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1

HE CAN GET it any way he wants. I got so many tools in my bag—swim, spin, rip, anything. I get down in a three-point stance and smile at him, but he won’t look at me. He’s spooked and jumpy. The ball gets snapped, and I move my inside arm like I’m trying to hook him and get around the edge. His feet move sideways then I drive right into him—bull rush—and put him on his ass. I step over, and I’m on the QB’s blind side. He sees me at the last second, but it’s too late, and I explode through him. The ball comes out.

I’m basically Charles Haley. You can double-team him, throw three guys at him, but he’s still gonna find a way to be disruptive. The only difference is he’s playing on Sundays at Texas Stadium, and I’m down here in Corpus. Imagine the two of us together, one on each side.

The QB still hasn’t gotten up, and everyone is crowding around him. He’s athletic and has a good arm, but he’s soft. I tell him to get up. He’s in full pads, and I’ve just got on sweats and a T-shirt. Someone starts yelling “Daytona!” from the other side of the field, and I don’t even have to look to know it’s Coach Juarez. I knew it wouldn’t be long. He’s had it out for me since seventh grade, since I first stepped onto this field. Then he tried sabotaging me with Coach Gregory at Tuloso. I know he told him I’m a bad kid.

Now Juarez is saying he’s calling the police, that he’s not bluffing this time. He starts walking inside. He’s probably not gonna call anyone, but it’s not worth the risk. I tell him I’m leaving. I walk off the field and onto the sidewalk. If Juarez was a man he would’ve done something about it himself instead of calling the cops. He’s mad because he knows the kids really listen to me and respect me, and they know he’s just some old burnout. The game has passed him by. I walk past where the trees start and get out of sight. I can see them, but they can’t see me. Juarez doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything.

I could play in the NFL if I wanted to, but it’s not my calling. The thing with football is you could be the best player God ever put on Earth, but if the man next to you doesn’t do his job, you could still lose. The running back could fumble. The receiver could drop the ball. I don’t wanna rely on anyone but myself.

He still hasn’t gotten up, and I can’t tell if he’s moving because there’s too many kids around him. Maybe it’s what he needed. We need tests in life. Pat Dupree says life is constantly testing our commitment to what we say we want. How bad does he want to be a great QB? This might show him that the game isn’t for him, or it could light a fire under his ass to learn how to move up in the pocket, to grow eyes in the back of his head. You might say it’s just spring practice, but what they do today will be the difference between winning and losing come September.

I can’t worry about this now. I gotta get home and check on Granny. She could be dead on the recliner, just slipped away. She could’ve fallen and broken her hip.

“Stop,” I say out loud. “Stop. Stop. Stop.” It’s on me to stop the thoughts. Thoughts are real things, and they’re energy you’re putting into the universe. I counter them with thoughts of her smiling, moving around, being healthy. I start walking that way through the trees and start running when I get to the sidewalk. The gate ends where the trees start so anyone could get into the neighborhood if they really wanted. I gotta see her, and I keep these counter-thoughts running in my head. I gotta slow down for a second and walk. It’s true I’ve had to sacrifice some stamina with the added muscle mass. Anyone who’s serious about strongman has to. I walk as fast as I can. Only about three blocks.

There’s sirens—Corpus Christi PD, and I gotta laugh. I guess Juarez really did call this time. They’re in the distance, but they sneak up on you quick. Everybody in the neighborhood has their backyard fenced in, but Marty a few houses from us never has a lock on his gate. I open the latch, go into his yard, and crouch in the corner behind this big cactus he has for some reason. He thinks it looks good. He’s a hick from Beaumont who struck gold with oil, but he’s still a hick. People don’t just change when they get money, like when Granny married Granddad. She’s still from Angleton.

The sirens get really loud then stop. I hear their car doors open and close. They sent two cars at least. I listen for Granny to open the door, but then someone comes out on Marty’s back porch. Goddamnit. I try to be totally still behind the cactus.

“You think I can’t see you behind that cactus, you big sumbitch?” It’s Larry, Marty’s son. He’s fifteen or sixteen, and he’s a little punk. “Come out,” he says and pumps his shotgun. The kid is obsessed with guns, always going hunting and trying to shoot birds and squirrels in the neighborhood with his pellet gun.

I put my finger to my lips and point out front. “Cops,” I say as quiet as I can, and he looks at me confused and motions with the gun for me to leave. I step out from behind the cactus and keep my head crouched so they can’t see me poking out over the fences. It’s hard to hide when you’re six foot six.

“Go on,” Larry says.

I swear. If he didn’t have that gun and Marty wasn’t my buddy, I’d smack the hell out of him. He’s one of these people that prays for a burglar to break into their house one day so they have an excuse to shoot somebody.

I walk through the gate and move into our next-door neighbor’s side yard and creep along the house until I can just peek around the corner. A neighbor across the street comes out of her front door. Christ. I move back a little. People in Cactus Basin aren’t used to the cops coming around. I stay glued to the side of the house and don’t move an inch. She doesn’t see me and gets bored and goes back inside.

I look around the corner again, and there’s two cop cars. I move up a little farther and can look all the way around. I can’t see Granny, but I can see the officers on the porch talking to her. She’s okay. There’s three cops. I recognize John Wells but not the other two. John knows Granny well, and he’s the one talking.

She lets them inside, and I gotta stay put. I hear them go out into the backyard, and I can barely make it out, but Granny’s saying something about how I just miss playing football. He says, “Boy, could Daytona play!” He was a junior when I was a freshman, I think. He wasn’t much of a cornerback, but everybody loved him in the locker room.

They talk for a few more minutes about nothing, then go back inside, then back into the front yard. Granny says she’ll tell me to go straight to the station when I get home. The car doors open and close, and I hug the side of the neighbor’s house while they drive past. I wait a minute, then go inside through the front door.

Granny doesn’t look up from the stove. “I figured you were close by,” she says.

“What’d they want?”

“They said you hurt some boy at the middle school,” she says. “What the hell were you down there messing with them for?”

“I was just showing them some stuff,” I say. “Coach Juarez needs help.”

“I don’t think he wants your help,” she says and turns to me and pinches my arm. “You’re too big a boy to be playing with those kids.”

“I wouldn’t be doing them any favors by taking it easy on them.”

“You don’t need to be messing with them,” she says again and looks me right in the eye. “You need to worry about yourself. You got too much time on your hands when you should be busy working.”

They said the kid was hurt, and I start worrying it’s bad. Maybe he couldn’t move, and they had to cart him off. He could be paralyzed, or maybe his leg is broken.

“Did they say how bad he was hurt?”

She shakes her head. I could call the hospitals and check if he’s in there. He’s probably fine. Just got the wind knocked out of him.

Granny’s right. It’s not worth my time. Football isn’t my game anymore. Strongman is.
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I CAN’T STOP thinking about that kid laying there in the grass. Why’d I have to go through him like that? I could’ve just wrapped him up and set him down. I don’t sleep at all, and I decide to go down to the police station as soon as it opens in the morning and turn myself in. John Wells can tell me what happened, how he’s doing. Granny is telling me to go too.

At seven a.m., I drive to downtown Corpus, and it’s pretty much empty this time of the morning. People don’t really start moving until eight or nine. I park on the street outside the station and put two quarters in the parking meter.

I go inside, and the lady at the front desk says, “Daytona! Good morning.” I forget her name, but everyone knows me here. Everyone in Corpus basically. I was all-county, the best player in South Texas. “John Wells was just talking about you,” she says.

I tell her that’s who I’m looking for. “Did he say how the kid is doing?”

“No.”

She tells me he’s on his way and to take a seat. She asks if I’d like some coffee, but I say no thank you. I’m too goddamn restless already, and I just wish he’d show up.

I sit there bouncing my leg for forty-five minutes before he comes in and sticks his hand out to shake mine. “Daytona Teddy Riggs, come on back.” It’s a small station with the desks all in one big room, besides the captain, who’s got his own office. John Wells sits in his desk chair and leans back and asks me how I’ve been doing. He’s gonna ask me if I’m working, and I don’t wanna talk about all that, so I just get to it.

