t want 
anyone to think I’m crazy. So, if I do meet you, I’m not going 
to tell anybody.” God was silent . . . for a while.

**

Upon reflection, my marriage was doomed from the 
beginning and only lasted a little more than a year. Quite 
frankly, I had no business getting married in the first place. 
We were just from two different worlds, much the same as my 
father and mother. 

My wife never seemed to appreciate the finer things in life 
like I did. In fact, when we had spent the weekend with Elvis 
and Priscilla Presley in Las Vegas, my wife fell asleep on the 
couch in Elvis’s penthouse while everyone else was talking and 
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having a good time. Clearly, she wasn’t impressed with the 
event. 

On a few occasions over the next few months, I traveled 
back to California and visited with Chuck and his family. 
When I visited him, we’d wake up very early in the morning 
to go to his studio to work out. It was good to get back into 
a routine. To this day I’ve never seen anyone work out harder 
than he did. 

But within six months after my unilateral, heavenly 
communication, I was divorced and had lost most of my 
money (including what was left from my inheritance from 
what I spent chasing fast cars and even faster women) and both 
my import and karate businesses. Embarrassed about my rapid 
losses, I pulled away from all the friends I had while I was rich. 

As it turned out, all my wife really wanted was a Volkswagen 
bus and a baby. She got both and decided to leave. Cinnamon 
was less than a year old when she and her mother left. Sadly, 
my ex-wife kept my daughter from me until my daughter was 
eleven.

**

Back in Dallas, I began taking odd jobs, from being a 
bouncer in a nightclub to an armored car guard to on-camera 
talent in television commercials. I ultimately found my way 
into the commercial real estate business, but my work history 
was anything but predictable.

Money was tight after my divorce, so I had asked a friend 
of mine if he knew where I could get some money in a hurry. 
He said yes, but indicated there were serious consequences if it 
wasn’t paid back. When I asked if these people he was talking 
about were just heavy loan sharks, he said no, that they were 
the “Dixie” Mafia. Then he directed me to a well-known local 
Italian restaurant. 



82   |   DR. EMMET C. (TOM) THOMPSON II

Once there, I was told to go to the back room where a 
gentleman met me with an envelope containing $5,000. I was 
told to be back in a week with the $5,000 and 10 percent 
interest. I had learned about my father’s run-in with the Mafia 
shortly after my father passed away. I knew it wasn’t the best 
choice to make, but I didn’t know of any other options. 

When I went to pay the money back, I was told the debt 
was paid. I said, “I know, I just gave you the money.” But the 
guy said, “No. You don’t understand. The ‘debt’ is paid.” And 
just like that, I was free from any further dealings with the 
Mafia. I no longer owed them anything.

From what I was told, Carlos Marcello, the boss of a mafia 
crime family, had met my father in New Orleans, where my 
father had shared the vending company episode with him. 
Apparently, he liked my father and felt bad for what had 
happened to him. The story I was told was that on Carlos 
Marcello’s orders, I was released from ever having to repay the 
“debt” of obligation back. From what I understand, that’s a 
pretty big deal. And I was grateful to have been spared thanks 
to a friendship forged by my father years earlier. 

**

For the next few years, I wandered around with no real 
purpose or direction. One Sunday, Easter Sunday to be exact, 
I decided to try something different—I attended church 
voluntarily for the first time in my life. During the sermon, I 
came to realize who Jesus really was and why He came to this 
earth. It wasn’t so much that I was convicted by my lifestyle 
as I just simply “got it” as to God’s purpose in sending Jesus. 

So at the age of twenty-four, I became a Christian—a sinner 
saved by the grace of God and the blood of Jesus. I now knew 
I was loved unconditionally by a merciful God. 

What I didn’t know is that old patterns die hard. 
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“How far you go in life depends on your  
being tender with the young,  
compassionate with the aged,  

sympathetic with the striving, and  
tolerant of the weak and strong.  
Because someday in your life you  

will have been all of these.”

—George Washington Carver
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Chapter Twelve

The Wine Room

I had decided to try my hand at commercial real estate. I 
had a plan. But I still needed to take odd jobs from time to 
time to make ends meet. One of these jobs was as a waiter 

at a high-end restaurant called Mario’s in Dallas. It was very 
expensive and very difficult to get a reservation there. 

When I was in Dallas, and up until the age of twenty-five 
when I still had some money left, I was a regular customer. 
Unlike many of the regular customers, I always treated the 
entire staff with respect. Everyone from the maître d’ to the 
busboy were always glad to see me. I frequented the restaurant 
to the point that they opened up a house account for me. In 
other words, I would sign the tab and they would send me 
a statement. I believe I was the only individual who had a 
house account. The other few house accounts were corporate 
accounts. 

One evening, I showed up without a reservation. I walked 
up to the maître d’ and simply said that I knew this was an 
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imposition. However, I wanted to see if there was any way my 
date and I could have dinner there. He told me to wait for just 
a moment. After maybe four minutes or so, he returned and 
said, “Follow me.” 

The restaurant had a room in between the two dining areas 
where they kept all of their wines. The wine room was large 
enough to put a table and allow for the wait staff to serve us. 
After that evening, the restaurant continued to allow for a 
couple to have their meals in what famously became known as 
the Wine Room (go figure). 

The table in the Wine Room was the most sought-after table 
in the restaurant. I was fortunate enough when I would make 
a reservation that I would always have priority for the Wine 
Room. In other words, other patrons would get “bumped.”

There was an individual, another patron, who had 
purchased a very, very expensive bottle of wine. In fact, this 
bottle of wine was only one of five known to exist in the world. 
This individual would have the waiter bring the bottle to the 
table where he would display the bottle to his companion 
of the evening. His intention was never to drink the wine, 
but only to impress whoever joined him for dinner as to how 
expensive the bottle of wine was. From what I had gathered, 
the individual was also quite boorish and obnoxious as well. 

Every now and then, I would ask the maître d’ if I could 
buy the bottle of wine. He would always politely tell me no, 
and I would graciously understand. Then one evening, when I 
asked again, the maître d’ excused himself and said he would 
be right back. Upon his return, the maître d’ told me he called 
the restaurant owner about my request and the owner agreed 
to sell me the bottle of wine. Apparently, this individual’s 
behavior had been over the top and had made the restaurant 
owner and staff very upset. 

 When the bottle was open, to everyone’s surprise, the wine 
had not turned to vinegar. At the time, this bottle of wine was 
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nearly sixty years old. If older wines are moved around very 
much, they have a tendency to turn to vinegar. And since the 
previous owner of the wine would have it brought to his table 
every time he came in to impress his date—and then have it 
later taken back to the rack—the chances were good that the 
wine would have turned to vinegar. 

Before my date and I had any of the wine, I requested every 
busboy, waiter, bartender, and, of course, the maître d’ to have 
a taste of the wine. It was really an awesome experience for all 
of us.

One night I was sitting at home with a friend. We really 
wanted to eat at this restaurant, but I was tired and just didn’t 
feel like getting dressed up. So I called the restaurant and spoke 
to my friend, the maître d’. I told him my situation and then 
asked, “Would there be any way I could get an order to go?” 

I walked into the lobby of the restaurant passing through a 
gaggle of people in black tie and haute couture evening wear 
wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt. I walked up to the captain’s 
station and said to the maître d’, “Is my order to go ready?” A 
collective gasp emanated from the crowd of people that was 
waiting for at least an hour for their table.

The maître d’ returned with a large box filled with my 
order. Moreover, included in the box were all of the fine China 
etched with the restaurant’s monogram, crystal glassware, silver 
flatware, and all of the items found on a table when dining at 
the restaurant. If you could only have seen the expressions on 
the faces of the people in the lobby as I left the restaurant with 
my order to go hoisted upon my shoulder.

However, I was now between real estate deals and had 
gotten a bit behind on paying my bill, so I called the owner 
and asked him if I could work off my bill. He was stunned 
and told me not to worry about the bill because he knew I 
would take care of it when I could. I told him I appreciated 
his gesture, but it was important for me to pay my bill sooner 
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rather than later. He reluctantly agreed and I showed up for 
training the following day. When I walked in, the maître d’ 
greeted me, just as usual. However, my experience that night 
would be as a busboy, rather than as a well-treated patron.

I worked there for a few months as a busboy and then as 
a waiter. Besides paying my bill off, I learned how to make 
fifty-three different flaming desserts. After my real estate deals 
picked back up, I went back to being a customer.

Now, when I would come in, if they were really busy, I 
would go behind the bar and fix the drinks for my guests and 
bring them to where we were seated in the waiting lounge. In 
addition, there were times I would go into the kitchen and 
bring out everything for a flaming desert and prepare it for my 
guests.

This was a very rich experience in more ways than one, and 
I never took for granted the kindness and support of the people 
who worked there. I was learning how to build relationships 
and that would serve me well in the future. 
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“Success is stumbling from failure to failure  
with no loss of enthusiasm.” 

 —Winston Churchill 
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Chapter Thirteen

California Dreaming

Within the year, I was financially successful once 
again. And I remarried. Unfortunately, that 
childless marriage ended in a divorce in less than 

twenty-four months. And once again, I lost all my money. All 
that relationship-building I had learned at the restaurant didn’t 
seem to apply when it came to women.

After my first divorce, my life really began to take a 
downward spiral. I began hanging out in bars (and they 
weren’t classy bars, either) and was hired as the bouncer at one 
of the clubs. During this time, I met a very striking woman. 
She was a model at Neiman Marcus and the kind of woman 
who, when she walked into a restaurant, the women would 
turn and look at her just like the men. 

At the time, she was dating the manager of the bar. As I 
spent more time at the club, she and I would talk a lot. There 
was an attraction to each other and I became the foil in her 
love-hate relationship with her boyfriend. I thought she only 
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needed to be loved. 
Before I knew it, I had moved in with her. All I had to 

do was pay for her whims and flights of fancy. In a little over 
six months, I had spent more than $80,000 on her. Cars, 
diamonds, a boob job—you name it, I bought it. Then one 
day I ran out of money and she kicked me out. She got back 
with her boyfriend and I thought that would be the end of it.

I was devastated, and a few months later I heard she had 
broken up with her boyfriend again and had moved out to 
California. Nevertheless, I could not get her out of my head. 
During this time, I began to become successful again in the 
real estate business. 

Another six months passed when one of her friends told me 
she wanted to get in touch with me. So—the fool that I was—
contacted her. I went out to California where we reconciled 
and got married in National City, near San Diego. 

We came back to Dallas to start our lives together. But 
as it turned out, she wanted to use me to get back to Dallas 
to reconnect with her old boyfriend. I should have seen that 
coming. 

**

Initially, I was interested in residential real estate. However, 
it became clear to me I had the opportunity of making more 
money in commercial real estate.

I obtained my real estate license in 1970 and began my 
career working for a broker who specialized in land deals. 
When I discovered he wasn’t interested in building a real estate 
company, I found a position with a small brokerage firm. From 
there, I made my way to a well-respected medium-size firm in 
Dallas. 

I was assigned to the office division and worked on leasing 
and sales of office buildings. While there, I was able to broker 
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a very large real estate transaction in downtown Dallas. The 
deal was comprised of a two-story, 60,000-square-foot office 
building that occupied an entire city block, and it took more 
than a year to convince the buyers. If this deal failed, I would 
be faced with the possibility that I would need to get out of 
the real estate business and try something else. This one deal 
would make or break me. My unpredictable career resembled 
that of my father’s more and more—and I didn’t like it. 

I had just been taken off my monthly draw against 
commissions. In addition, I didn’t have any real prospects to 
close anything in the near term. I was out of money and out of 
options, so I walked in to the vice president’s office and asked 
him if we could talk. He took me downstairs where we had 
lunch and he began to tell me his story. 

