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TROY, Ala. -- The large, glass doors open, and Tara Blackwell enters a room of clanging weights, grunting bodies and determined spirit.

She fits in well. Attired in team warm-up apparel, Blackwell blends with the lunchtime crowd of Troy University athletes engaged in a training-center workout. Members of the Trojans' football team acknowledge her with a respectful nod.

"When she's in here, she just like any other athlete trying to get better, trying to improve performance," said Richard Shaughnessy, the Trojans' strength and conditioning coach.

If it were only that easy.

Blackwell, 21, a Pensacola native, Pine Forest graduate and junior second baseman on Troy's softball team, yearns to compete again. Or walk again.

One year ago today, a life-changing accident occurred.

The Trojans were having a practice on an off-day before facing Belmont University in Nashville, Tenn. In her final at-bat the night before against Lipscomb University, Blackwell delivered the game-sealing hit.

As one of the team leaders, Blackwell liked to add some levity to the mundane element of practice. She routinely performed back flips with aid of another person. Unfortunately, this time, Blackwell did not finish the flip.

The landing broke her neck. The grass field likely saved her life, but the accident severed three vertebrae in her spinal cord.

"The second my head hit the ground, my entire body went numb," Blackwell said during a recent interview between rehabilitation efforts at Troy. "I didn't feel my body land on the ground. I only felt my head and arms.

"Instantly, I said, 'Oh my God, I'm paralyzed.' "

Sadly, she was right.

Within seconds, athletic trainer Cherise Crisman, an eight-year veteran and Troy graduate, was at Blackwell's side. Her worst nightmare unfolded. All she could do was keep Blackwell immobilized.

"In this profession, there are some things you just know," said Crisman, adding she knew it was a life-altering injury.

Gaining ground

Twelve months later, though confined to a motorized wheelchair, Blackwell has made remarkable progress.

Since rejoining Troy's athletic family in January, she has spent long hours each weekday in a newly opened facility inside Tine W. Davis Field House.

Her regimen is assisted by trainers and Shaugnessy's guidance in the weight room. In addition to rehab and therapy, Blackwell is trying to finish the courses she couldn't complete during the 2005 spring semester. Schoolwork has been difficult because she can't study, research or turn pages in a book without assistance.

She maneuvers with the wheelchair and a legion of friends. Though she hasn't returned to driving, she has a specially equipped van for transport. Crisman, who is her roommate, and other friends readily do whatever is needed to get her around town or campus.

"You would be amazed at how self-sufficient she is," Crisman said.

Blackwell's leadership role hasn't changed. She attends as many home games as possible, including a series against Louisiana-Lafayette this weekend. She talks with coaches, provides tips to players.

As difficult and emotional as it is for Blackwell to watch from a wheelchair in the dugout, she wants to be with her team.

"Every time I see her, it makes me want to work that much harder," said Brooke Powell, who replaced Blackwell at second base. "She is a big-time inspiration. ... I mean, big, big.

"Every time I look at her, or any time she says something to me, I want to do it harder."

One dreadful day

Blackwell's injury occurred when she and a graduate assistant coach tried to work in tandem on the back flip.

"I did it with somebody I had never done it with before," she said. "But it was no more his fault than the man on the moon.

"The way it works, the person holds their hands out, you walk up and put one foot in their hands and push off their shoulders. He didn't throw me hard enough, and I didn't push off hard enough. We both under-compensated because it was our first time doing it."

Hearing the fall, teammates immediately stopped practice and rushed to her side.

Powell, a junior from Grove Hill, Ala., who became friends with Blackwell before their arrival at Troy, chokes back emotions when discussing her beloved teammate.

She remembers how she "prayed and prayed and prayed" as Blackwell underwent emergency surgery, insisting on seeing her in the recovery room.

The next day, Powell was the starter at Blackwell's position.

"It was the toughest thing I've ever gone through in my life," she said.

Blackwell battles

But Blackwell's toughness and can-do outlook has people convinced she will beat paralysis.

"These last three months have been crucial," her mother, Patsy Blackwell, said. "She has made so much progress from last year, which was such a blur. We were in such denial of what was actually happening to her."

What's happening now is Blackwell's neck has regained its strength. She can lift her arms above her head. Muscles have returned in her triceps. Her legs have toned and strengthened.

"She looks like the old Tara again," said Patsy, who leaned on support from co-workers in Pensacola and her large family to handle the past 12 months. "When we got home in July (from the hospital), she couldn't even brush her teeth."

Troy's training staff, led by Shaughnessy, continues to push for improvement. There has been movement in her thumbs. One day, Blackwell wants to feel her softball glove, which she flashed with great range as a player.

"Everybody has bad days. But I always go to bed with a smile on my face because I know how fortunate I am, how lucky I am," Blackwell said. "I know things are going to get better.

"I want to make a statement. I want to be the one who defeated the odds."