“I just wanted to see how that kid was doing. Granny told me to come see you.”

“Yeah, we came by. It was good seeing her. How’s she doing?”

I tell him she’s fine, but what about the kid.

“Totally fine. Just got rattled a little there. Knocked the wind out of him, I think. So what were you doing down there?”

I tell him I just wanted to help the kids and help out Coach, show them a few moves.

“Well, I really don’t think Coach Juarez wants your help.”

I shake my head. “He needs all the help he can get.”

“Sometimes I think you forget how goddamn big you are.” He laughs. “I remember when y’all were in the district championship, ’88 or ’89, it must’ve been. Fourth down, the QB drops back, and the guy is open. I thought Tuloso was done, then out of nowhere here comes big ol’ Daytona off the edge to get the sack. What was your forty senior year?”

“Four seven,” I say.

“I still haven’t seen a big dude move like that since. Not around here anyway.”

I don’t wanna waste time talking about football right now. I look at him serious, bouncing my leg. “What now?”

“Okay,” he says. “I’m not gonna lie to you. The kid’s mom wasn’t happy. She wanted to press charges, but I’ll talk to her today. I’ll tell her you just wanted to help and got a little carried away. I’ll tell her I’ve known you for years and you’re a good guy and that you won’t be back.”

“I’m really sorry,” I say. I’m an idiot.

“I know you are, Teddy. I know you are. It’ll be fine.” He stands up, and I get up, and we shake hands. He puts his hand on my back as we’re walking to the door and says I can’t ever go back to the school again. Not ever again, and next time he’s gonna have to nail me. Goddamn John Wells. Acts like we’re buddies, then wants to be my dad.
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GRANNY THINKS SHE’S the reason I got off easy. She says she sweet-talked them and that I better straighten out because what am I gonna do after she’s gone. There’s not gonna be anybody to bail me out.

“I hate when you start talking like that,” I say. “It’s like you wanna die or something.”

“I don’t wanna die. I’m just not scared of it since your granddad passed.”

He’s been gone almost two years now. I wanna tell her how she’s bringing herself closer to the grave with her energy, but it always starts a fight. Pat Dupree would say that if you think about dying all the time, you’re gonna get hit by a car or something, but Granny says God’s already decided what’s gonna happen, and there’s nothing that can change that.

She fixes me a dozen scrambled eggs, and I cover them with tomatillo sauce. You gotta switch it up and do different flavors and sauces on your eggs, or you’ll go nuts. Force-feeding is the hardest part about being a strongman. Most people have no idea how hard it is to eat when you’re not hungry. Chewing and swallowing. Chewing and swallowing. Chew so much your jaws get sore. You’re like a cow just grazing all day.

When she leaves the kitchen and sits down in her chair in the living room, I go out to the garage and get my kit out of the fridge. I keep it in the back, behind her caffeine-free Diet Cokes. I don’t know if she knows.

I go to my bedroom and do thirty or so milligrams of Decca in my ass and then my hundred milligrams of Diana. I like to do it after breakfast. If I wait too long after eating, it gives me a stomachache.

I go out to the backyard and take my shirt off. It’s hot as hell outside—May in South Texas. People always whine about the heat on the coast, the humidity. You start sweating as soon as you step outside, but I love that. As soon as I step outside, I’m getting warmed up, getting my body hot and loose.

I’ve got a lot of equipment out here, so I don’t have to go to the gym twice a day like before. I grab some light stones and do overhead presses. I grab a bigger stone and carry it back and forth, shield-carry style, hugging it against my chest. I do my visualizations. I’ve been telling the universe I’m gonna win Gulf’s Strongest Man, and the universe has been responding. I said it for months, then they announced it’s gonna be in Houston, where the Pat Dupree seminar is gonna be the same week. It’s all lined up for me. The seminar is what I spent the last of my trust payment on when my parents cut me off. Three thousand dollars, but it’s gonna be worth every penny.

I work on frame carry. I built it out of wood and cast iron and attached door handles to hold on to. I’m not sure how much it weighs exactly, but I think somewhere around 550 pounds. I want my own Atlas stones to work with, but they’re hard to find. Jorge had his custom-made and shipped to Corpus, and I know it cost a fortune. He comes from old Texas money, like I do. His family has been in oil for generations, and on top of that, he owns a security firm.

Riggs Gas, you see it on so many pickups. That’s us. Started by Granddad’s dad. People think I’m broke because I don’t have much money right now, but they have no idea. It’s just because of all this shit with my mom and dad. They said they can’t support me doing what I’m doing. My dad wants me to come work with him, but that’s not my destiny.

I pick up the biggest stones and get them onto my chest. You’ve gotta get it off the ground, then squat and hug the thing before you come up with it. These are easier than the Atlas stones that’ll be in the competition because they’re not perfectly smooth and there’s something to grab onto. They’re okay for practice, though. I pick up the biggest one I have and let out a big breath and walk from one side of the yard to the fence on the other end and drop it. It makes these little craters in the moist dirt.
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I CAN’T REMEMBER where I first heard it, but there’s this true story I think about a lot about this guy named Joe who wanted more than anything to be successful in life. He didn’t know how to become successful, so he found the most successful guy he knew, this guy Bob. Bob owned a bunch of real estate and restaurants and had a big family, a beautiful wife and three beautiful kids. Joe found him one day playing golf and asked how he became so successful, and Bob just laughed at him and told him to go away.

A few weeks go by, then Joe saw Bob at a restaurant out with his family. Joe went up to him and apologized for interrupting, but asked if he could just tell him one tip for success. Bob told him to leave him alone so he could enjoy dinner with his family.

Joe was discouraged but wouldn’t give up. He kept looking for Bob everywhere around their town, but he never ran into him again. Eventually, he said fuck it and just went right up to his front door. It was the big house on the hill. He knocked on the door, and Bob answered and tried to slam the door shut, but Joe stopped it with his foot.

“You’re not gonna get rid of me,” he said, dead serious. Bob looked right back at him and stared him down.

“You really wanna be successful?” Bob said, and Joe nodded. “Six a.m. Tomorrow. The courthouse. Be there,” Bob said, then slammed the door for good this time. Joe couldn’t believe it and yelled thank you through the door, and said he’d be there.

He set three alarms so he wouldn’t sleep in, and he put on his best suit. He got there early at five forty-five, and Bob was already waiting for him. “You ready to learn the secret?”

Joe said, “Yeah, of course. What is it?”

Bob started walking away and said to follow him. They walked for a while, and Joe asked if they were close to wherever they were going. He was wearing dress shoes, and his feet were killing him. Bob didn’t answer him, though. It was a coastal town, and they were getting close to the beach. It was humid, and Joe was sweating in his suit.

They got to the beach, and Joe demanded to know where they were going and said he wasn’t walking in the sand in his nice shoes. Bob didn’t even look back at him and kept walking. Joe took off his shoes and carried them and caught up with Bob, standing with the water at his feet.

“We’re going for a swim now?” Joe said as a joke, but Bob started walking into the water fully clothed. Joe didn’t want to get his best suit wet, but he finally said fuck it and followed him. They got into knee-deep water and kept going until the water was at their necks and the waves were splashing over their heads.

“Are you ready for the secret?” Bob asked again, and Joe was like yes, for Christ’s sake. Suddenly, Bob grabbed the back of Joe’s head and dunked it underwater. He held it there as Joe started to panic and kick and fight. Finally, Bob let him up, and Joe gasped for air and was like what the hell was that for?

“When your head was underwater, what did you want to do?”

“Breathe!”

“Exactly,” Bob said and started to swim back to shore.

Joe didn’t understand. “How’s that a secret for success?” he said.

Bob turned to him and said, “You’ll be successful as soon as you want to succeed as bad as you wanted to breathe right then.”

Joe got it right there. It’s just about wanting it and fighting for it.

There’s a lot of strong guys out there, but I want it more than any of them.