Prior to entering the real estate business, this gentleman 
and had been a very successful executive in the oil business. 
In the early 1960s, he had left a job that paid $60,000 a year 
to start in real estate. His first year in the real estate business 
he earned just $75. The point of his story was that it doesn’t 
matter what you do or how much you make as long as you love 
doing what you are doing. 

With some encouragement and a lot to consider, I went 
back to my office and looked through all the deals I was 
working on. The one deal that caught my attention was the 
large deal I hadn’t been able to close. So I put the package 
together again and made an appointment to present the deal 
to the group I considered to be the most logical buyer. 

The potential buyer was an insurance company located right 
next to the property. I presented the property to the head of 
the real estate department. He thought the deal had merit, so 
it was submitted to the president. Both men thought the deal 
made sense, but there were others on the executive committee 
who didn’t like it. Nevertheless, I proceeded to submit the deal 
every month to them for a year. Each time I was told they were 
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not interested. In fact, during my last submission to them, the 
executive vice president stood up and, with pointed finger, 
emphatically told me they were not interested in the property. 
Undaunted, I asked if they would consider making a loan on 
the property if I found a buyer. They said yes.

In about three weeks I found a buyer and submitted the 
loan package to the insurance company. After about three 
days, I received a phone call from the head of the real estate 
department of the insurance company. He said, “Tom, I have 
good news and I have bad news.” Naturally, I inquired about 
the bad news. He said they were not going make the loan. So, I 
asked what the good news was. He replied that they were going 
to buy the building. 

That was my first real experience with never giving up no 
matter what the circumstances. I had stayed the course, no 
matter the cost. And it paid off big, earning me a $50,000 
commission; this was big money in 1979. It is my understanding 
that this real estate deal was the largest of its kind at the time in 
downtown Dallas for more than one hundred years. I enjoyed 
a newfound favored status in my firm, albeit for a short time. 

Jealousy has a way of really messing things up.
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“I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000  
ways that won’t work.”  

—Thomas Edison
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Chapter Fourteen

Hired and Fired

Having failed twice at marriage, I was not looking 
for a steady relationship, but I desperately wanted a 
family. In addition, I had the misconception that my 

marriages didn’t work because of the women I chose. I hadn’t 
considered that my priorities were backwards. 

Then I met the woman who would become my third wife. 
The more time we spent together doing fun things like 

water-skiing, pool parties, and attending social events, the 
more I began to see her as sort of a resume-type wife. She 
was attractive, lived at home with her parents, had a college 
education, and she’d never been married. For whatever reason, 
both she and her parents didn’t seem bothered by the fact I had 
been married previously. So at thirty years old, and thinking 
I was more stable and knowledgeable from experience, I 
proposed, she accepted, and we got married. 

After being saved during a church service several years 
back, I hadn’t done much of anything to grow in my faith. I 
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hadn’t been attending church regularly and I wasn’t studying 
the Bible. I was very provincial and self-righteous in the sense 
that, if I slept with a woman, I thought I had to marry her. As 
it turns out, this is not the best reason to get married. It hadn’t 
worked before and I’m not sure why I thought it would work 
this time. But like I said, patterns are hard to break—especially 
when you don’t recognize them. 

**

Within six months of closing the big real estate deal in 
Dallas, my immediate boss, for whatever reason, fired me 
and hired a friend of his to take my place. I was devastated, 
confused, and my faith was fiercely challenged. To make things 
worse, when I went home to my wife she became quite upset. 
Not so much that I’d been fired, but that it would somehow 
make her look bad that her husband was fired. 

A few weeks later, I went to work for a large real estate 
developer. At first, things went well. I had the support of the 
executive staff and I seemed to get along with everyone in the 
office, except for one individual—my immediate boss, who 
did not hire me. So, here I was in the same circumstance as I 
had been previously. 

In the beginning, I was willing to accept the fact that I was 
the common denominator in both situations, so I began to 
self-assess my shortcomings that may have contributed to the 
circumstances. I retraced my interactions with people. I took 
inventory of any habits I might have that would be considered 
rude or distracting. Honestly, I was stumped. I couldn’t figure 
out what I needed to fix for this not to happen again. 

Then one day, about a year after I was hired, my boss called 
me in to his office to fire me. He strategically waited for the 
president, vice president, and CFO to be out of town at the 
same time on business because I don’t think they would have 
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permitted him to do it. In fact, within a few months after I 
had left, I received a sizable check from the firm for bonuses I 
had earned. It seems that my boss had tried to withhold them 
from me.

After being let go, I thought it might be a good idea for me 
to restart my real estate career in another city. I had been offered 
a new position with a real estate developer in San Antonio, 
Texas, and after discussing it with my wife, we decided it 
would be good to have a change of scenery. Our relationship 
was beginning to unravel, and we foolishly thought we could 
start over in another city. I accepted the position and we moved 
to San Antonio. 

I figured if I kept getting fired, I’d just keep moving around 
until someplace stuck. It never dawned on me that God might 
have been trying to get my attention. At this point in my 
life, Jesus was still only my Savior. However, He needed to 
be my Lord. Until I got the lordship part of salvation down, 
the authority in my life would never function properly as it 
should, and I’d keep running into problems with my superiors 
and my marriages. 

**

Once in San Antonio, I began to realize the business ethos 
was quite different from Dallas. For example, what used to 
take an hour to get accomplished in Dallas would take about 
ten days in San Antonio. The concept of time was completely 
different. You could have an appointment with someone 
and show up only to find that the individual you had your 
appointment with had gone pheasant hunting with his auto 
mechanic. Don’t get me wrong; I enjoyed living in San 
Antonio. It just took a while to adjust to the different pace of 
business.

When the opportunity to go to work for the nation’s largest 
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real estate developer as the general property manager in San 
Antonio presented itself to me after a few months, I thought 
it would be a great new opportunity, so I took the position. 
Later that year I was given the chance to transfer to Houston 
to become the commercial property manager for the same 
company. Keep in mind, at this time, Houston was considered 
by many to be the “world series” of real estate development. For 
example, there were developers pre-leasing their office projects 
up to 90 to 95 percent before they’d even broken ground. That 
was just unheard of, and I was thrilled to be a part of it all.

After about a year, I was approached by a headhunter to see 
if I would be interested in returning to Dallas for a VP position 
of property management with a large real estate investment 
trust (REIT). The salary increase was substantial enough for 
me to accept the position. However, two weeks before I was to 
start the new position, the president of the REIT called me in 
to his office to tell me they could not afford me. I was stunned. 
Why would they have offered me a position they couldn’t 
afford? I told him I would get back with him. 

The Dallas real estate market is a very close-knit group, and 
I had no intention of resorting to legal action. Once you have a 
reputation of having a quick trigger with lawsuits, it may affect 
your real estate business activities. So after a few days, I met 
with the president of the REIT again and proposed a financial 
settlement. He accepted. 

In the meantime, I had reconnected with someone I had 
worked with at the well-respected medium-size Dallas real 
estate firm I had worked at earlier. He had left the firm and 
started his own company. We decided to form a partnership, 
and I would run the property management division of his firm.

After a year or so, we decided to dissolve our partnership. 
He wanted to focus only on the brokerage side of the business, 
so I bought him out and began my own firm. Things were 
looking up and I was quite happy with my career. I knew my 
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father would have been proud of me, too. 
My firm grew quite rapidly. I had multiple offices in the 

Dallas–Fort Worth area and had just opened an Austin office. 
We had grown from five properties to thirty properties almost 
overnight. The bulk of my clients were trust departments of 
large banks. In fact, more than half of the properties we leased 
and managed were with one trust department alone.

Then it happened—the savings and loan crisis. In less than 
a year, properties were reverting back to lenders, developers 
were assuming the property management function in order to 
create fees to stay afloat, and fraud was everywhere.

At the time, I felt our firm was insulated from most of the 
fallout from the crisis. Especially since the ownership of our 
properties was mainly with trust departments and not with 
developers.

But then the banks began to fail, and they started to develop 
a new department within the banks called the REO (real estate 
operations) department. In other words, the new banks began 
to run the real estate they owned. 

One day, I received a phone call from a newly appointed 
asset manager who had sixteen properties in his portfolio that 
my company was managing. He was introducing himself and 
suggested we have lunch in the next week or so for me to bring 
him up to speed on the properties. I told him that sounded 
great, and we set the appointment.

Prior to our scheduled appointment, I received a very 
anxious phone call from the asset manager. He said, “Tom, 
we are being audited internally. Is everything OK?” I told him 
yes, I knew we were being audited, because the auditors were 
sitting in my reception area. More importantly, I told him yes, 
everything was OK.

During these audits, they were looking for fraud. Typically, 
these were arduous, two-week-or-more, flesh-and-blood 
slinging audits. Our audit took only ten days. And frankly, the 
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audit ran quite smoothly. In fact, when the auditors left, they 
told me how impressed they were with what they found.

During the exit interview two weeks later, the only 
exception they found from the audit was how the checks had 
been styled. We had been managing the properties before the 
REO department had established their manual. Therefore, 
we were not aware of any change to how the checks should 
be styled. Anyway, it was a very trivial item. And clearly, the 
auditors had to have something that they identified was not 
proper. 

As they were leaving the exit interview, the very relieved 
asset manager was patting me on the back, telling me what a 
great job we were doing. I’m thinking to myself that, Surely we 
are going to get some more business out of this.

Thirty days later, I received another phone call from the 
asset manager. His tone seemed very troubled, as though he 
was not comfortable with what he was about to tell me. Their 
department was beginning to consolidate companies for them 
to do business with. As a result, they had decided to terminate 
my contracts. 

Upon hearing that news, I told the asset manager I was in 
the relationship business. Business would come and go, but 
if the relationship was OK then I was OK. Very relieved, the 
asset manager agreed that our relationship was absolutely OK. 
After hanging up the phone, I realized I would be losing more 
than half of the properties we leased and managed at the end 
of thirty days.

In less than a year, I had lost all of my clients to the banks.
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“Each day of our lives we make deposits in the  
memory banks of our children.”

—Charles R. Swindoll
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Chapter Fifteen

Mister Mom

My first ex-wife kept my daughter from me from the 
time we divorced until my daughter was eleven, 
when she was dumped at my doorstep in 1982 

with only 48 hours notice. 
Cinnamon was less than a year old when she and her mother 

left. As she grew older, without any input from me, her mother 
portrayed me as having abandoned Cinnamon and her mother. 
I had paid child support from the time I divorced Cinnamon’s 
mother and would continue to pay until Cinnamon turned 
eighteen, even when she lived with me. However, Cinnamon’s 
mother never acknowledged that to her. I hadn’t even been 
able to talk to her on the phone or send any letters. And now I 
was going to be raising a girl I didn’t really know.

Our daily lives were fairly predictable and mundane. I had 
gone through my third divorce not too many months after she 
arrived, so it was just the two of us. I took her to school and 
picked her up. She attended the karate classes I would teach, 
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and I think she eventually earned a green belt. 
Cinnamon did continue to see her mother from time to 

time, but her childhood seemed to be, unfortunately, just as 
rocky as mine had been. On one occasion, I sent her to spend 
spring break with her mother. Cinnamon was going to return 
on a Sunday morning. Looking at my watch, I still had twenty 
minutes before the flight was going to arrive, which would give 
me plenty of time to drive to the airport and pick her up. Or 
so I thought. 

I called the airport to see if the flight was on time and was 
told the plane had already arrived. I had forgotten about the 
time change and hadn’t set my clocks forward an hour. I got 
to the airport in about five minutes (it usually took twenty 
minutes) to find my daughter sitting on her suitcase curbside. 
She had been waiting for me for an hour. I can’t tell you how 
terrible I felt. 