Really, this is the ultimate rally.

The next step

Blackwell is ready to step to the plate, vying to become the first stem-cell implant patient for spinal cord damage. In July, she will travel with her parents to Baltimore, returning to the International Center for Spinal Cord Injury at the Kennedy Krieger Institute for six weeks of intense therapy.

She went to the center last year for consultation. Dr. John McDonald, a leading researcher who is testing the procedure, is director of the center. Political-wrangling has limited federal funding in the United States.

Undeterred, doctors such as McDonald rapidly are making headway. The procedure involves an injection in the neck to replace damaged cells with new ones. It is being tested on animals. The procedure would have to be performed in Bogata, Colombia.

Blackwell is ready and willing.

"That's really why I am doing this (daily rehab) ... to prepare for that," she said. "I want them to see I'm the best candidate for the surgery. I want to get my body in the best shape possible.

"Rather than make it an invasive procedure, where they have to cut you open again, (the doctors) want to make it where they give you an injection through the neck into the spinal cord."

If it works like physicians hope, it rapidly will accelerate spinal cord healing, enabling the signals that control movement to travel from the brain through the spinal cord.

And curing paralysis.

"Tara's injury is like a big traffic jam in her neck," said Melanie Davis, the Trojans' softball coach. "It takes time for the traffic to unwork itself, and we have to keep her body ready as it heals."

'They don't know Tara'

Davis, in her 13th year with the Trojans, was working with another player in a nearby batting cage when Blackwell's accident occurred. She was the one who had to call Blackwell's parents that day, telling them they needed to leave Pensacola and travel to Vanderbilt University Medical Center in Nashville.

Within 30 minutes of the accident, Blackwell was in the trauma center at one of the nation's best facilities. She received a neck shot, often given to football players in trauma, to prevent swelling around the spinal cord. A leading doctor in such injuries, Dr. Sam Chang, was on call. All of these elements might have aided her life.

Patsy and Terry Blackwell were at home that day, taking a break from spring chores around their home. Then, the telephone rang.

"She didn't want to tell me how bad it was," Patsy said. "I thought well, 'They don't know Tara.' She is tough, she has been through injuries before.

"Finally, I asked her if Tara could feel her legs. She said, 'No.' On the way up there, my husband and I ... there was total silence in the car. But I never, ever dreamed what it was."

Back at Troy

The past 12 months have been an emotional wave for Davis, who has won more than 600 career games. She got her 500th win at Troy on May 9, 2005, against Georgia Tech -- a game that fell exactly one month after Blackwell's accident.

The situation has put winning and losing softball games in perspective. The Trojans (21-25), are enduring a peak-and-valley season. They won the Atlantic Sun Conference regular-season title last year, carrying Blackwell's spirit on wristbands that read, T7J, for Tara Jane and her jersey number, 7.

"It's an understatement to say it's the worst thing that has ever happened to me professionally," Davis said. "But Tara has helped all of us get through it because of her positive approach.

"Her willingness to let us help her has meant everything."

Inside Davis' office, apart from the plaques and awards, there is an item -- encased in glass -- that means everything.

About a month ago, Blackwell's progression enabled her to begin finger-painting.

Using a small sponge, she drew a poignant message that can be tear-evoking: "Tara Loves The Trojans." There is a softball and a heart included in the painting.

"Her being as strong as she is makes it easy on us," said Blackwell's father, Terry, 56, who works for the U.S. Postal Service. "She is not down very often. I think that has helped us all.

"She is still the same Tara. She is still the leader of the gang. Nothing has changed. It is uplifting to see her among friends."

'Tarafest' 2006

Last weekend, several hundred of her friends attended the second "Tarafest'' at Brews Brothers, a sports-themed restaurant on Navy Boulevard. The daylong fundraiser, two days after Blackwell's 21st birthday, lasted well into the night. It featured various local bands, including the one her father plays in part-time.

The event, organized by three Pensacola women who became friends of Blackwell through other friends, raised more than $25,000 for the Tara Blackwell Medical Fund. People from throughout the Pensacola Bay Area attended, including grade-school classmates of Blackwell and some grade-school classmates of her parents who haven't visited in years.

There also were special gifts provided Blackwell, such as a custom beach chair to accommodate a handicap person. She loves the beach.

Before her injury, Blackwell followed the credo about working hard, playing hard. She enjoyed a good party. She loved to go to dance clubs such as Seville Quarter.

She would give anything to dance again. She'll close her eyes now and pretend she still is able to dance.

"Next to softball, dancing was my favorite thing to do," she said. "The first few times I went since my accident, I was absolutely miserable. People would try to dance around me, to make me feel part of it, but it was so hard on me.

"Now, I'm fine with it. I just hang out with my friends. They believe in me, so why should I not believe in myself. In my heart, I know I will walk again.

"And I feel the harder I work, the more chance I have. All I want is a chance."