Tonight I drive to the beach full of desire and intention, listening to the Stoke the Fire Inside tape on the way. I like to go to the beach at night because it’s mostly empty, and there’s no one there to tell you not to drive on the sand. Pat is talking about how the only way you get certainty in life is by doing certainty every day. I don’t think that I’m going to win World’s Strongest Man. I don’t hope I win. I know every day. The reason I know is because of the work I put in.

I get on Ocean Drive and open up the C/K’s V8. I can’t help it when I’m driving at night with the shore right next to me. You get drunk off that sea wind. There’s nothing like summer nights here. I can’t explain it. I hit 95 on a straightaway. Fastest on the field and fastest on the road: Daytona.

I slow down and turn onto Shoreline and into the McGee Beach parking lot. There’s two cars there, probably teenagers who wanna smash in the sand. People do it all the time, and it’s disgusting. The worst is people who wanna get caught. They’ll do it in broad daylight. I don’t even like the idea of kissing in public, people seeing me like that.

I turn on the 4x4 and go over the curb onto the sand. It’s brown and hard like wood chips, so it’s easy to drive on. I drive away from the parking lot where I can get some coverage and you can’t see it so easy from the road. I take out the Pat tape and put in Mötley Crüe, Dr. Feelgood. This is the real shit they don’t play anymore. All the shit now, like Pearl Jam, is just whining pretending to be rock. Eddie Vedder goes I know you’ll be a star in somebody else’s sky, but why why why won’t it be mine? Ha ha. If you actually listen to the lyrics, it’s corny as hell.

I put the Chevy in neutral and get the chain out of the bed and hook one end to the front hitch and the other to my sled harness. I put the harness on and tighten the straps. It’s like one of those dog collars that goes on the whole body instead of just pulling on the neck. I take the smelling salts out of my pocket and take a whiff. Goddamn, that wakes you up!

I jump up and down, and when “Rattlesnake Shake” comes on, I explode and bring the truck with me. It’s all about how you start like a sprinter coming out of the blocks, or just like how I’d go when the ball was snapped. I say I’m fucking undeniable in my head over and over. That’s what Pat says to himself when he works out. I push forward, bear crawling through the sand, and my calves are on fire. At Gulf’s Strongest Man, we’re gonna pull a goddamn 18-wheeler, but it’s on asphalt. Trust me, pulling a pickup on sand is even harder.

I pull until muscle failure. That’s how you break through plateaus. I let out a primal scream and raise my arms. I’m at Bay Area Park. This is the last event. I got first in every single one. The winner automatically qualifies for Worlds, and I see myself on that podium too.
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I KNEW GRANNY would tell my dad about the thing at the school. She tells him everything on the phone, then of course he tells Mom. Mom tells my sister Pam, and then Pam calls me. Pam lives on the same street as our parents in King’s Crossing, South Corpus. They moved there from where we grew up in Calallen, close to Granny, after I graduated and went off to Tech. Pam’s three years older, and she’s like the middleman between us. She calls me and says we need to get together and talk, and she sounds serious.

“Can you just tell me now?” I say, but she says we should meet for lunch. I hate not knowing what she’s gonna say. I feel like I’m in trouble, but I don’t know what the punishment’s gonna be, and I just gotta sit there by myself and think about it like when I was waiting for John Wells at the station. I’ve always hated getting in trouble ever since I was a kid. I’d be waiting for Dad to get home, and I didn’t know how pissed he’d get when Mom told him what I did. Sometimes he didn’t care, and sometimes he’d spank me, and if he got really pissed, he’d whip my leg with an extension cord.

I meet Pam downtown at this Tex-Mex place, Rey’s, because she likes the margaritas even though she’s working today. She’s a vet. She went back to work at the pet hospital not long ago, after having her second baby. It’s near downtown, a couple minutes away. She works even though she doesn’t need to and even with kids. She just likes it. It makes me look like an asshole.

The outside is painted blue-and-pink pastel. It’s busy, but Pam got us a table. She’s already there, drinking a margarita and eating chips and salsa. She doesn’t get up when she sees me, and she says she can’t stay long because she has an appointment at one. The waiter comes, and I get a margarita, too, and Pam orders another. It helps to drink when we meet up. I know she’s paying, so I get the three-beef enchilada plate and two carne guisada tacos on the side. She rolls her eyes but doesn’t say anything. She orders two breakfast tacos, and we don’t say anything for a few minutes after the waiter leaves.

“So,” she says. “Something happened at the school.”

I explain to her what happened, how it was a misunderstanding, and she nods along but doesn’t look at me. She keeps eating her chips and drinking her margarita. She says Mom and Dad are embarrassed about it, and that people in Corpus know about it.

“Why do they care?” I say. “It’s got nothing to do with them.”

“Teddy. You’re their son. Your last name is Riggs. It’s got to do with them.” She’s getting an attitude with me now. I wanna say something, but I see the waiter coming with our food. He sets the plates down, and we say thanks. I take a big sip from my margarita and just want to change the subject. Before I can think of anything, she says, “I don’t blame them. It’s embarrassing. I’m embarrassed.”

“I embarrass you?” I can’t believe this shit. She makes this face like of course I embarrass her.

“Is that why you wanted to have lunch? To tell me that?”

She starts saying something, but I don’t wanna hear it. I get out of my chair and start walking away. She doesn’t say anything to stop me. What a fucking waste of time.

I realize I’m buzzed from the margarita when I get in my truck. I drank it on an empty stomach. I feel dumb for not eating my food first. I should’ve gotten it to go at least. I drive back west toward Granny’s and stop at Whataburger on the way and get two number five bacon jalapeño burger combos. Whataburger is a good place to get a booth and be alone and think about stuff. I usually like to come during weird hours, so I don’t run into somebody who wants to talk. Whataburger is always there for me. There’s always one nearby. It’s a hometown hero like me, ha ha.

I sit there with my number and wait for my food. I really shouldn’t have drank. Drinking in the daytime always messes up my training schedule. The food comes, and I start feeling better after the first burger. I can’t use the alcohol as an excuse not to do what needs to be done.
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GRANNY KEEPS DOZING off sitting up in her chair, and I can’t get out the door. She’s got As the World Turns on so goddamn loud I can’t hear her breathing. Kirk is still talking shit about how Connor is still in love with Mark. He’s right, but he needs to get over it.

If I turn it off, Granny’ll wake up and get mad, so I pull her blankets back real slow. She always buries herself in blankets even when it’s hot as hell. I take her wrist and feel for her pulse. I can feel her blood pumping, but it’s not going too fast. That’s how old people are, though. Their blood moves slow, plus your blood moves slower when you’re asleep.

I go out the front door and get in the Chevy. I start it up and start backing out. I remember hearing on Coast to Coast one night that blood can keep flowing through your body for a while after you die. It’s something like your brain can be dead, but your heart is still going or something. I stop and pull back into the driveway.

I go back inside, tiptoeing. I check her pulse again, and it’s still moving slow like before. I put my fingers under her nose and feel some air coming out. Same thing with her mouth. I’m not sure it’s enough, though. I feel my own breath to see how much is normal. It’s more for sure, but I’m a lot bigger than her. I put my hand on her chest and feel for her heartbeat, but I can’t feel anything. I don’t know if you can feel someone’s heartbeat when they’re sleeping. Mine feels like it’s gonna come out of my chest sometimes during training. I should get a stethoscope.

I put my ear to her chest and can hear it thumping slow. She moves a little, and I move my head away. Her eyes open. “The hell you doing?” she says and yawns and swats at me.

“I’m sorry, Granny,” I say and step back.

She sits up and throws her blankets on the floor and slams the recliner shut. She points at me and gets out of the chair. “I told you to quit messing with me when I’m sleeping, Teddy. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I was just checking on you.”

She gets close to me, and she about comes up to about my belly button. “Checking me for what?” she says with her hands out. She’s got a crazy look on her face.

I step back again. “I dunno, Granny. Calm down.”