Cinnamon handled it OK because her mother would 
apparently do that sort of thing to her all the time. But that 
made my heart ache even more for her. My daughter deserved 
better than to grow up with the same challenges I endured. 

At least we got one step ahead of my relationship with my 
father: She called me Daddy and told me she loved me. That 
meant the world to me because I had always wanted a “Daddy’s 
little girl.” I told her the same, but I knew I would never be 
able to make up for eleven years worth of misinformation and 
the absence from my daughter’s life. 

While she was with me, we didn’t really have many 
substantive conversations like I did with my father. But we 
didn’t fuss and fight with each other, either. Between her age 
and the lack of data points from our life experience together, 
we didn’t have much to talk about at all. She didn’t have my 
personality. We didn’t have many of the same interests—I 
liked cars, karate,  and sports . . . and she liked clothes. Really, 
the only similarity she had to me was in her looks. There was 
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no doubt she was my daughter. 
After years of hearing that her father had abandoned her 

and then being thrust into each other’s lives, we were never 
really close.  But I always made her a priority when she was 
with me. 

**
Since accepting Jesus as my Savior during a church service a 

few years back, I thought I needed to reconcile with my mother. 
As you might imagine, it was awkward at first. But when we 
finally agreed that we most likely wouldn’t ever see eye to eye, 
or even be very close, we seemed to reach an understanding. It 
wasn’t much of a relationship at all—we would see each other 
from time to time and talk on the phone—but I thought it 
was the right thing to do. 

My mother still had a serious drinking problem. In fact, I 
had to bail her out of jail for public intoxication once and my 
younger brother had to bail her out on numerous occasions 
for the same reason. There was a period of time that no matter 
what hour of the day we would have a phone conversation, 
infrequent though they were, she would be wasted.

Oddly enough, my mother curtailed her drinking for 
Cinnamon’s sake. At the age of fourteen, Cinnamon went to 
live with my mother for a year. The main reason was that my 
mother lived in an affluent area with a good public school. 
My mother was even made her Guardian. Thankfully, they got 
along quite well. In fact, when my mother passed away, she 
willed most of her estate to Cinnamon. 

After a year with my mother, Cinnamon chose to return to 
her own mother, who was no longer having whatever “issues” 
had caused her to basically abandon her own daughter. And 
just like that, I had no contact with Cinnamon again until she 
turned nineteen. 

Cinnamon called me sometime around Thanksgiving 
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and asked me to come pick her up in Louisiana. She said her 
mother had gone crazy again and had run off with a man. 

She’d only been with me a couple weeks when she said she 
wanted to spend Christmas with her boyfriend in Louisiana. I 
told her that was her decision. However, I did say it was a bad 
decision. I thought that since she hadn’t seen her father in four 
years, it would be nice to try to build more of a relationship 
and to spend Christmas together as a family. But what did I 
know? Instead, she went to Louisiana to spend Christmas with 
her boyfriend. 

Upon her return, I made her aware of some ground rules if 
she were to continue to live with me. I told her I had divorced 
her mother more than twenty years ago and I did not want her 
mother to come to my apartment. For whatever reason, her 
mother had been asking if she could come by. She was free to 
see her mother any time, call her mother any time, and spend 
as much time as she wanted with her mother. However, her 
mother was never to be at my apartment. Yet, one weekend she 
showed up at the apartment with her mother. So I told her to 
get all of her things and leave. And she did. 

In my mind, her mother had always used people to do the 
work she didn’t want to do and was always looking for a better 
situation. She had been very good at manipulating people 
while we were married, so it came as no surprise to me that she 
had that sort of influence on Cinnamon. 

I think in some ways, Cinnamon was holding out for her 
mother to get things right so she could move back in with 
her anyway. From time to time, she would acknowledge her 
mother’s shortcomings and articulate the fact that it wasn’t 
positive for her or her mother for them to live together. But if 
that’s all she knew for most of her life, maybe it was just more 
comfortable to live with the tension than to give another way 
of life a chance.

As most daughters do, Cinnamon grew up wanting to 
emulate her mother so badly. Her mother was a flight attendant 
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and Cinnamon became a flight attendant for Delta. In fact, I 
remember hearing she was the youngest flight attendant for 
Delta airlines in history. She was only nineteen when they 
hired her. 

And she was only twenty when we lost contact again. The 
next time I would see my daughter would be in 1999, at my 
mother’s funeral, but we didn’t speak to each other. She was 
with my brother and his family. 
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“But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, 
and all these things will be given to you as well.”

—Matthew 6:33



KICK START   |   111

Chapter Sixteen

Love of a Lifetime

At the age of thirty-five, I became a partner in a real 
estate company. Shortly after, I remarried. After a 
couple of years, I was able to buy out my partner and 

my real estate business grew. Once more, I became successful 
financially. And once more, my marriage ended in divorce. 
Between my real estate ventures, my finances, my family, 
and my marriages, my life seemed to be a never-ending roller 
coaster of ups and downs. I was beyond tired of the ride. I was 
completely broken.   

 By now, my faith was tattered, to say the very least. And I 
did what I always did every time something bad happened to 
me—I began to question my faith. But for the first time, rather 
than shrink back, I chose to become more serious about my 
relationship with God. It was really the only option I had left. 
I knew this was the case because I had tried everything else and 
the results were always the same. Always disappointing. Always 
short-lived. Always empty. 
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At the age of forty-one, I made the decision to make Jesus 
Lord of my life, in addition to being my Savior. I conceded 
that my way hadn’t been working and that I needed to allow 
Him to have control over my life, my heart, and my decisions. 
I was no longer in charge. 

This time, things were noticeably different. There wasn’t an 
overwhelming moment of clarity, no loud thunderclap from 
on high, but little by little, I started to sense that my life was 
somehow different—that it could actually be different, for 
once. 

I would complete things I started. I finally earned my 
pilot’s license after having started lessons many, many years 
before. That might not sound like much, but having come 
from a life of loose ends, finishing something was an event to 
be celebrated. Through all the ups and downs, I had remained 
involved with martial arts. It was the one constant in my life. 
By the time I was in my late 30s, I had become a very high-
ranking black belt. Still, the one thing I had not completed 
was my college education. I just wasn’t sure what I wanted to 
do. I had motivation now, just no clear direction for a degree.

**

As I had gotten more serious about my relationship with 
God, I began attending a charismatic church. Up to that point, 
I had only attended Calvinistic-type churches. At first, I was 
very apprehensive as to what I would experience. I had never 
been exposed to people speaking in tongues, to healings, or to 
prophecy. Anything different was uncomfortable. Anything I 
didn’t immediately understand made me skeptical. I was also 
not used to a church service lasting more than an hour.

At first, I sat as close as I could to get to the door in order 
to make an escape in the event that things got crazy. But after 
about three or four services, I found myself moving closer to 
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the front. Not long after that, during one of the services, it 
struck me that I belonged there. As I recall, it was as though 
God was impressing upon me: If you think there’s more of Me 
than you realize, then you need to stick around. So I did.

The next Sunday I was totally convicted by the Holy Spirit. 
I sat through the entire service, silently weeping uncontrollably 
and hoping no one would notice. At the altar call, when the 
pastor came to me, he put his hands right below my ears 
around my neck and said, “Sir, get your life in order.” It was 
confirmation that I had to get my priorities straight—God 
first, family second, career third—and then everything else 
would fall into place.

A few months went by and I was still wrestling with the 
experience I’d had. Then, I heard there was going to be a men’s 
conference and decided to attend. Prior to going into the 
conference, I ran into the pastor and he recognized me. He 
mentioned that I looked like I worked out, and we began a 
conversation.

He was friends with the members of the evangelistic group 
known as the “Power Team,” a group of men who were former 
athletes and had become bodybuilders and weightlifters. They 
would go from church to church performing feats of strength 
and giving their testimonies, culminating with an altar call. 
My pastor would work out with the members of the Power 
Team from time to time. 

My workout routine included weights and cardiovascular 
work, but I was also a fifth-degree black belt at the time. I 
was unsure how the pastor would respond when I mentioned 
my martial arts experience to him. To my surprise, he seemed 
somewhat interested and impressed. Prior to this, I had had 
difficulty reconciling my Christian faith and the fact that I was 
a black belt. But just a week earlier, I had an unusual experience 
regarding my faith and my involvement in the martial arts.

One morning after reading my Bible, I asked God what 
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would happen if I ever had to defend myself. Up until this 
point I had never had to use my martial arts training outside 
of class. Little did I know my prayer would be answered that 
very afternoon.

It was about 2 p.m. and I was driving back to my office 
after a lunchtime workout. I was traveling at the speed limit, 
which was 45 miles an hour, in the right lane of a three-lane 
divided thoroughfare. The car in front of me slowed down and 
I checked my mirror and saw no one at the time in the middle 
lane. What I didn’t see was a pickup truck traveling at a high 
rate of speed in the middle lane. I used my signal as I made the 
lane change and I didn’t cut the driver off. But it did make him 
slow down. It also made him very angry. 

He proceeded to go around my car and slam on his brakes. 
Fortunately, I was driving a nimble sports car. I went around 
him and gave him a “what was that about?” look. Nothing 
threatening. Just a look. 

I’m not sure what set him off, but he continued to get in 
front of me and slam on his brakes. After the third episode, 
I motioned for him to pull over. The look on his face was 
priceless. You would’ve thought I was about to give him the 
greatest present of all time. 

As it turned out, he pulled into the parking lot of my office 
building. I pulled up beside him and we both got out of our 
vehicles.

Standing somewhere between 6’3” and 6’5” and weighing 
between 230 and 240 pounds, he was a very big man and 
roughly half my age—classic Bubba. I, on the other hand, am 
5’9”, weighed about 180 pounds, and was in my early 40s. I 
could have easily passed for a middle-aged accountant from 
Minnesota. 

He was cussing me the moment he left his vehicle. I 
approached him and, in a very calm tone, asked what I had 
done to offend him. All of a sudden, I saw him begin to make 
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a fist. Instinctively, I gave a karate yell and got into a fighting 
stance. 

At that moment, one of two things occurred. One, this 
fellow had tangled with a real black belt before. Or, when I 
change from a real nice man to a very mean man, I look like 
the Hulk. He quickly threw up his hands in surrender and 
yelled, “Oh, my God!” He began to slowly back up, reaching 
for the door handle of his truck while still facing me. 

He left with his respect intact. No one was hurt. And peace 
prevailed. After twenty years of martial arts training, I guess 
all I had to learn was the yell. From that moment on, I came 
to understand that my martial arts training was a good thing, 
and a God thing.

Now, back to the story of meeting the pastor. When the 
men’s conference broke out for lunch, the pastor asked me to 
join him at his table. This was really the first time I’d ever had 
any fellowship with any members of the church, much less the 
pastor. I enjoyed myself and realized I was headed in the right 
direction.

Sometime later that summer, he asked if he could come by 
my office to get to know me better. As I recall, our visit wasn’t 
very long, but he asked me very personal things, like . . . was 
I dating anybody? I shared with him that I had been married 
and divorced four times, and in a resigned sort of way said that 
I was not interested in dating anymore. I just wanted to be a 
good Christian and run my real estate business. Besides, what 
woman of God would want me? I was damaged goods. 

To my surprise, he said, “Oh, that just shows you have a 
deep desire to be married.” I think he was plotting from that 
moment on. 

One Wednesday night service around Thanksgiving, the 
pastor called me up on stage during praise and worship. I was 
puzzled and when I walked up to him, he just said, “Don’t go 
anywhere after service. I have somebody I want you to meet.” 
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That didn’t help my confusion, but I replied, “Yes, sir,” and 
returned to my seat.

At the conclusion of the service, he walked up alongside 
a very beautiful woman and her young son. He said to me, 
“Tom, this is Teresa. Teresa, this is Tom,”—and then walked 
away. Apparently he had gone to the choir room before service 
and told her not to go anywhere after service, either, because 
he had someone he wanted her to meet.

