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Deconstructing A-Rod 
Our columnist imagines a therapy session between a ballplayer and one of his counselors
WEB EXCLUSIVE 

By Gersh Kuntzman 

Newsweek 

Updated: 4:23 p.m. ET May 31, 2005 

May 31 - Yankees third baseman Alex Rodriguez has admitted that he is in psychological therapy with two counselors. "I know what it's done for me," Rodriguez told The New York Times last week. "Therapy is an incredible thing and you might get to know someone who you didn't even know was in there."
Dr. Vatsdimatta: So, what seems to be the problem this week, Alex?
Alex Rodriguez: I'm struggling at the plate, pressing too hard, tensing up.
And what do you think is the reason?
Well, I was thinking about what I was talking about last week with my other therapist, about how I sometimes feel anxious or nervous when I'm under pressure. Sometimes I just can't perform at the plate in a "big game" situation.
You're dropping your back shoulder.
Dropping my back shoulder?
Yes, when you swing.
But don't you think my difficulties have more to do with the fact that my father left us when I was 9 and my mother had to raise us all? I always feel that the other shoe is going to drop, that I can never really be calm.
I think that's too easy. Let's dig deeper. For instance, why do you think you're only hitting .130 against Joel Pineiro? The guy's ERA is up near 6! Everyone else lights him up like a Christmas tree.
Dr. Zimmerman said that I need to stop treating each at-bat as if it's some kind of referendum on my entire life. He thinks I need to block out the negativity I learned from growing up without a father.
Technically, that's not true. What about Barry Zito?
The Oakland pitcher? What about him?
He's your daddy! You're batting only .179 against him! And he's 1-6! The rest of the league is eating him up. The guy lays in these fat pitches and you're standing in the batter's box, back on your heels. How does that make you feel?
It makes me feel worse, and then I start worrying even more, which only perpetuates the vicious cycle. It's not like I haven't had a great season so far. I mean, I'm leading the league in home runs and I'm the main reason why we had that 16-2 stretch in May. But deep down, it's not giving me the kind of joy I seek. I think they call it anhedonia--the inability to take pleasure in one's own achievements.
Well, you've really only had a couple of good weeks. I mean, you're no Lou Gehrig.
It makes me feel like I did when I was leading my high school team back in Florida. I had one of the best seasons in scholastic history, but my mother was working two jobs, so she could never watch any of my games. And my father was gone. So even though I was an All-American on the field, I was empty inside. I think on some level, I'm still trying to get over that. Maybe deep down I feel that if I achieve great things on the field, I may end up being emptier in my personal life. Is that possible, doctor? 
Possible? No, it's not possible. Look. I'm the doctor here. Besides, you're getting ahead of yourself. Let's stick to the basics: Why aren't you taking a full cut at Sidney Ponson's fastball? The guy can't hit 90 on the radar gun!
Do you think that I'm having some kind of flashbacks to when I played winter ball in the Dominican Republic in 1994? I couldn't hit a ball off a tee the whole season! I remember feeling so impotent, being back where I grew up, surrounded by all these people who loved me, yet not being able to please them.
It's very telling that you used the word "impotent" just then. And this fear of disappointing people definitely touches a nerve.
Do you think I'm nervous playing in New York City, earning tens of millions of dollars, worrying when Mr. Steinbrenner will lose patience with me? Maybe I have some kind of deep-seated fear of failure?
No, but let's stay on this notion of failure for a second. Do you remember that night in Boston when you booted that ground ball that led to the winning BoSox run?
Yes. And I guess you want to talk about how that made me feel, right?
How it made you feel? What about how it made me feel? I had $20 bucks on that game.
Well, third base is not my natural position. I'm a shortstop, but when I went to the Yankees, I had to defer to my pal, Derek Jeter. I guess I'm still adjusting. Hey, wait a second. Do you think that I secretly harbor some resentment towards Derek because he didn't have to fight to keep his job, that it was just assumed that I'd defer to him? Do you think that's what's affecting my play at the hot corner? 
No, I just think you're not a great third baseman. [Looking at clock] And that's where we have to leave it this week. I'm sorry, our time is up.
That's it? But we didn't even get into my fear of swinging and missing on the hit-and-run. I think it's because I'm always trying to please male authority figures.
Well, Alex, you know better than anyone that therapy is a lifetime pursuit. It will take us months just to uncover the obvious fears and neuroses, and even longer to get a little deeper. So, please, be patient during this process and, for the love of Steinbrenner, keep that back shoulder up! 
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