She gets closer. “Checking me for lice?” she says and starts picking at her hair. “Do I have bugs in my hair?”

I shake my head. “No, Granny. Stop.”

“Do I have something on my face, food?”

“I just worry sometimes when your eyes are closed, and I can’t hear you breathing because the TV’s on.”

“You think I died?” she says and smiles and punches my arm.

I laugh.

“I can’t die! I’m too strong. Stronger than you!” she says. She flexes her arm and lets out one of her crazy laughs.

I nod. “I know, Granny.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll outlive you and all of your friends at that gym. I’ll live forever.”

Granny doesn’t care what she says anymore. She’ll say anything, and she’s funny, but she’s getting mean. Once she starts getting mean, it’s best to just leave. I say bye and that I love her and go out the front door. I walk out to the truck, and she’s yelling from the front door and still saying shit as I drive off. It’s this thing she gets on every once in a while, thinking she’s immortal. She goes back and forth about the dying stuff, and I guess it makes sense when you’re as old as her. I like her more like this, with the immortal energy. It’ll keep her going.

When Granny gets sick of me, I gotta go to Third Coast Iron and take it out on the weights. I get to the boathouse, and the padlock’s off the door. Guys are training. It’s this huge steel shed that used to belong to the university’s row team. The back gate opens up onto the water, and they’d keep all their boats here. They auctioned it off because they got rid of the team or they got a new boathouse or something. Jorge bought it and brought in all this equipment. He keeps the gate to the boat ramp open when we’re working, and sections of the walls are chain-link fence, so we get a little bit of a breeze. He put in these big industrial fans too.

He’s here, getting loose with light weights. He takes Fridays off. We nod at each other, and I grab a forty-pound dumbbell and start swinging it around to warm up. He says we’re doing deadlifts and log press today. I put my belt and gloves on and get my hands powdered up with talc. We load the barbell with plates, and Jorge does five reps of 570. He’s a good size—not that tall but built like a Mack truck. He’s about as strong as anybody here.

I start to do my set—light weight, no problem. We do sets of five and build up to 680. Jorge has a little trouble on his last rep but finishes strong.

“Hell yeah,” I say and slap his ass. Fatigue can sneak up on you and come on quick with deadlifts. I get the first three reps easy, then it starts to feel like it weighs a ton.

“Get that motherfucker up!” Jorge yells, and I get it up and let out a fucking roar. Pat Dupree says we men in the modern world can forget that we’re lions and wolves and we can become sheep.

“That’s right,” Jorge says. “Make sure to save some, though.” He’s right. Sometimes I go too hard at first and gas out. We load on more plates to set up our max outs for the session. At Gulf’s Strongest Man, everybody gets three lifts, and you decide how much you go for. It’s kinda like a chess game. You don’t wanna show all your cards on your first lift. Sometimes I like to play possum and put up a really low number to start so guys relax and think they have it.

Tyler comes through the gate, and I say what’s up, but he’s got his headphones on and his Walkman. Jorge grunts and pulls 730 off the ground. I get more talc and bend down and put my straps on the bar. Straps are good when you’re lifting heavy because you don’t have to worry about grip strength. Usually, your grip is the first thing to give out. I take a deep breath and start my pull. I get it off the ground, but I feel this sharp pain shoot up my lower back. I drop the weight and yell and let myself fall back on my ass. Jorge grabs me and helps me lay down flat.

“Shit, dude,” he says. “Something give out on you?”

I pound the cement ground next to me with my fist. “My goddamn back, like I got stabbed.” The worst thoughts go through my head, like I’m fucked for GSM. No way I’ll be ready in time.

“Just breathe,” Jorge says. “Deep breaths through your nose.”

Tyler runs in looking worried and takes his headphones off. He leans in close to us.

“I’m fucked!” I say.

“Not fucked,” Jorge says. “Probably just a pinch. Let the nerve settle down.” Jorge knows all the scientific shit.

I do what he says and close my eyes and breathe through my nose. It’s the same spot I pulled a year ago—lower back, left side. It stops hurting so bad, and Jorge helps me sit up. It feels okay, so I get on my feet and crouch down to help stretch it out. Pain shoots down my leg, and I sit back down by the press log.

“I’ll be good to go in a few minutes,” I say.

“Hell no. You’re done for today, at least a week.”

“Yeah, seriously,” Tyler says.

“Nah, I’m straight. Just an old thing flaring up.”

“You’re not doing it here anyway,” Jorge says and adds plates to the bar.

“I’m a full member. I can come whenever I want.”

He lifts the bar. I count the plates. I can’t do the math right now, but it’s over 830—more than my all-time max. He must be peaking on his cycle.

“Since you brought it up,” he says, standing over me and dripping sweat. “You’re three months behind on dues.”

I can’t believe this motherfucker. Kicking me while I’m down, like actually down on the ground in pain. I try to get up, but it’s tough when you’re this big.

“Christ, just stay down a minute,” Tyler says and puts his hand up.

“Help me up,” I say and stick out my hand.

“Goddamnit,” he says and pulls me up. I can’t stand normal. I’m hunched over. Jorge doesn’t give a shit. He’s too busy reracking the plates.

“I told you I’m working on something. Once it pays off, I’ll pay you back double, triple, whatever you want.”

“You keep saying that. What thing are you working on?”

He knows what it is. He just wants me to say it again. It’s gonna be a business where you call a number and tell them what movie you want to see, and we go and rent it for you and deliver the VHS from Blockbuster. We bring any candy or popcorn you want too. It’s called Night In at the Movies. It’s just gonna be in Corpus at first, then we’ll expand once it catches on.

I tell Jorge I’m just waiting for my dad to put his investment in, but then my back flares up again. I cry out and grab it. I go over to the bench press bench and sit down. “My back gets fucked up and all of a sudden you’re trying to get money from me.”

He laughs. He laughs at me. “What’s your back gotta do with you not paying your dues?”

“Don’t fucking laugh at me.” I can’t stand people laughing at me. He thinks I’m just some kid, even though I tower over him. Just because he’s thirty, he thinks he knows shit.

He wipes his face with a towel. “More and more, I get why it didn’t work out at Tech. All the talent in the world, but you’re just such an asshole.” He steps up to me and looks down at me like I’m his little brother or something.

I can’t believe he brought that shit up! Low blow. I look away. Not because I’m scared. I just don’t like eye contact like that. He wants to get all tough when I’m hurt. What a coward. He knows I’d kill him if it weren’t for my back. That look on his face, like I wouldn’t dare. He has no idea.

I start throwing a punch while I get to my feet—all one motion. I lunge at him and just miss. He grabs me, and we go down and fall over the press log. He’s on top of me and cracks me in the nose. Tyler grabs him, and I kick at him. My nose is gushing out blood.

“I’ll fucking kill you!” I yell, and it doesn’t come out like it should. It’s not like I’m hurt. It’s just that I start kinda crying when I get really pissed off. I always have. I use the bench to get to my knees and get up.

“You’re a bitch,” he says, acting like Tyler is holding him back.

“You think so? Come find out,” I say and wave him on. Tyler lets go of him, but he doesn’t do anything. He throws his arms up in the air and turns his back to me. I bend down and grab a ten-pound plate and go to throw it, but my back goes again, and the plate goes off the side. It hits the mirror in front of the bench press and shatters it.

“Are you crazy?” Tyler says, and I know it’s bad.
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BROTHERS FIGHT. THAT’S what they do. There’s a lot of testosterone at Third Coast, a lot of big egos, alpha males in the same small area. Sometimes things get a little out of hand and hands get thrown, but the next day it’s all good. I just needed to put some ice on my face. That’s what you’d think, but I guess not.

I show up the next day, and the gate’s locked even though I can hear guys in there. I holler at them, holler for Jorge. I hear him yell something, then I see Tyler through the gap walking to the door, the fat meathead.

“Why’re y’all keeping it locked?” I say.

He talks quiet through the gap. “Sorry, Daytona. Can’t let you in.”

“What? Just open it,” I say.

“It’s not me saying that. It’s Jorge.”