As I collected myself from a state of bewilderment, I smiled 
and said, “It’s nice to meet you.” Her son was nine years old at 
the time. After some small talk and finding out both she and 
her son had taken karate lessons before and were interested in 
continuing, I agreed to meet them for a private karate lesson.

Teresa was twenty-eight years old. She was a former beauty 
pageant winner and, although she had been engaged once, she 
had never been married. Her son Eric had been born during 
her senior year of high school and the pregnancy kept her from 
competing in the Miss America pageant. 

In stark contrast, I was forty-one and had been married and 
divorced four times, so I reasoned that she was only going to 
be my friend. 

The following Sunday, my pastor asked me what I thought 
about Teresa. I told him I thought she was nice and that we 
were working on scheduling another karate class. I think the 
pastor knew he had planted a seed and he wanted to make sure 
it was growing.

One Wednesday night after church, Teresa and her son 
joined me for dinner. For the most part, we talked rather than 
ate. She told me about growing up in the country, winning 
beauty pageants, and being a cheerleader. I told her about 
meeting Elvis and Chuck Norris and traveling the world a few 
times over. We found we had a few common interests, but the 
area in which we shared the most similarities was our thoughts 
about God and faith. Some of our earliest conversations 
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centered on what God’s purpose for our lives and our families 
were. 

We eventually began to sit together at church. I kept 
emphasizing the friendship, having already told myself there 
would never be anything more—although we were seeing 
each other two to four times a week and she had begun to act 
interested. 

One day, while at church for a meeting with my pastor, he 
asked me again what I thought of Teresa. I told him we had 
become friends. He looked at me and said, “But Tom, she’s 
beautiful.” 

I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Yeah, I know.” I just 
wasn’t ready to admit that there was great potential underneath 
our blossoming friendship.

A few weeks before Christmas, I began to have feelings 
beyond friendship for Teresa that I couldn’t deny. In the past, 
when I had feelings for a woman, I would keep them to myself 
until I saw how the relationship was going to go. If the woman 
wasn’t interested, there was no point in getting my feelings 
hurt. But this time, it was as though the Holy Spirit asked me 
the question, “Do you want deception in this relationship?” I 
remember thinking, Of course not. I knew I would have to tell 
her how I felt. 

That evening Teresa had invited me over for dinner. I was 
a little nervous trying to think of how I was going to break 
the news. While we were standing in the kitchen talking, I 
told her I was beginning to have feelings for her. Teresa belly 
laughed in my face; hardly the response I was hoping for, but 
she was scared and was experiencing the same feelings for me. 
She instantly felt bad for laughing, so she popped me with 
a dishtowel to help ease the tension and we sat in the living 
room the rest of the night talking. Yet I felt the Holy Spirit 
impress upon me, Watch what I’m going to do now.

By the end of the year, we had become engaged. 
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I had a good relationship with her son, and he liked that I 
never tried to play the role of “Dad” while Teresa and I were 
dating. I was just his friend and I gave him as much attention 
as I could. He would be our best man at the wedding. 

The fact that I had been married several times before didn’t 
bother Teresa. She believes in a redemptive God who abounds 
in grace for a sinner. However, it bothered her parents greatly, 
as well as my being fourteen years older than Teresa. We didn’t 
involve them in our dating relationship (it was so brief, and 
they lived in Arkansas) and they were worried about her 
marrying the wrong guy. In addition to that, they had raised 
Eric when he was younger so Teresa could attend college. In 
some ways, they never let go of their parental influence on Eric 
and were not too happy that I would be taking over the role of 
being his father.

By the time of our wedding the following April, her parents 
were still simmering with distress even though her father had 
given me permission to marry her. Teresa became so mad at her 
father over it all that she told him not to attend the wedding. 
The pastor even removed the line: “If anyone objects to this 
marriage, let them speak now or forever hold their peace . . . ” 
just to make sure there wouldn’t be a chance to object publicly. 

My mother, brother, and Cinnamon (who was nineteen at 
the time) also came to the wedding, although they acted very 
distant and cold. I think they all thought this marriage would 
end up like the rest. 

Still, through all the difficulties we faced, the Lord had 
honored my decision to not allow deception in the relationship. 
I knew it was different this time because Teresa and I loved 
God more than we loved each other . . . and we loved each 
other deeply.

Then, like clockwork, my financial situation worsened. 
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“Without health and fitness, wealth is without value, 
knowledge is useless, art cannot become manifest,  

and music cannot be played.”

—Herophilus
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Chapter Seventeen

A Fresh Start with Fitness

In 1972, I was referred to Dr. Cooper at the Cooper Fitness 
Center for a physical. Years later, in the early 80s, I had 
become a member of the center. One day, while running 

on the track, I looked up into the sky and uttered, “I would 
love to earn my living here.” A short time later, even though 
I was only a member, I was asked if I would conduct karate 
classes there. 

For many, many years the Cooper Fitness Center had been 
approached by karate instructors wanting to teach classes 
there. For whatever reason, Dr. Cooper resisted the notion 
until I came along. I would like to think it was because he 
knew of my reputation as an instructor. But I’d also like to 
think that God knew I needed a fresh start.

After teaching karate classes for a while, the fitness director 
asked if I would consider joining the fitness staff as a personal 
trainer. That made me the first (and probably the last) person 
the Cooper Fitness Center ever hired for the fitness staff who 
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did not have a college degree. It wasn’t a lot of money, but it 
came at the right time because I had ended my real estate career. 
I went from making $75,000 per month at the height of my 
real estate company to just $75 per month when I accepted the 
position at Cooper. As I recall, my first check from the fitness 
center was $16 and some change.

I knew this was my big chance to move from the real estate 
business to the health and fitness business. Plus, I wasn’t exactly 
new to the fitness world. From the time I was fifteen years old, 
I had always been very active in working out and in playing 
sports. In fact, there were only two years in my life between the 
ages of fifteen and forty-one that I wasn’t regularly exercising 
or working out in a gym—once while going through a divorce, 
and once when I had lost all my money and couldn’t even 
afford a gym membership. 

  
**

From the time I began taking karate classes, I was in class 
whenever there was one available. After I earned my black belt, 
I was either participating in a class or teaching a class. As the 
karate instructor at the Cooper Fitness Center, I was living 
out my passion of being able to help other people with their 
fitness. It wasn’t that unusual for people to experience growth 
and healing in their personal lives as well.  

In the early 1990s, a husband, his wife, and their young son 
had been referred to my class at Cooper. They had participated 
in the class for a few months when the husband and wife asked 
if they could speak with me after class. After everyone else had 
left, they approached me and I noticed they both had tears in 
their eyes. The husband began to tell me that he and his wife 
had been headed for a divorce when they decided as a last resort 
to take my class. As they continued in the class and continued 
to spend more time together, God healed their marriage. 
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Another time, my pastor contacted me to mentor a recently 
saved young man. He was a firefighter in his late twenties 
and was going through a nasty divorce and custody battle. 
In addition, he was a heavy smoker, an alcoholic, and a drug 
addict. At first, I was reluctant to accept the task, but I soon 
remembered helping people is what life is all about. 

He showed up at my class and it wasn’t long before he was 
crying about his life. This lasted for a couple of days. It seemed 
all he wanted was a girlfriend. His loneliness was enhanced by 
his schedule; like most firefighters, he was on duty only one out 
of three days. 

One day, I had had enough of his crying and whining, so 
I asked him: “If you had a girlfriend, would you take a walk 
with her?” 

He said sure. 
I asked, “Would it matter where you walked?” 
He said no. 
Then I asked, “Would it matter how long you walked?” 
He said no. 
So, I said to him, “Here is your first challenge. For the next 

ninety days, one of the two days you are off, you are to walk 
four hours away from your apartment and you are to talk to 
God like you are talking to me. It’s OK to stop for lunch or to 
use the restroom. But you are to spend the four hours walking 
and talking with God.” 

In reality, he would really be spending eight hours doing 
this since he had to come back to his apartment.

He left my fitness center stunned. When he got into his car 
he broke down and started crying. At almost the same moment, 
the Holy Spirit impressed upon him to do everything I said or 
to do nothing at all. When he returned to his apartment, he 
called me to say he would accept the challenge.

Now every third day, instead of sitting around drinking 
and feeling sorry for himself, he was walking and talking with 



124   |   DR. EMMET C. (TOM) THOMPSON II

God—for thirty-seven miles.        
Two weeks after he completed the first challenge I gave 

him, I noticed he couldn’t sit still. I told him that I didn’t 
think he could sit still for one minute. He laughed and said he 
could. So I told him to show me. It wasn’t forty seconds before 
he started fidgeting, so I told him to go in the studio and come 
back when he could sit completely still for one minute. He was 
gone for about ten minutes before he returned. 

After he had demonstrated his ability to sit still, I gave him 
his next challenge: for the next ninety days, add one minute to 
that time with each successive day. After all, God says, “Be still 
and know I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

After the first ninety days, he had a relationship with God 
he never had before. He stopped smoking, drinking, and 
doing drugs, and he had dropped his body fat to 4 percent. 
After the second ninety days, he was able to sit still with God 
for an hour and a half. 

He became the fastest-promoted firefighter to chief, married 
a beautiful lady from New Zealand (I served as his best man), 
had two beautiful children with her, and was the first person 
in his family to graduate from college. He even earned a black 
belt from me. But even better, he broke a generational curse 
that was on his family. His ancestors were famous outlaws and 
he wasn’t far from heading in that direction before he took a 
chance and accepted a challenge to spend time with God. 

I knew karate was a good form of fitness. And I was even 
more grateful that it allowed the opportunity to speak into the 
lives of some of my students when they needed it the most. 

Soon, my assertions about karate’s benefits would be put 
to the test. 

**

During one of our regular staff meetings at the Cooper 
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Fitness Center, I mentioned that karate was one of the best 
cardiovascular activities. Immediately, the assistant fitness 
director jumped to his feet and said, “You can’t say that. There’s 
no data to support it.” 

I replied, “Come to my class. I’ll show you.” 
He just reiterated that the research had to support the 

assertion. 
At the conclusion of the meeting, I immediately went and 

performed a literature search on the aerobic benefit of martial 
arts. To my surprise, there was nothing—nada, zip, zero—
anywhere in literature regarding the aerobic benefit of martial 
arts. But why, when it was obviously such a good workout?

At that moment, I realized the only way to further the 
notion of a relationship between aerobic benefit and the martial 
arts was to obtain the support of the academic and scientific 
community. I really wanted to help people understand that 
participating in a traditional martial arts program was a great 
way to become fit. I knew that I could be the greatest martial 
artist in the world, but unless the academic and scientific 
community agreed with me on this point, it was just a nice 
notion. So in 1993, at the age of forty-five, I went back to 
college. 
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“Physical fitness is the basis for all other forms of excellence.”

—John F. Kennedy
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Chapter Eighteen

Family Fitness

It took about twenty-two months to earn an undergraduate 
Bachelor of Science degree in business management from 
LeTourneau University in Dallas, which I was awarded 

in 1995. But there wasn’t much time to celebrate being the 
first Thompson to earn a college degree since my grandfather. 
Heck, I was only at the halfway point. My real interest was 
learning more about exercise science.

After being at the Cooper Fitness Center for two years 
as a personal trainer and the head martial arts instructor, I 
was approached by an executive of a real estate development 
company, who basically gave me a fitness center. This was the 
same individual who had severed contracts with me because of 
an upper management decision many years before.  

At the time, I had chosen not to get upset with him and 
said, “If the relationship is OK, then I’m OK.” His confidence 
in me by giving me the fitness center proved our relationship 
was definitely OK. 
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His company had a large real estate development that could 
utilize a fitness center as an amenity to the business park, 
and he needed someone to run it. Someone he could trust. I 
jumped at the chance, but I needed to find out if the folks at 
Cooper would see it as a competing fitness center. I didn’t want 
to sever relationships with people who had given me a chance 
when I needed it most. 

Not only did they say it was fine, they assisted me by selling 
me the CYBEX© equipment off their floor at a very reduced 
rate. This was a win-win situation because they were able to 
replace their equipment with new equipment while making 
money on the deal and I was able to open a new fitness center 
with top-of-the-line equipment at a low cost.

**

After I finished my undergraduate degree, I enrolled at the 
University of North Texas for a Master of Science degree in 
kinesiology (exercise science). But there was a problem. I had a 
twenty-four-hour deficiency between business and kinesiology. 
I had never taken biology, chemistry, anatomy, or a few other 
needed courses and was basically looking at an additional two 
years of work before I could enter the program. 

When I began this journey, I made a commitment to God 
to do whatever the process would require of me. I was not 
looking for any sort of shortcut along the way. If it would take 
another two years to get those credits, I would take another 
two years worth of courses. But to my stunned surprise, the 
University of North Texas waived the deficiency (sans my 
request) and put me right into the masters program. Clearly, 
this was a miracle. In addition to God’s favor, it probably didn’t 
hurt that I had a decent GRE score and a 3.75 GPA either. 
After all those years of hating school, refusing to study, and 
making bad grades, it turned out that I was actually beginning 
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to enjoy learning. 
I would have liked more sleep during the whole process, 

but that was not to be. Between going to school, teaching 
self-defense classes at the Hockaday School for Girls (where 
I taught both of the Bush twins who, according to their 
father, would go home every night and kick him in the 
knees), and running my fitness center, I worked eighty 
hours per week. 

I was always studying, too, and was thankfully able to do 
most of my schoolwork while at my new fitness center. 

One time, I was in my office writing a paper and was so 
tired that I fell asleep while typing. The phone rang and I 
jerked awake and said, “Alpha Fitness Center.” There was no 
response. After a few seconds, I realized I was holding my 
computer’s mouse to my ear.

Another great benefit of having my own fitness center 
was that when my daughter Rachel was only three years old, 
she would go to work with me. She had a little area with a 
TV in the utility room next to the service desk. My office 
was next to the desk, so I was able to keep an eye on her. 
Throughout the day, she would spend much of her time 
between her area and my office. 

There was a period of time each day when I would 
leave the fitness center to go teach a self-defense class at 
the Hockaday School for Girls. During that time, a family 
friend would be there to teach the aerobics class and watch 
Rachel. Before the aerobics class, the instructor would place 
a sign at the service desk that read, “For assistance, please 
go to the studio” for any member who came into the fitness 
center before I had returned from Hockaday. 

One day, the instructor was in a hurry to get to class 
and failed to put the sign out. I hadn’t arrived back from 
Hockaday when a member came in to work out. Rachel 
noticed the sign was not out, so she turned off the TV, went 
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to the service desk, and pulled up a chair to stand on so she 
could see over the desk. 

She gave the member two towels and the appropriate locker 
key. Then she turned the check-in sheet around toward the 
member and said, “Please fill this out for me because I can’t 
do that.” I walked in a couple of minutes later to an amazed 
member and a content little girl watching her TV show.

She was a great help and provided endless entertainment. 
By the time she was four, she could show members how to use 
all of the machines properly.

Not too long after this, the same development company 
gave me another fitness center. Now I was running two fitness 
centers, going to school part-time, and trying to spend as much 
time as I could with my family. With a loving wife and two 
children at home, I wanted to try to repair my other family 
relationships.

**

After Teresa and I married, I made an attempt to reconcile 
with my brother. He married a woman from a prominent 
oil family from Midland, Texas, and they have two boys. 
Interestingly, one of their sons was named after my grandfather. 
I’m also named after my grandfather, so by default, my brother 
named one of his sons after me. You have to love irony. 

My mother had remarried a high school acquaintance, 
but he was also an alcoholic. When she passed away in 1997, 
my brother made sure my family and his family were kept in 
separate waiting rooms prior to her funeral. 

To my knowledge, he didn’t experience any of the struggles 
I went through that would have afforded him a better 
understanding of my life circumstances and of me. I think in 
addition to us never being very close while growing up, he was 
embarrassed because of my failed marriages and loss of family 
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inheritance. When I realized I was the only one making any 
effort to have a relationship, I had to accept that it just wasn’t 
meant to be. 
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“I will study and prepare,  
and someday my opportunity will come.”

—Abraham Lincoln
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Chapter Nineteen

Back to the Books

In December of 1997, I earned a Master of Science degree 
in kinesiology from the University of North Texas. As I 
walked across the stage to receive my diploma, I flashed 

back to the fitness staff meeting at the Cooper Fitness Center 
and the assistant fitness director who challenged my assertion 
about karate. As I took the diploma, I realized his challenge 
galvanized my efforts to complete my Masters degree. I was 
happy to be done with school. But my wife had other plans 
for me. 

In January 1998, in addition to my fitness job, I began to 
teach as an adjunct professor at LeTourneau University, where 
I had received my undergraduate degree. I even taught a course 
I helped to develop while an undergraduate called Lifetime 
Fitness for Executives. 

At that point, I had done better than I ever thought I would 
and was content to stop there. Teresa knew I could go even 
further. So with a little encouragement from my wife, I made 
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the decision to apply for my Doctorate at Regent University 
in Virginia. 

From what I was told, there were only seventy-five slots 
available for this particular program and a thousand applicants 
or more. It would clearly be a miracle if I was accepted. And 
wouldn’t you know it, I was admitted to the program and began 
my doctoral studies at Regent University in August 1999.

Dr. Charles C. Manz is the Nirenberg Chaired Professor 
of Business Leadership at the University of Massachusetts-
Amherst, consultant for many organizations, and winner of 
more awards than I can count. He was also the featured speaker 
at my first residency at Regent University. 

At the conclusion of his presentation, Dr. Manz stated he 
was beginning to look at the relationship between physical 
fitness and leadership performance. That’s exactly what I was 
hoping to do, so naturally, his statement piqued my interest. 

I made my way down to the front in order to introduce 
myself. As you might imagine, Dr. Manz was routinely 
subjected to aspiring scholars wanting to conduct research with 
him. But as I began to share my involvement with the Cooper 
Aerobics Center in Dallas, Dr. Manz seemed to take an interest 
in our conversation. At the conclusion of our brief visit, he gave 
me the email address of his coauthor, Dr. Christopher Neck, 
and suggested that I contact him to investigate how I might 
be involved in their future work. That was all the invitation I 
needed. 

After several meetings with Dr. Chuck Manz and his 
colleagues, the book Fit to Lead came into being, encouraging 
people in senior management positions to focus on their 
health. I was thrilled to be able to contribute to people’s lives 
by showing them how to get in shape—and stay in shape—
no matter what age or how challenging their careers and lives 
are. And really, next to fitness, I knew more about living with 
challenges than anything else. 
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**

From the time I began working on an undergraduate degree, 
my family and I had experienced severe financial difficulties. 
I had hoped and prayed the load would be lightened, that we 
would catch a break, but it hadn’t happened. 

Teresa had an apartment that I moved into after we were 
married, but we were evicted after a few months. In fact, since 
being married, we had been homeless for six weeks, didn’t have 
a telephone for two years, and Teresa had given birth to our 
first child together—Rachel. We were a family of four living 
on less than $14,000 a year, and we did that for more than 
four years while I completed my undergraduate degree. 

During a two-week period when we were without water, 
Teresa would take our car and drive around with an ice chest 
to self-serve gas stations to get water to wash dishes and cook, 
thankful that she had grown up having a grandmother who 
showed her how to draw water from a well. To her, this wasn’t 
much different. 

When we didn’t have a refrigerator for several months until 
someone gifted us with one, we were thankful that Dallas was 
experiencing one of the coldest winters in recent times. Teresa 
just placed our food outside and thanked God that He was 
taking care of our needs. 

At one point, we weren’t able to wash our clothes for six 
months, we used the baby’s diapers for toilet paper, and there 
were two times all I could give my family for dinner was 
crackers. At our lowest point, I actually wrote a 37-cent tithe 
check.

All of these situations were personally difficult and 
humiliating. I had always thought I could make a hundred 
thousand dollars in my sleep, and now I was being stripped of 
my deep-seated pride.  

During this entire time, Teresa never complained. Not once. 
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Instead of separating us and causing friction and dissension in 
our marriage, the trials we endured brought us closer together 
and made us rely on God. 

I knew the sacrifices Teresa had made to keep our home 
running as smoothly as could be expected. So when she told 
me to stay in school for potentially another five to seven years 
to complete my doctorate, it was an incredible statement of 
her love and faith. 

**

By the time I graduated from Regent University, I had 
contributed to several published articles, I was a coauthor for 
a fitness book, and I finally had the unpublished academic and 
medical proof that karate was good for cardio. 

In addition, I owned three fitness facilities now and was 
devoted to helping everyday people improve their physical 
health and enhance their job performance. 

Finally, things were looking up . . . and staying that way.
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“To resist the frigidity of old age, one must combine the body,  
the mind, and the heart. And to keep these in parallel vigor  

one must exercise, study, and love.”

—Alan Bleasedale
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Chapter Twenty

For the Love of the Game

In October of 2007, I was doing some routine work at 
one of my fitness centers when an article on the Internet 
caught my eye. The story was about emerging folk hero 

Mike Flynt, who at the age of fifty-nine, returned to college to 
play football. It made me think back to all that I missed out on 
when I gave up the chance to play college football years before, 
despite having had scholarship offers. 

Later that day, as I discussed the article with a friend, the 
thought suddenly occurred to me that I might still have some 
college eligibility remaining. What in the world was I thinking?

**

Being raised in Texas, football has always been and probably 
will continue to be a really big deal to me. It’s in my blood. 

I first learned about football in the 1950s when my father 
and I would watch the televised football games together. My 
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father was a big fan of the game, so I wanted to be a big fan, 
too. Since we only threw the football around a few times, I 
mostly learned the game of football from neighborhood 
friends, parents, and brothers of friends. 

I began playing organized football when I was in the fourth 
grade. By the time I was a freshman in high school, I was a third-
string quarterback and safety in addition to being a never-used 
backup punter and kicker. As a third-string anything, I wasn’t 
a noticeable player until my junior year in high school. 

I had trained very hard the summer between my sophomore 
and junior year and by the beginning of fall camp at Admiral 
Farragut Academy, I was a starting running back, cornerback, 
and specialty teams player returning punts and kickoffs. 

But then I was unable to play my last two years of high 
school due to academic and eligibility issues. However, owing 
to my coach’s support, I did receive a number of football 
scholarships to attend small colleges in the Carolinas and 
Kansas.

**

I started thinking, What if I went back to college, made a 
college football team, and played football? Now approaching 
sixty years of age, it would most likely make me older than any 
previous NCAA player. That was even if I made the team. And 
even if I did, I would most likely be pummeled to a pulp by 
the younger, faster players. 

My friend just looked at me and said, “Go for it.” 
After a little research on eligibility matters, I contacted the 

conference Austin College was a part of with an email inquiry. 
The next thing I knew, I received an email from the Austin 
College athletic director, Tim Millerick, who politely told me 
I most likely had no eligibility left, especially since I have three 
college degrees. But when we later talked on the phone, Tim 



KICK START   |   141

realized there might be a reason for me to have eligibility, so he 
decided to champion my cause and told me that I could apply 
for the fall semester of 2008, which I did. 

Now I just needed to make the football team as a kicker. 
Just one problem: I had never kicked in a football game. All 
those years as a third-string so-and-so in school hadn’t given 
me even once chance to kick during a game. I had to learn 
how to kick first before trying out for the Austin College team. 