“Lemme talk to him.”

“He don’t wanna talk to you,” Tyler says. “I’m sorry, but I kinda agree with him. You swung at him, then tried to throw a weight at him. You could kill somebody doing that.”

“I’m the one with a bloody nose. Plus, I wasn’t really trying to hit him with the weight.”

He shakes his head. “We don’t need that kind of energy here.” He’s a recovering alcoholic, and he’s big on energy like I am.

“Don’t say that,” I say. “You know I always bring the right energy.”

He just walks away.

“You fucking pussies,” I say. I yell for Jorge, and I know he can hear me. I tell him I’m gonna kick his ass at GSM.

I can’t let them get to me. This is a challenge, an obstacle for sure. I walk back to my truck. My head is all fucked up, but I can’t let this be an excuse to lose focus. Even with my back messed up, I can’t let my calories dip. I gotta eat even more just to maintain my current strength.

On the way home, I stop at Little Caesars and get two Hot-N-Readys and a two-liter of lemonade. I get a bunch of packets of Parmesan and red pepper and take it all to the truck. I start the engine to get the AC and radio on. They got tables on the patio, but I don’t like people seeing me eat, especially outside, where everyone can see you. They look at me, and I hear them giggle, or little kids will stare, and it’s embarrassing for everyone. Granny’s the same way, calls me a fat pig. She thinks I actually enjoy force-feeding, like I’m eating just to eat. It’s all about getting as many calories down as fast as possible.

Your jaw gets tired from all the chewing. I fold the slices like a taco and try to get them down in three bites. You gotta have a big, round belly to be a strongman champion. You can’t have abs, ha ha. That’s what Granny doesn’t understand. She doesn’t understand anything about me, but she’s stuck with me since Mom and Dad kicked me out. At least she knows you don’t abandon family like that.

I throw in a random tape, and it’s Ratt. They’re okay. I just don’t like eating in silence, hearing my chewing. Whitesnake’s coming here in a couple weeks with Scorpions, and you better believe I’ll be there. Just gotta find a way to buy tickets or get on the security team. Problem is Jorge knows everybody in security in Corpus, and he could get me blacklisted.

When I get home, I get my stash out of my closet. When my back first went out last year, the doctor just injected cortisone right where it hurt, then charged me out the ass for something I could have done myself. I draw some into the needle. I jab into where it hurts the most and push the plunger down. When the doctor gave me the shots, he told me to take it easy for a few days because a lot of people overdo it because they feel better right away, but I did training that night, and it wasn’t a problem.

I keep thinking about what Tyler said, how I could’ve killed Jorge with that plate. It could crack your skull easy. I don’t think I was trying to actually hit him with it. Definitely not in the head or face. Fuck, I can’t be sure. Maybe if it wasn’t for my back, I would’ve hit him. I can’t stop picturing him laying there with his head bleeding.
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I TELL GRANNY I got an interview at the Macy’s at Padre Staples Mall, unloading the trucks. I tell her I need to buy new khakis and a new button-up for the interview. She asks me what happened to the last clothes she gave me money for, and I tell her I got too big for them.

“You get fatter every day,” she says.

“Not fatter. Bigger. It’s mostly muscle. Gaining some fat is just part of it.”

“Part of what?”

I don’t answer. She always does this, pretends she forgot what strongman is like I haven’t explained it to her a million times. I showed her my World’s Strongest Man ’88 VHS a while back, and she kinda got into it, especially the plane pull.

She’s gonna give me the money, but she just has to torment me a little. She tells me to bring her purse from the kitchen counter, and she takes out three twenties and hands them to me. It’s true I haven’t been attracting money to myself much lately. Pat Dupree says that money is just the natural return on what you give to others. I’ve been thinking about what I have to give people as I’m waiting for the business to take off. The other day, I realized I have something rare to offer. I can train people, give them the rare chance of training with one of the strongest men to ever live. Who would think you could get that chance in Corpus?

I find today’s paper and find their address on the last page. I get an envelope and put my ad in there: train with the strongest man in corpus 361-589-1321, and I throw in one of the twenties. That’ll be good for a couple weeks. It’s no lie either. I don’t know how Jorge deadlifted what he did earlier, but that’s his specialty. It’s not real strength that you actually use. It’s not what they call functional strength, and that’s what I’m good at—truck pull, keg toss.

I gotta get creative and find new ways to get my workouts in. I remember getting drunk on a beach in high school with friends, and there were all these big rocks and boulders. We were seeing who could lift the biggest one. This was way before strongman was even a thought in my mind. I’m trying to remember where exactly that beach was. I remember Randy was there, so it must’ve been junior year. I remember his red Bronco with the tan cover. He fell asleep in that thing driving home from South Padre and almost killed himself, flipped it a bunch of times. I remember now. It was winter break junior year but still hot outside, and there were nice beach houses around. There was nobody else there. Near Rockport but not Rockport.

I tell Granny I’ll be back in a couple hours and start heading that way. I get on 181 and go across the bridge. The beaches on this side of the bay are different. They’re better for some reason. I don’t know why. The sand isn’t as rock-hard, and the water’s a little bluer. I drive through Ingleside and Aransas Pass, and I remember now it was City-by-the Sea. I remember we kept joking about it because it’s not a city at all, just some big beach houses and an RV park.

I get off 181, and there’s the bar Bud’s, and there’s this strip of sand, smaller than I remember, not even a beach really. I turn into the bar parking lot. Some kids are playing in the water, but I don’t see their parents anywhere. They’re probably inside drinking. I climb the curb and park in the sand by the guardrail. The kids are looking at me—two boys, maybe ten years old.

I get out and hear one of them say it’s a monster truck. The Chevy’s not even that big. I just have a six-inch suspension and thirty-five-inch tires. I don’t look at them and take my shirt off and start doing my stretches. I don’t mind having my shirt off anymore, but I hope they go away. I don’t like random people watching me train.

“You’re huge,” one of them says, and the other one tells him to shut up. At least one of them has some sense. I start with a medium-sized rock and do some overhead presses with it. Most top strongmen are great shoulder pressers or great deadlifters, but the best are great at both.

“Why do you make that noise?” the annoying one says. The smart one went back to the water.

“Listen, kid. Why don’t you listen to your buddy over there.”

“That’s my brother. He’s a year older. People think I’m older.”

“Well, he took all the sense. Didn’t leave any for you.”

“What? Do you do steroids?” He’s looking at his feet and kicking sand everywhere.

He’s killing me. I could throw this goddamn kid in the ocean. “No,” I say and give him a look like he needs to leave me alone.

“My cousin says everyone who’s as big as you does steroids.” He’s not wrong, is the thing. He’s kind of a funny little guy.

“Well, your cousin is a dumbass.” I don’t want him to think steroids are cool.

He looks up at me and gets closer. “You calling my cousin a dumbass?”

“Yeah.”

He turns around and yells to his brother, telling him I called their cousin a dumbass. He doesn’t pay any mind.

“My cousin is in the Marines, and you’re lucky he’s in San Antonio right now, or he’d kick your ass.”

“Too bad,” I say. “But someone needs to get their ass kicked.” I ball up my fist and punch my hand, and he gets scared. I’m sick of playing with him. He runs to his brother, and soon they’re outta here, ha ha. They run inside Bud’s. I get a heavier stone and carry it on my shoulder and walk into the water. The water’s harder to move through. I carry it back up to the sand and drop it. I do some overhead throws, but it’s hard for me to focus. I keep thinking about how Tyler was looking at me through the gap in the gate. Like I’m a piece of shit for what I did. I’ve been buddies with him since middle school, and he was on the D-line with me. We used to arm wrestle all the time at lunch, and it wasn’t until high school that I could lick him.

I do another set of overhead presses and start feeling low on calories. I need to get something in my stomach, plus I think I hear a siren, so those boys’ parents might’ve called the cops or something. I get in the truck to drive back into Corpus. There’s a cruiser with lights going the opposite direction. I get so paranoid. I go to Whataburger by the Bay. It’s the best Whataburger to be alone at. I go inside and take the elevator to the second floor. It’s the biggest Whataburger in the world. You get a lot of tourists who just take the elevator up and step out for a second, then take it right back down. I order a double-meat, double-cheese Whataburger meal with bacon and a large chocolate milkshake. I take it out to the patio, and there’s no one out there. I eat and watch the little bay waves lapping. I gotta talk to Tyler. He’s a middle school PE teacher, and the school year should’ve just ended, so he’s probably sitting at home. I eat real quick and head down to the pay phone outside.

He picks up and sounds surprised it’s me. I tell him I know I fucked up big time, and I wanna apologize to Jorge. It’s true. I’ve been thinking about it.

“I don’t think he wants to talk to you right now,” he says. “Give it some time.”

At least Tyler doesn’t seem mad at me. I tell him I’ll buy him dinner tonight to talk it over.
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WE MEET AT the waterfront and go to the Cove off Alameda because they have good butterfly shrimp. We sit inside because it’s barely five, and it’s totally empty. We get two orders of shrimp each with fries, and I get a pitcher of Coors Light because it’s the happy hour special. He says I’m gonna have to finish it myself because he’s sober. I always forget that when we go out. He’s wearing a ton of cologne for some reason. It’s that Obsession shit. He bathes in it, and I ask him if he put it on just for me, but he doesn’t laugh. He’s in a bad mood like he gets sometimes.

I tell him to relax and have some beer. “C’mon, man. You’re on summer vacation now.”

“I’m good with my water, man. I don’t even miss beer, honestly.”

“Beer is calories, though. Never a bad thing.”

He says they’re starting this summer exercise camp thing at the school, and he can’t get out of it. He only gets a few weeks off before it starts up.

“That sucks,” I say, and it’s quiet for a second before I ask him why Jorge won’t at least hear me out.

The waitress comes and sets down our pitcher, and Tyler waits for her to leave. “Are you serious?” he says and shakes his head.

“You’re right. I fucked up. I feel sick about it.” I tell him how I can’t stop thinking about him lying there with his head caved in from the plate. “But I really wasn’t aiming for him at all.” I pour beer in the two glasses. She brings the shrimp and fries, and I don’t even want them.

“I’ve been training there since the very beginning,” I say. “It was just us three at first, remember? I gotta work on my temper. I know that, but he starts talking about how I owe dues when I’m laying on the floor in pain.”

“How much do you owe?”

“I promise I won’t hurt him if that’s what he’s scared of.”

He laughs and chokes on his shrimp. He shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s it.”

“What’s so funny?”

“Fuck it,” he says, still laughing. “I’m on vacation.” He takes the beer and sips it. “Goddamn, that’s good.” He takes another drink. “I think paying the dues you owe would be a good start. Then after a while, who knows.”

“I want to pay,” I say. “It’s not like I don’t want to. I’m just in a tight spot.”

He asks me if I’ve been looking for work, and I tell him about the personal training ad. He says you gotta be affiliated with a gym to make that work.

“I’m putting together my own regimen,” I say. “Functional strength.” I tell him I’d like to pick up some bouncing gigs until I get some clients. “Obviously, that’s tough with Jorge.” He owns the security company most places use.

Tyler shakes his head. “But you gotta be able to stay calm as a bouncer. You can’t take shit personal.” He pours himself another beer. He doesn’t believe in me.

“I know. I know.” He acts like I’ve never bounced before. “There’s gotta be a few places in Corpus that don’t use his guys.”

“There’s not that many places, period, that need a bouncer,” he says. “Just the nightclubs down here on the water.”

“Some places that don’t have one could use one.”

Tyler shrugs. “It’s Corpus.”

I get to thinking. They just need to realize they need one.
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TYLER ALWAYS COMES around eventually. You just gotta stay on him. I tell him how I’m desperate, and I won’t ask him for anything after this. He says yes, but he’s not drinking this time. I don’t know what this whole thing about not drinking is with him now. He doesn’t have a problem. He would just go too far sometimes and maybe get in a fight when some guy was talking shit.

I tell him he just needs to order the beer and doesn’t have to drink it if he doesn’t want to. I just hope he goes through with it. My little cousin Kayla is easy, though. She just started at A&M-Corpus, and I promise her a case of beer if she helps out.

I tell them to meet me downtown at the seawall by the promenade. Across the street there’s a strip of restaurants and bars, and they get there before me. They’re both in a bad mood, acting like let’s get this shit over with, like they don’t have much time. I know Kayla has all the time in the world, though. What’s she have to do?

I decide on the Splash Pad because I never go there and I know they stay open late. They’ve got a patio in the back and these big windows in the front that they keep open in the summer. We cross the street, and I walk past it casual to scout it out. There’s a couple at the bar and a guy sitting at the end by himself. Plus there’s a group at the back corner table, it looks like. The bartender looks young, and she’s busy making something. Doesn’t look like there’s any cowboys in there, no one who’s gonna try and be a tough guy.

I have Tyler go in first and sit at the bar. I have Kayla stay out of sight, and I stand where I can just see Tyler but the bartender can’t see me. He orders a beer, and I know people are looking at him, how big he is. He’s not tall. He’s just wide as hell like a bull. Next, I send Kayla in, and she sits at the table up front by the entrance. I need Tyler to come through right here. He takes a big drink from his beer and puts it down. He kills it fast, then orders another. He’s really going for it, selling it. After he finishes another one, he gets off the stool and walks over to Kayla’s table and sits down without an invitation.

Kayla gets up and moves to the bar to get away from him. He follows her, and she says, “Just get away from me!” loud enough so I can hear. Ha ha. I walk in front of the entrance and stop and look concerned. He puts his hand on her back. She pushes his arm off, and the bartender asks him to just leave her alone and sit on the other side of the bar.

“Mind your business and just worry about making drinks,” he says. “Matter of fact, fetch me another beer.” He’s really getting into this. “The hell you looking at, virgin?” he says to somebody. He’s sounding a little scary. The guy says something back to Tyler I can’t make out. “You’re making a huge fucking mistake,” Tyler says. The bartender tells him to leave and sounds scared. He tells her to make him leave, and she says she’s gonna call the cops. I can’t wait any longer.

I go inside. “Hey, what’s going on in here?” I say with a smile and go up to Tyler.

“This little prick is about to get his ass kicked!” Tyler says and points at the guy with two girls at the back table. Tyler actually sounds drunk. He acts like he’s trying to move past me, and I step in front of him again and grab his shoulders. He’s actually pushing back like he’s really mad. I look into his eyes, and it’s a different guy. It’s like how he used to get some nights.

“Easy. Easy,” I say. “Let’s talk about it outside.” He starts pushing harder, and I bear-hug him.

“Snap out of it, Tyler,” I whisper into his ear, and he calms down a little. I take him outside and walk out of earshot. “What the hell, man?” I say.

“I’m gonna kick that dude’s ass,” he says.

“You can stop now,” I say. “Are you drunk for real?”

He starts pulling on his hair. “Fuck, man. I only had a few, but I guess I’m a lightweight now.” He puts his hands on his hips and stares at the entrance of the Splash Pad.

“You slammed them in like ninety seconds,” I tell him. “Go drink some water or something. Get out of here.” He walks away down the sidewalk with his head down.

I go back inside. “Never know who’s gonna come in, huh?” I say.

The bartender’s eyes light up when she sees me. “Thank you so much! That guy! Oh my God.”

“No worries at all. It’s actually what I do. I work in security. See that all the time.”

“Well, I’m so glad you came in,” she says and offers me a beer. I ask for a Coors Light. Kayla looks at me from two stools down.

“Yeah, thanks,” she says. “That guy was a creep.”

“No sweat,” I say, then give her a look like I’m suspicious. “Did you happen to card this young lady?” I say to the bartender.

She has a guilty look on her face. “Uh, I think so?”

“You didn’t,” Kayla says. “I’m only nineteen. I’m sorry.” She gets up and leaves. Ha ha. I don’t laugh, though.