In December 2007, I met with my newly acquired kicking 
coach, Jason Ziegler, a former University of Texas kicker from 
back in the ‘90s, who is both a friend and a member of one 
of my fitness centers. The first day of kicking, following many 
unsuccessful kicks, I finally split the uprights. It was possible. 
The very next day I began my extensive training program to 
physically transform myself into a college football player. 

**

I began a training regimen that Rocky would have been 
proud of. Unless I was sick, I was training six days a week, 
placekicking, lifting weights, and running. I had even installed 
a 15-yard by 15-yard Bermuda grass football field in my 
backyard with a kicking net so I could watch my newborn 
son, Jon Rawles, while I was working on my kicking. 

In January 2008, I met with the Austin College head 
football coach, Ronnie Gage, to discuss the initiative. I shared 
three goals with the coach: first, to make the team; second, to 
help him win a conference championship; and my personal 
goal was to earn a letter. He was OK with me trying out for 
the team in the fall, but I would have to earn everything I got. 

On January 18, 2008, I celebrated my official acceptance 
as a student by Austin College. But I still needed the NCAA 
to declare I had eligibility to play. I contacted an attorney and 
requested his assistance in the waiver request for the NCAA.
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In February 2008, I submitted the waiver request to Austin 
College for the NCAA. At first, and to no surprise, the NCAA 
indicated that it was unlikely that someone with three college 
degrees would have any eligibility remaining. I still believed 
my situation was unique due to extenuating life circumstances. 
Plus, the Austin College athletic director was convinced that I 
should be able to play, as well. 

As I began to get myself into some sort of football shape, 
I realized I had been away from the game of football for forty 
years and a lot had changed in those four decades. I contacted 
the head coach of Coppell High School, which is the high 
school near my home—the school where my daughter was 
a freshman and a member of the drill team. The CHS head 
coach at the time was Bob Shipley, and he graciously allowed 
me to come out to spring practice to try and get reacquainted 
with football and football’s  twenty-first century culture. 

On the last day of spring football, I was coming off the field 
with the CHS kicker and my daughter Rachel was there. Mind 
you, Rachel was very embarrassed that her old, white-legged 
dad was kicking footballs with the varsity. 

I introduced the two of them: “Rachel, this is Chase. Chase, 
this is Rachel, who, by the way, is completely embarrassed that 
I am out here with you kicking footballs.” Most young men 
may have chuckled or not said anything, but he looked back 
at my daughter and said, “There is nothing to be embarrassed 
about.” I realized then that I had become this young man’s 
teammate and my age was irrelevant.

In August 2008, the Friday before reporting for Austin 
College’s fall practices, the NCAA denied my waiver. After 
discussing the situation with my wife, we decided to appeal 
the NCAA’s decision. With the full support of my wife and 
family, I reported to fall camp without eligibility. Coach Gage 
allowed me to act as a student coach while I waited to see if my 
appeal for eligibility was accepted. 
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In September 2008, after about four weeks of practice, my 
doubts and discouragement had grown, and I prayed aloud: 
“God, I need to know if what I am doing is ridiculous or not. 
This is a real burden to my family and if it is not meant to 
happen, I just need You to show me.” 

I would routinely walk to my car in the same direction 
each day after football practice. On this particular day, I took 
a different path. I thought I heard my name, but I still kept 
walking. All of a sudden, I turned around and there stood the 
athletic director, Tim Millerick. 

He had spent most of the afternoon on the phone with 
the NCAA discussing my situation. As Tim was talking, I just 
knew he was going to tell me that everything was over and we 
couldn’t go any further. That was, until he said, “I literally read 
the rule to the NCAA representative, line by line, and when 
I got to the end of the rule, ‘according to what I am reading 
here, this man should be eligible to play,’” — and the NCAA 
representative agreed. 

All of my education up to this point, except for two 
semesters, had been part-time, starting with the years of school 
during my father’s illness and death. In order to comply with 
the transfer clause in the rules (Rule 14.5.1 states, “A student 
who transfers to a member institution from any collegiate 
institution is required to complete one full academic year of 
residence at the certifying institution before being eligible to 
compete…”), I would need to spend a year as an undergraduate. 
Then I would be able to play the following year. According to 
the NCAA, I still had one year of eligibility remaining.

I had been ineligible to play my senior year in high school 
because I was too old. And now, when most would have said 
I was too old to play college football, I had just been granted 
eligibility with the NCAA to play at Austin College. 

The first time around, I was playing football for me. This 
time, I would be playing football for Him. God had just 
answered my prayer from earlier in the day.
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“We become human only in the company of other human 
beings. And this involves both opening our hearts and giving 
voice to our deepest convictions. ...When we shrink from the 

world, our souls shrink, too.”

—Paul Rogat Loeb
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Chapter Twenty-One

The Best Kept Secret in Texas

Many people have asked me why I chose to attend 
Austin College. Well, first I had to attend a 
Division III NCAA school because of my age. In 

other words, there is no age restriction in Division III like 
there is in Division I and Division II. A second reason was 
the location. Austin College is only an hour drive from the 
Dallas–Ft. Worth metroplex. However, the overarching reason 
that I chose Austin is the robust academic reputation it enjoys. 

Established in 1849, Austin College is the oldest 
continuously operating college under the same charter in 
Texas. In 1876, Austin College relocated from Huntsville, 
Texas, to the small North Texas town of Sherman. To many, 
Austin College is the best kept secret in Texas.

The first time I had ever heard of Austin College was when 
I was a kid. The older brother of the neighborhood kid who 
asked my father about Hawaii accepted a football scholarship 
from Austin College. When I learned that the mascot was 
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a kangaroo, I thought it was different, and I guess that was 
enough to make it stick in my mind. 

As an adult, the only time I saw anything about Austin 
College was when I would drive past the Exit 61 sign on 
Highway 75 on my way to Lake Texoma. Little did I know I 
would develop some of my most treasured relationships at this 
small liberal arts college. Or for that matter, experience the full 
range of emotions from witnessing life-changing events. 

When I arrived at Austin College for fall camp in the 
summer of 2008, I hardly knew anyone. At that point, I had 
met Coach Gage and had quickly become acquainted with a 
handful of players. Nonetheless, I really didn’t have a clue as to 
how I would be received by the football team. But it was only 
twenty minutes before I received a nickname.

A nickname can be a tricky thing, especially within a 
college football culture. Naturally, “Geezer,” “Fogy,” “Pappy,” 
and other handles with age connotations come to mind. 
And frankly, one like that would have been easy for them to 
decide upon. However, my teammates kept it simple and the 
nickname they chose had no inference whatsoever to age. They 
simply took my first name and the beginning of my last name 
to call me Tom-tom. 

It might not seem like a big deal. But it was a big deal to 
me. They cared enough to give me a nickname, make me feel 
like I belonged, and they didn’t care about my age. And thanks 
to my teammates, it didn’t take long before everybody knew 
who “Tom-tom” was on the Austin College campus. 

**

My classroom experience and the interaction with fellow 
students and my professors were off the chart. One of the first 
things I noticed was that the professors actually preferred to be 
called by their first names rather than by their academic titles 
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of “doctor.” They treated me just like every other student. And 
I managed to refrain from disrupting class with my Donald 
Duck impersonation or dousing anyone with permanent ink. 

During the undergraduate year I had to perform to comply 
with the NCAA, one of my favorite classes was “The Psychology 
of Aging.” As you might imagine, I had an advantage over 
my classmates. I certainly could have been the poster child 
for this class, but what I found interesting was that I was able 
to have a reflective point of view while my classmates had an 
anticipatory framework. I was already there and they could 
only imagine what it would be like one day. Put the two 
perspectives together and voila—an extremely interesting class 
for everyone. In addition, the professor (I called her “General 
Psych”) was terrific. She was able to turn an old guy, defiant 
toward anything “ology,” into an interested student. Her class 
had to be the fastest fifty minutes ever, and it was fun.

Speaking of fun, I had my share. Certainly not the rowdy, 
carousing type of fun normally associated with college life. 
But I did enjoy hanging out at a local eatery near the Austin 
College campus on Wednesday nights after football practice 
with two of my teammates. Eventually, the three of us grew in 
number with the addition of an assistant football coach and his 
wife. Occasionally, we would invite an athletic staff member 
or another teammate to join us. However, for the majority 
of these gatherings, the five of us would laugh and tell stories 
right up until closing time. But for all of the laughter, there 
were also times of deep sorrow and sadness. 

In December 2007, I had my initial contact with the Austin 
College head football coach, Ronnie Gage. Coach Gage is a 
Texas high school football legend and member of the Texas 
High School Coaches Association Hall of Honor. We spoke by 
telephone and during our conversation, he shared with me his 
daughter, Jessica, had just gotten married. He was so proud. 
What he didn’t tell me was she had been diagnosed with brain 
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cancer sometime prior to her wedding. 
For the next year and a half, Coach Gage would be by his 

daughter’s side for all of her treatments. Yet he would still 
show up to coach his heart out day after day. I would often see 
Coach Gage—he wasn’t aware that I could see him—sitting in 
his truck sobbing uncontrollably before practices. He would 
then get out of his truck, wipe away the tears, and walk in to 
the athletic complex to give his all to his players and staff. 

Then, tragically, in February 2009, an Austin College 
football player collapsed and died while playing a game of pick-
up basketball with his football teammates. The entire Austin 
College family was in a state of shock and gripped with grief. 

When Coach Gage was notified, he was at his daughter’s 
bedside, but he left the hospital and drove to Austin College 
to address the football team. His words of comfort and 
encouragement to the team were so powerful, centered upon 
God and His goodness. Honestly, I don’t know if I will ever 
again hear such a moving message of hope in such a difficult 
circumstance. 

At the conclusion of the team meeting, Coach Gage 
returned to be at his beloved daughter’s bedside. 

Sadly, Jessica passed away in June of 2009. I attended her 
funeral along with many of the players and coaches. She was 
only twenty-eight years old.

**

In August 2009, when I reported to Austin College for fall 
camp, I really thought I had planned for everything. Then it 
hit me while preparing to suit up for the first practice that 
most football equipment has evolved in the past forty years. 
Yes, there were helmets, jerseys, and football pants, but the 
construction and application of the pads were more than likely 
a bit different from what I remembered. I was at least confident 
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I would not put my jock strap on the outside of my pants. Past 
that, who knew? 

I quickly surveyed the locker room for help. At a nearby 
locker, I noticed the young man who had coined my nickname 
and sheepishly made my way to his locker. After sharing my 
dilemma with him, he told me not to worry. He promised me 
he would always make sure I was wearing my uniform and 
equipment properly. We went over all the equipment and I 
was able to get into the swing of things after a few minutes. I 
never received any grief about this from any fellow teammates, 
which tells me he kept our little secret to himself.

The players were always trying to find ways to include me. 
My teammate and friend, Reed, liked to head-butt players after 
they performed a good tackle, intercepted a pass, recovered a 
fumble, or any other great play. He was always threatening me 
with a head butt if I kicked an extra point. I always reminded 
him that if he did that, I would crumple to the ground in a 
heap. I would have enough injuries to overcome without the 
addition of a head injury. 
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“I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” 

—Philippians 4:13
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Chapter Twenty-Two

No Pain, No Gain

We had to make a lot of adjustments as a family, but 
we were determined to make things work. Eric was 
now in his early twenties and took over the day-to-

day operations of my fitness centers. Rachel was still in high 
school. Teresa had a full-time job in outside sales, and I had 
taken a sabbatical from teaching. On top of that, we had a 
brand new son. 

With the birth of my son, I believe God was reversing the 
generational curse that had been on my father and his father. I 
was determined to be a very involved father and to have a close 
relationship with him. And I cherished every minute with him. 

Due to my schedule, I was able to be the stay-at-home 
parent with him that first year. There were days when I would 
put him in the baby stroller and push him from the living room 
to the kitchen for hours while shows like Bob the Builder were 
on. And when I started my football journey, Teresa’s flexible 
sales job allowed her to take care of Jon Rawles while I trained.
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**

For many, the idea of someone going back to college while 
already possessing a terminal degree at almost sixty years of 
age seemed crazy.But so did the idea of playing football at 
nearly sixty years of age. I saw this as just another obstacle on 
this incredible journey. And it had not been without pain and 
disappointment. 

In December 2007, while training, I had suffered a severe 
tear in the calf muscle of my kicking leg. In addition, during 
my training in July 2008, I had injured myself while stretching, 
unknowingly tearing the meniscus in the knee of my plant 
leg; this led to surgery to have the meniscus tear repaired in 
December 2008. For most college football players, the surgery 
would not be such a physical setback; however, most college 
football players aren’t in their sixties! 

The rehab was slow, but nevertheless, in March 2009 I 
participated in the Austin College spring drills. I was notified 
just ten days before spring started that I would be allowed to 
participate in spring football practices, but since the knee had 
not completely rehabbed, I was only fully able to participate 
for about two and a half weeks. During that short time, I only 
had one live session of kicking (meaning there was a snapper, 
a holder, and players trying to block the kick). All the other 
kicks I had done before had been with a static holder. 

My performance that day was horrible, to boot. I missed 
all the kicks I attempted. When walking back to the athletic 
complex afterwards, Coach Gage, who doesn’t say much at 
all, said, “Tom, you’re not very good.” I replied, “You’re right, 
coach. I have a lot of work to do.” The remainder of spring 
drills, all I did was rehab my left leg.

In the summer of 2009, I continued to train and kick, but 
my kicking leg was sore all the time. The pain never allowed 
me to strengthen it. At that point, I was only kicking about 



KICK START   |   153

20–25 footballs per workout session. Prior to fall camp, I 
participated in a kicking camp in July and my leg began to feel 
worse. Shortly after camp, I had an NCAA-required physical 
scheduled at the Cooper Clinic in Dallas. Dr. Tedd Mitchell 
determined that I had torn the quadricep of my kicking leg. 
As a result of continual kicking, the muscle had not healed 
and calcium was beginning to form. The calcium needed to 
be dissolved or surgery was the next logical step, which would 
mean there would be no more kicking . . . ever. 

From July 15 to August 15, I had physical therapy three 
days a week in order to dissolve the calcium. And it worked. 
However, by the time of fall camp, the leg muscle had not been 
strengthened. 

During the first day of fall camp, my kicking was acceptable, 
but my leg was still very sore. The next day, while kicking, I 
experienced a sharp pain, as if someone had taken a baseball 
bat and swung it across my kicking leg. I was not able to kick 
for the remainder of camp and began to battle tremendous 
discouragement and doubt once again. 

In September 2009, as the football season began, I was 
still unable to kick even though I had begun a rigorous rehab 
protocol. While undergoing rehab, I joined the team during 
practices, performing modified drills, and filming practice for 
the coaches. It wasn’t until the third week of the season that 
I was able to kick. Even then, I would only kick about ten 
footballs a day. 

I was still unsure of my abilities until the sixth week of the 
season. By this time, I was back to kicking close to normal and 
was participating fully in practice. Then during practice prior 
to the seventh game, there was a turning point—an exceptional 
practice where I basically out-kicked the other kickers on the 
depth chart. Coach Gage made his way to me and said, “That 
was good.” At that moment, I knew in my heart I had made 
the team. 
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During a practice two weeks before the final game, in front 
of other players, Coach Gage said to me, “You are kicking well 
enough to possibly be put in to kick during the final game.” 
I realized that if that happened, it would be against Austin 
College’s biggest rival, Trinity University. I now had just two 
weeks to prove that the coach was making the right decision.

**
 
From the time I had been accepted at Austin College, I had 

imagined myself kicking an extra point or a field goal to beat 
Trinity. There were times I would actually go out on the game 
field by myself and pretend I was doing just that.

Coach Gage had told me if he put me in, it would be after 
the team had scored its first touchdown. As it turned out, the 
only touchdown Austin College would score against Trinity 
was early in the second quarter. And I was sent out to tie the 
score.

With the solid thump of my foot connecting after the 
scramble to set the ball upright, the ball floated through the 
air, seemingly in slow motion. The ball sailed well over the 
crossbar, just inside the left upright. Then the sound returned 
to my ears. I heard the official’s whistle, a very loud siren, 
excited teammates, and a cheering crowd.

As I was running off the field after scoring the PAT, Reed, 
my head-butting buddy, met me on the sidelines with what 
looked like a looming, full-blown head butt. I was preparing 
to be laid-out but he pulled up at the very last second and just 
tapped my helmet with his for a job well done. His mercy was 
well received and his gesture will never be forgotten.

It didn’t occur to me until a camera crew on the sidelines 
was interviewing me, and my teammates were swarming 
around and slapping me on the back, that I just set the record 
for the oldest football player in NCAA history to ever score a 
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point. I was grinning from ear to ear, looking more like a kid 
than somebody who had long since qualified for AARP! 

In the middle of the celebration and media frenzy, I looked 
into the stands to locate Teresa and our children. They were all 
beaming with pride and I stood smiling as I took in their happy 
faces. In that moment, I reflected back to the long journey 
that got me here—applying for eligibility, missing time with 
my family, driving sixty-five miles each way to Austin College 
from Coppell, problems with my knees, the grueling training, 
a determined wife, the long hours . . . the faith. It was the kind 
of faith that lives and breathes through the words: “Delight 
yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your 
heart.” 

Unfortunately, Austin College lost the game that day, but I 
realized winning is like any other form of success. It’s all about 
the journey, not the destination. And, man, is it worth it. 
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“And we know that in all things  
God works for the good of those who love him,  
who have been called according to his purpose.” 

—Romans 8:28       
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Life On and Off the Field

I realize there are lots of people who have had a much more 
difficult childhood and life experience than I’ve had. They 
may have lived in abject poverty, or in a family situation 

that is far worse than just dysfunctional. 
You may be one of them.
Some might say I was still more fortunate than most, or that 

I at least had more of a chance to change my circumstances 
than most people ever get. And I would have to agree with 
them. 

But I also suggest that the obstacles we face in life are 
relative. I believe the amount of resistance an individual 
faces can determine the level of the victory enjoyed once the 
obstacle is overcome. In fact, embracing resistance in life may 
enhance a person’s quality of life. As a comparison to the fitness 
world, resistance exercises can provide significant benefits and 
improvement in a person’s overall health and wellbeing. In 
the same manner, persevering through resistance in life can 
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provide a strong sense of accomplishment, confidence, and 
determination. 

As I’ve often heard it said, you can’t always control what 
happens to you in life. But you can control the way you react 
to those circumstances.  

**

I am blessed with a wonderful family and a career I love, 
helping others achieve their God-given dreams and their fitness 
goals. I still own a corporate fitness management firm in the 
Dallas–Ft. Worth area. I’m the founder of the Ki Il Do Kwan 
(School of the Way of the Christian) system of Tae Kwon Do, 
serving on the examination boards for upper belt exams. I hold 
the rank of ninth-degree black belt. I also regularly lecture on 
leadership and physical fitness. And I am an adjunct professor 
of leadership and the kicking coach at Austin College in 
Sherman, Texas. Last year, one of my kickers even made all-
conference. Not that I’m bragging. Like I said, football is in 
my blood. 

When I began my journey to go back to college to play 
football, there were many who likened my endeavor to that 
of Noah’s when he set out to build the Ark. He was thought 
by most to be absolutely crazy but he was passionate about his 
purpose. In those ways, I believe the characterization applies. 

If you believe God has given you direction for something, 
you should step out in faith to see where God leads you. And if 
God has given you the dream, your age is irrelevant. Certainly 
Noah’s age didn’t matter. He was six hundred years old when 
he began his journey. Heck, I was only approaching sixty. 

In addition to relying on faith, attaining your goals is a lot 
easier when you have strong support. And I have very strong 
support. I admire and respect Teresa’s devotion to doing what 
God wants her to do and to our family. We have always made 
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any decision that affects our family together. 
When the football season at Austin College was coming 

to an end, I asked Teresa if she wanted me to quit the college 
program so I would be home more. She said, “You have never 
quit anything in your life and you’re not about to start now. 
You began a degree up there; you should finish it. If anything, 
it should be an example to your teammates. They should 
see that you didn’t go to college just to play football.” So we 
decided that I would finish my degree. I didn’t need another 
degree but I did it to set an example to other people that it’s 
important to finish what you start.  

Having gone through the marital difficulties I have, I 
finally came to have a forgiving understanding of my parents’ 
relationship and why it was doomed from the beginning. And 
I can also see why my previous marriages failed. 

Many guys get to certain age and realize they’re lonesome. 
They go and get a wife when they should have gotten a dog. 
Then, they treat their wife like the dog they should have 
gotten—they feed them, pat them, and expect them to “wag” 
their tail when they come home. Then, they don’t understand 
when their wife isn’t fulfilled. I know this because I have done 
it. 

A similar thing sometimes happens to women. They’ll start 
dating a guy. If he’s good looking and gets along with her 
parents and friends, she begins to wonder if he’s the one. But 
unless the guy has a purpose in life that requires a helpmate, 
he’s not the one. He’s just your friend. 

A woman will crawl across glass for a man who has a 
purpose and a plan. In fact, the plan doesn’t necessarily have to 
be a good one—he just needs a plan. 

When I met Teresa, I shared my purpose in life with her. My 
plans didn’t always work out but I always had a plan in mind; 
one that was built around family. Our marriage is different 
from the others because I believe God chose Teresa to be my 
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wife instead of me choosing. Clearly, I wasn’t very good at 
choosing. In addition, we both have a strong commitment to 
the Lord and to each other. Of course we have our moments, 
but that’s part of building a strong relationship.

 
**

In some ways, my parents’ lack of parenting made me a 
better parent. All I really needed to do was to do the opposite 
what my mother and father did. They were both very self-
centered people so I try to focus on the needs of others. I take 
my responsibility as a parent seriously. I realize I’m not perfect. 
No one ever is. But I try every day to be the best parent I can 
be. I’m invested in my children and they know it. 

All children will one day have to deal with life on their 
own and we have taught them the way they think, the books 
they read, and the people they associate with have a profound 
effect on who they become. Ultimately, it comes down to their 
choices. 

Teresa and I give advice to the older ones, when asked. And 
we honestly tell them what we think about their decisions. 
Past that, we love them and pray for them.

Even though the last time I saw Cinnamon was at our 
wedding, I still pray for her and hope one day that we can 
reconnect and develop more of a relationship. 

Eric completed an MBA. He earned a second-degree black 
belt from me.

Rachel is completing her undergraduate degree at Austin 
College. She’s beautiful, brilliant, and is a cheerleader at AC.

Jon Rawles just turned ten and is truly a blessing. I am 
so happy to be doing the things with him that I had always 
wished my father had done with me. We play together, throw 
the football—and any other ball for that matter—swim 
together in the back yard, and I take him and pick him up 
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from school when I can. 
Every day I ask him this question: “Have I told you today 

I love you?” When he says no, I tell him that I do. With a big 
grin on his face, he replies, “I love you, too!” 

And when he’s old enough, I will give him the model airplane 
kit I recently bought. It’s not the same model as the one my 
father bought for me years ago, but it’s close. Hopefully, it will 
get passed down to his son one day. 