I smile and look at the bartender. “You know, if I was with TABC, you could lose your license.”

“I didn’t even serve her.”

“Doesn’t matter. Technically, she’s not even allowed to step foot in this place.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah,” I say, but I don’t know if that’s true. “I know it’s crazy, but they’re really cracking down on it. I know a couple bars in Rockport lost their liquor license last month. First offense. No warning, no nothing.”

“Wow,” she says.

“I’ll tell you what. I might have some night availability.” I take a napkin and ask for a pen and write down my number. “A good doorman can make life a lot easier, give you peace of mind.” I smile, then walk off. I don’t try to force it. Pat Dupree says business is like dating. It’s seduction. Demonstrate your capabilities briefly, then put it all on them. I don’t need this job. I’d be doing them a favor.
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THE NEXT DAY, Sunday morning, Granny hollers at me about someone on the phone, and I figure it’s the bar calling, but it’s some guy saying he saw the ad in the paper and wants to know more about training. I forgot all about the ad. He asks what I charge per hour, but I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.

“Twenty bucks?” I say.

“Sure. That’s just fine.” He asks where in town I am, and I tell him, and he says he’s just down the road in Shoal Bluff. It’s probably the nicest subdivision in Corpus. I should’ve said the price was higher, fifty bucks, a hundred.

“Perfect,” I say.

“So you’re the world’s strongest man, huh?” he says and laughs.

“Soon to be. That’s no joke.”

He asks if it’s the stuff you see on TV, pulling planes and 18-wheelers, and I tell him that’s exactly what it is.

“So you must be a really big guy, huh?”

“You gotta be in this game.”

He asks me how tall I am and how much I weigh. I guess he just wants to make sure I’m the real deal. I get it. I ask him how long he’s been lifting.

“I did it when I was younger. I was a big, strong kid. But I’ve been inconsistent lately.”

I tell him I’m between gyms right now and have been focused on nonstatic outdoor events.

“No problem. I’ve got a home gym. Just head on over.” He gives me his address and instructions for when I get to the subdivision. This is exactly the kind of client I need. He might even give me a tip.

It’s only a minute away, and there’s a guard shack at the entrance. He’s some old guy who starts giving me attitude right away. I tell him I’m a personal trainer and my client lives here, then he makes this face like that can’t be true. He has no idea who I am.

“Are you crazy?” I say. “I’m Daytona Teddy Riggs. Riggs as in Riggs Gas Co.”

He still acts confused. He’s really old and not all there, I don’t think. This is the dude who’s supposed to protect the neighborhood.

“I live two minutes from here in Cactus Basin,” I tell him. “I’m Tuloso-Midway District’s all-time single-season sack leader. My granddaddy served on the Lexington.”

He asks who my client is. I can’t remember if he told me. “He’s in the cul-de-sac, to the right. Big beige house.”

“Carl?”

“I guess.”

He holds his finger up for me to wait. He goes back into his shack and gets on the phone. He opens the door back open and starts apologizing, saying he just wanted to make sure. He hits the button, and the gate raises. I bet you’re sorry, you old bag of shit. I made up the Lexington part, but my granddad on my mom’s side did serve on an aircraft carrier in World War II and saw action in the Pacific.

I haven’t been in this neighborhood in a few years, maybe since high school. I forgot how ridiculous some of the houses are. I came for this pool party after the last day of school senior year, and we got so drunk. I can’t believe no one drowned. I didn’t like taking my shirt off back then, though, so I kept it on in the water, and everyone kept telling me to take it off. I still felt that way from middle school, before my big growth spurt. I hit puberty later than everyone else, and guys on the team made fun of me for not having pubes or armpit hair.

I get to the cul-de-sac and see the beige house on the right. I bet there’s a pool in the backyard. I park on the street and go up the walkway steps and ring the doorbell. There’s windows on both sides of the door, and I can see him coming. He’s not dressed to work out. He’s got on slacks and a button-up.

“Whoa!” he says when he opens the door. “You weren’t kidding. You’re a big boy, aren’t you?”

He steps right up to me and puts his hands on my shoulders and rubs my arms. I don’t know what to do or say.

“Well, come on in!” he says, and I follow him inside. He asks if I need anything to drink, and I tell him I’m good. We walk past the dining room and into the living room. It’s like Granny’s but cleaner, smells like potpourri. It has all the same type of shit she has in the house. Vases, fake books, fake fruit on the kitchen tile, but it’s like no one lives here.

“Let’s see the gym, huh?” I say.

“Sure, sure,” he says and waves me back to the garage. There’s a black Mercedes SLE on the far side. It’s the one John Gotti would get into, leaving court with everybody taking pictures of him. There’s a shitty weight set in front of it like you’d get from Walmart or something. A small bench press bench and a little bar—not even the standard 45-pound bar. I pick it up with one hand, maybe 25 pounds. It doesn’t matter. Whatever he wants to do, as long as he’s paying me.

“All right, we’ll warm up with a set of low weight, high reps,” I say. “Let’s start with deadlift.”

“Is that like clean-and-jerk?” he says and smiles at me funny. I add 10 pounds to each side and set it in front of him. He looks out of shape, and I don’t want him to hurt himself.

“Just to get loose,” I say.

“You know,” he says and bends over to touch his toes. “I wanna make sure my form is right. I don’t think I’ve been doing it right. I need you to show me.”

I say that’s fine, and I do a few reps slow. He walks behind me, and I squat down and grab the bar. “Lift your head up and make sure your shoulders are above your hips. Don’t look down. Look straight ahead and just come up with it.”

“Oh wow,” he says. “I’ve definitely been doing it wrong.”

“Let it hang,” I say. “Don’t try to pull it up with your arms.”

“That must be so easy for you,” he says and watches me from behind.

I do it slow so he can see my form. “We’re just lifting with our legs.”

“Whoa, easy. Slow down there. I’m old. You gotta go slower for me.”

I don’t know how I can do it any slower. Deadlift is one of the simplest lifts there is, but he’s not getting it. I say we should try something else and tell him to pick up one of the dumbbells sitting in the corner by the garage door sensor. He grabs a 10-pound one and has to pull cobwebs off it. “Been a while, huh?” I say and laugh. He doesn’t laugh or smile, though. He’s staring at me weird. I take the other 10-pound dumbbell and show him a basic bicep curl. He doesn’t move, though, or take his eyes off me.

“You wanna try it?” I say. He does two curls, then drops the dumbbell on the concrete floor, and it clangs loud. “Jesus Christ.” This is pointless.

“I got something for you to try,” he says. “C’mon.”

“Whatever,” I say, and we go back inside the house and through the kitchen. I don’t really care about the money anymore. I just want our hour to end. He’s got big paintings on the walls in big gold frames. The one in the foyer is of a werewolf-looking thing with a huge cock hanging down and drool coming from its fangs. What the fuck.

We go down a hall with shag carpet, and he goes into a bedroom. I stop at the doorframe. There’s no weights or StairMaster or anything. There’s no comforter on the bed, just red silk sheets. It smells like piss. He goes over to a big mahogany dresser and digs in the top drawer. Something starts buzzing like a nose trimmer, and he smiles at me. He pulls out the thing, and it’s long and purple, shaking in his hand. I can’t tell what it is. He walks over to me and points it at me like a sword. The top of it is bigger than the rest, a mushroom head. It’s a dildo. Like women use on themselves. I remember guys on the team calling each other dildos, but I’ve never seen one in real life.

He raises his eyebrows and keeps smiling. I smile back. I don’t know why. He pokes me in the stomach with it, then walks over to the bed and pats it like I should come over. I can’t move and feel frozen. He throws the dildo on the bed. I gotta get out of here. I gotta turn my head and walk away. I don’t want to do this. I’m not gay!