It’s ironic that even though my father didn’t know how to 
model being a parent, a model airplane kit is what reminds me 
best of the love I had for him. And the love I will model for 
my son. 
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The Gift of Goal Setting

We all set goals in life. In fact, there’s a good chance we set 
goals for ourselves every day: Wake up by 5:30. Respond to all 
emails in my inbox. Don’t spill coffee on my pants again today. 
Hit the gym after work. Complete grocery shopping in under 
45 minutes. These could be considered smaller goals, but in 
truth, it isn’t the size of the goal that matters. It’s whether you 
consistently set achievable goals and reach them. These smaller 
goals can even create great momentum for those larger goals 
on your list!

In my case, I had to have a number of goals in each major 
area of my life (body, mind, and spirit) while I was practicing 
with the Austin College football team, going to school, and 
still being very involved at home as a husband and father. I 
couldn’t have succeeded in all of these areas—much less one 
area—if I didn’t have goals and a vision of where I wanted to 
go, what I wanted to achieve, and when I’d reach the mark.

So what qualifies as a “goal” anyway? Consider the definition 
of the word “goal,” which is “the result toward which effort is 
directed.” A goal is a desired outcome, and there are many 
benefits of setting goals. For example, by setting a goal an 
individual may achieve a sense of purpose, increase motivation, 
enhance attitude, develop a sense of well-being or direction in 
life, and enhance time-management. 

Having goals will help you to direct your efforts. But you 
must set clear, specific, and achievable goals. If you don’t have 
specific goals, you may never get anywhere, or at least not very 
far from where you are now. 

Too often, people fail at a task or a dream because they 
set unclear goals. For example, you may want to achieve a 
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position of importance and influence in life, but neglect to 
determine how to go about obtaining the position, or even 
defining what the position will be. Without clear goals, you 
have no roadmap to follow and no clear destination in mind. 
How will you know when you’ve arrived if you don’t know 
where you’re going? 

Then there are those individuals who want to gain control 
over their finances. Yet, they won’t balance their checkbook or 
create and maintain a budget. Most likely it’s because they may 
not enjoy these activities, even though they are capable of doing 
them. So if you struggle with finances, try setting a simple goal 
of spending ten minutes a day for a month balancing your 
checkbook. By the end of the month, you could become a 
checkbook-balancing virtuoso. Therein lies the secret of goal 
setting: start small, stay simple.

This same approach—start small, stay simple—can be 
applied to every goal on your list. 

Tips for Intentionality
From my experience, successful individuals always have a 

specific goal or set of goals. Here are some tips1 to help you to 
set effective goals that will fuel your motivation and lead you 
to success.

1.  Conduct a self-examination. Before you can establish 
specific goals, you need to decide what’s important to 
you and what you’d like to accomplish. You must have 
a desire to accomplish your self-set goals, so you must 
truly value your final destination.

2.  Avoid fuzzy goals. If you say to yourself, “I want to 
get in good shape someday” or “I’d like to pay off my 
credit card debt soon,” you might have a goal in mind, 
but you probably won’t reach it. One problem is the 
word “someday.” It’s unclear and nonspecific. When are 
you going to be in shape? How are you going to pay 
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down your debt? Another problem is that you have not 
yet specified what “good” or “soon” means. The more 
specific your goals, the more vividly they paint a picture 
of your destination.

3.  Be realistic. Goals are generally more effective for 
managing our immediate behavior if they are specific 
and challenging, yet achievable. If we set unreasonable 
goals that we cannot realistically achieve, we are likely to 
do more harm than good. Realistic, achievable goals, on 
the other hand, can be very satisfying when we achieve 
them. For example, if you have not exercised in years 
and you set a goal to run a marathon in one month, you 
are being unrealistic and probably setting yourself up for 
injury and failure. On the other hand, if you want to 
lose weight and set a goal to lose a pound a week, this is 
quite realistic and achievable, especially if you set some 
guidelines around your food and water intake, and your 
exercise plan. 

The Link Between Goal Setting  
and Physical Fitness 

In the words of John F. Kennedy: “Physical Fitness is the 
basis for all other forms of excellence.” In addition, the original 
Greek word for the word, “fit” is “useful.” A physically fit 
person will have more energy, handle the stress of life better, 
and enjoy enhanced job performance.

It isn’t hard to see how becoming physically fit will help 
you improve your well-being and job performance. The big 
question is:  How can you get there? But to many of us, the 
even bigger question is: Just how fit do I have to be? Do I have 
to look like a fitness model or personal trainer to achieve these life 
goals? 

The answer, thankfully, is no. 
You can be considered a fit individual and still have twenty 
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to thirty pounds you can’t seem to shake. You can have more 
energy for everyday tasks without having to spend an hour in 
the gym every day. You can get a grip on your stress levels both 
at home and at work without having to do yoga five times a 
week. These things are all great options to incorporate into a 
healthy lifestyle, but for many of us, they’re unattainable, or 
at least not easily blended with our current lifestyles. That’s 
where goal setting can save the day—and your sanity!

One of the first areas of concentration, if you have a fitness 
or health-related goal, is to learn about your body type. There 
are three different body types: ectomorph (carrot), mesomorph 
(apple), and endomorph (pear). Rather than get caught up in 
how we should look to other people, I suggest we should first 
learn to accept the body-type we have. In that light, we should 
concentrate on our fitness level instead of a dress or suit size. 
Above all, remember you are competing against yourself, rather 
than against someone else. In this instance, you can “challenge 
yourself to challenge yourself ” with the understanding that 
even a small step is a step in the right direction.  

The Mind-Body-Spirit Connection
We have heard it said, “Keep it simple”…you know the 

rest. If you really think about it, all goals will fall into three 
categories. Namely the body, mind, and spirit. For example, 
a physical fitness goal may be achieved with exercise and diet, 
a financial goal may be achieved by thinking, and spiritual 
goal may be achieved with prayer and meditation. In addition, 
by keeping your goals in just three categories you may give 
yourself a better opportunity to prioritize your goals. Speaking 
of prioritizing…as mentioned previously, being able to 
prioritize your goals is crucial for achieving a goal.

How many times have you heard we should “live a balanced 
life”? For many of us, while we strive to be balanced, in reality 
we are more focused on “keeping the plates spinning.” I 
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suggest we look at life as a model rather than a performance. 
If the mind, body, and spirit are functioning at their highest 
level, the result will be an enhanced life with greater balance 
than before. Needless to say, your quality of life will increase as 
a natural result of becoming more balanced.

Ditch the Bucket List
When people mention a “bucket list” goal, they are usually 

referring to something they would like to do before they die. 
In that light, it usually means the goal has to do with one 
person. However, a “quality of life” goal includes a number 
of people. For example, when I began my journey to become 
a kicker on a college football team, there was no way I was 
going to accomplish that goal by myself. It was literally a team 
effort—both on and off the field. 

As a result of achieving my goal, many lives were enhanced 
from the experience. For example, my co-author, agent, and 
publisher acquired a client; the kickers at Austin College 
acquired a coach; and the students at Austin College acquired 
a professor. Most importantly I acquired new friends. 

The difference of doing something before you die (as though 
time is running out) and doing something to enhance your 
life (by making the most of your time and abilities) is what 
distinguishes a “bucket list” goal from a “quality of life” goal.

As an example of my own “quality of life” list, I had three 
original goals when I went to Austin College:

1. I wanted to help the team win a conference championship.
2. I wanted to make the football team.
3. I wanted to earn a letter.

As it happened, the NCAA originally denied my request 
for a waiver, which would allow me to play football on the 
team. Most people would have said, “It’s over.” But because 
my goals were “quality of life” goals and not just one line on 
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my “bucket list,” I decided to stay. In doing so, I became a 
student coach while things worked out with the NCAA. In 
addition, I was still able to achieve those original goals, even 
though it initially looked like I wouldn’t have the chance 
to play football. In the end, my decision to attend Austin 
College, make the football team, and kick an extra point has 
affected a whole lot more people than just me. I have been able 
to mentor students, enjoy an enhanced relationship with my 
daughter, and provide a positive example for my son. “Quality 
of life” goals allow you to grow as an individual while also 
nurturing your relationships.

Giving Yourself a Gift
 Have you ever achieved a goal, but then didn’t experience 

that long-term sense of fulfillment you were expecting? I’d bet 
we all have. But why didn’t we experience a sense of fulfillment 
like we imagined? It happens when we set a goal that is not 
tied to a core value. Examples of goals in my own life include 
earning a doctorate, earning a black belt in Karate, becoming 
a pilot, becoming a licensed real estate broker, and becoming 
an author. Most of these were tied to my core values. However, 
for many individuals, their goals may not necessarily be linked 
to their core values. 

For example, it is not uncommon for people to spend 
years earning a black belt and when they reach that goal, 
instead of continuing to practice and learn, they quit. They 
likely experienced years of personal growth through practice 
and competition, but because their actions weren’t tied to a 
personal core value, when they reached the goal, they saw no 
need to continue. In my case, becoming a pilot and becoming 
a licensed real estate broker were not tied to any core value. 
Thus, when I achieved those goals, as great as they were, I only 
felt a sense of achievement, but not necessarily a deep personal 
fulfillment. 
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As you look back over your list of goals, you can likely now 
differentiate between those that will give you the ability to 
check a box and be done with that particular achievement, 
and those that will give you deep and lasting fulfillment. 
Remember when you set a goal that is tied to a core value 
(e.g., level of education or physical fitness), you have a greater 
chance of gaining lasting fulfillment. 

Core values are the fundamental beliefs an individual has. 
In that light, core values are the guiding principles that dictate 
behavior and action. In other words, core values define who 
we are. Further, core values can help people choose between 
right and wrong behavior. Examples of core values are: 
honesty, loyalty, dependability, being open-minded, positivity, 
compassion, motivation, optimism, respect, being physically 
fit, courage, education, and being kind. 

We’ve heard it said to “love your neighbor as yourself.” Many 
of us have taken this to mean that we should love other people 
more than we love ourselves. At first glance, we might think 
that being selfless and living for others is the ultimate show 
of appreciation. However, if we don’t take care of ourselves 
first, we cannot give our best to others. We must learn to love 
ourselves first, and then love our neighbors (family, coworkers, 
friends, etc.) from that same place of love. 

In addition, many of us may have a difficult time accepting 
a gift, feeling more comfortable as the gift-giver but not as the 
recipient. When it comes to making ourselves a priority, we 
need to realize that giving is like investing. In other words, 
you can’t expect a return on an investment without having 
first made an investment. When we invest time and energy 
into changing our own lives for the better, we benefit from the 
investment first, and those around us benefit from our positive 
growth and example. 

We may inspire others to change their own lives. Our 
communication with family and friends may become more 
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positive. Our relationships may flourish due to an increased 
level of happiness and lower stress levels. 

That being said, I would encourage all of us to make our 
first lifestyle goal to love and accept ourselves and to remember 
the best gift we can give ourselves is to get a kick out of life!

1. Thompson II, Emmet C., et al. Fit to Lead: The Proven 8-Week Solution for 
Shaping Up Your Body, Your Mind, and Your Career. Franklin, TN: Carpenters 
Son Publishing, 2012.
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Are you a leader at work at 
the expense of your health? 
Did you give up exercise after 
college and stop watching your 
diet when you made it to 
senior partner? Are fast food 
and a hectic, catch-up lifestyle 
all you allow yourself? 

The proven, simple Fit to 
Lead program is based on 
the sound principles that 
have helped thousands 

of top executives get—and 
stay—in shape. Filled with practical suggestions, 

success stories from top-level clients, and insights from 
leaders that include past presidents, the book represents 
a realistic, easy-to-follow, and life-changing plan to help 
achieve body fitness, nutritional fitness, and mental 
fitness. 

The results are not just looking and feeling better, but 
performing better on the job, becoming a more effective 
leader, and inspiring others to follow your lead, both at 
work and at home. 