“C’mon now,” he says and sits on the bed. I’ve been standing in the doorway forever. I step back and grab the door and throw it forward. It slams shut, and I take off down the hall into the kitchen but get tripped up on something and fall. I catch myself with my forearms. They smack on the tile. Fuck goddamn! It was a table leg. I get to my feet fast and run out the front door. I get to my truck and look up, but he’s not following me.
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THE SPLASH PAD calls me that Friday. It’s the owner, Angie, thanking me for what I did. She says the bartender, Haley, says she felt safe because I was there. Angie says she has some shifts for me if I’m still available, and I should come in tonight to talk.

It’s crazy hearing her say all this. Look at this position I willed into existence. It didn’t exist before I came and made it out of thin air.

I go over there at seven, and there’s five people there. Haley is behind the bar, and she waves at me. She looks good. I didn’t really notice before because I was too busy with the scheme. I make her feel safe. That’s what she told Angie. Her hair’s in a ponytail, and she’s got on an Oilers T-shirt. She’s a football fan. Maybe she knows who I am. I sit at the bar, and she asks me how I’m doing, and I say good. I should ask her something, but I can’t think. An older woman comes out of the back and says she’s Angie. She sits on the stool next to me, and we start talking. She thanks me again. “So Haley was saying they’re really cracking down on this underage thing.”

I nod like it’s true, but I think it’s bullshit. “Yeah, it’s getting crazy. I know this bar in Victoria that got their liquor license taken on the first offense.” I snap my finger.

“I didn’t hear about that,” she says, shaking her head. “Sure wouldn’t want that. We’ve never had a problem with them before, so I guess we’ve been pretty lax.”

She says she wants me to have me as a doorman during busy hours when Haley is too busy at the bar to check everyone’s ID. She’s gonna pay me five bucks an hour, and maybe I can get some of the tips. It’s not much, but it’s not like I’m gonna have to do much. I hope every once in a while there’s an actual fight I gotta break up, ha ha.

She says I can start now if I want because it’s Friday, so I go stand at the door. It’s definitely a bar for people coming from out of town. There’s a bunch of dumb shit on the walls like surfboards and shark jaws, and I count three acoustic guitars.

I crouch down and try to stretch out my back. It’s been acting up again since I fell at that guy’s house. I don’t know why I ran out of there like that. I wasn’t scared. I could’ve beat his ass easy. I just didn’t know what to do, I guess, him poking me with a dildo. I ran out of there because that’s how bad I didn’t want to do anything with him. I ran out because I’m not gay. I know I’m not, but my mind keeps wondering if part of me liked it at all. I wonder if my cock got stiff at all. I imagine him doing it again and wonder if I’m into it. I look around to see if anyone’s watching me. Haley’s busy with customers. I feel my cock to see if it’s hard at all—totally soft. No way I’m gay.

More people start coming in, people coming from night swimming at the beach, still wet in their swimsuits. Some groups of drunk college girls. I think they’re hot for sure, and I wanna have sex with them. I check myself again—still soft. I should think they’re hot.

A woman comes in alone. She’s got bleached-blond hair, and she’s wearing jeans and a flannel shirt tied in the front. She smiles at me, and I ask for her ID even though she’s probably thirty-five.

She laughs and runs her hands through her hair. “Of course. I’m so flattered,” she says and takes her pocketbook out of her purse. She’s not bad looking for her age, has a nice body.

I look at her ID, born in ’59, so she’s thirty-seven, I think. “Christina,” I read.

“That’s what my mom calls me,” she says. “Call me Christy.”

I smile and give it back to her. “Am I allowed to go now?” she says and squeezes my arm with both arms. She says she hasn’t seen me here before and that I look familiar.

“You probably saw me in the papers. I played football at Tuloso. Daytona Teddy Riggs.”

She looks at me like it rings a bell. “Daytona, that’s right. I can tell you played just by the look of you.” She puts her hands on my shoulders and rubs them. She asks me how I got the nickname, and I tell her—fastest on the field, fastest truck on the road. I was the first kid in school to get the new body Chevy C/K in ’88 with the big block engine.

“Wow,” she says. “I’ll bet you could handle anything that comes up. You think you could handle me if I got out of control?”

I smile and gotta look away, and she says she might have to take me home. It’s hard to look her in the eye because of the look she’s giving me. She walks away slow but keeps staring back at me like that, looking over her shoulder. It’s crazy how some people can just say shit like that. It’s like they can’t get embarrassed or they’re not gonna be thinking about it all day after, wondering about what people think about them. She sits at the bar and orders and lights a Marlboro 100. I can’t stand cigarettes.

Tyler’s always talking about hot cougars and wanting to get with them. I should want to bang her. Tyler is older, though, so maybe that’s why. I don’t know. A straight guy should want a woman like that. I stood in the doorway at that guy’s house for a long time. I don’t know how long, but it felt like forever. Maybe it was only like five seconds. Maybe part of me wanted to stay and get on his bed.

Someone is standing in front of me. I didn’t even notice him. I take a deep breath. I forget to breathe when my mind is running wild. I tell him he’s good without checking his ID. I hope Haley saw how bad the woman wanted me. Maybe she’s jealous.

Around ten, it really picks up, and I ask for everyone’s ID, no matter how old they look. Sometimes the math is hard to figure out. If it says 1974 or earlier, they’re good, but if it says 1975, some are over 21 and some aren’t. I start just letting all 1975 people in.

My back is killing me, and I’m tired of standing. It’s the time I usually go to bed. I go over to the bar and tell Haley I just need to get off my feet for a second. She offers me a drink, and I ask if Angie will mind.

“It’s a bar,” Haley says. “I don’t know how many drinks I’ve had tonight.”

“Wow. Hell yeah,” I say, even though I don’t really want to drink.

“What do you want?”

Coors Light seems lame to order, but I can’t think of any cocktails, so I just order a Coors.

She laughs. “You can have any drink, and you want a Coors Light?”

What’s a drink? “What about a martini, or what’s your favorite?”

“I’m just teasing you,” she says and gives me a Coors. I smile. She’s just joking with me. That’s how she flirts.

“It’s kind of weird just standing around,” I say. “I’m used to more action.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

“You know. Dealing with fights. Drunk guys. And when I’m not working, I’m always training, lifting …”

“Hold on,” she says and goes to the other side of the bar. She’s got too many customers right now to talk.
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THE OLDER WOMAN is already there the next night when I come in, and she gives me the same eyes. She’s got on a short jean skirt that shows her legs. They’re nice and tan. She must go to the beach a lot. I’m standing by the door, and it’s just her at the bar and this other couple at a table. She keeps looking over at me, and I feel like I should say something. I smile at her, and she stands up off the stool and walks over.

“I can’t believe you didn’t even say hi,” she says and pokes my stomach. “I’ve been waiting for you.” She’s got a lot of perfume on and smells so good, and I get a little hard. “Are you shy?” she says and pokes me again.

“A little,” I say and smile. Her face kinda drops like she’s disappointed. I’m fucking it up.

“Well, I’ll leave you alone. I know you’re working.” She starts to go back to the bar.

Haley is still in the back doing something. I just blurt it out. “You said you wanted to take me home,” I say. “Yesterday.”

She looks shocked and comes back to me. She smiles and starts touching me again. “Did I say that? I don’t remember, but I believe you.”

She gets a receipt out of her purse and writes down her number and directions to her place. I look back at the bar. I’m scared Haley will see us. I stuff the receipt in my pocket and say she better go back to the bar before I get in trouble. She goes, and she honestly smells so good.

I wish I could just go now instead of standing here for the next four hours. The more I think about it, the more nervous I get. She probably wants to have sex and expects me to be an animal. I drink a few more Coors Lights to try to stay relaxed. Haley is busy, and people keep coming, so I’m stuck up front by the door. I start yawning and can’t stop.

Lucky thing this place closes at twelve, not two. When it gets to midnight, Haley tells me I can go, and she’ll lock the door behind me. I tell her good night, but she just nods at me.

I get in the truck and get more energy. I look at the directions on the receipt. She’s in South Corpus, not far from Mom and Dad. I lived with them until six months ago, when I got fired from the YMCA and told Dad I wasn’t gonna look for another job. It was a sign that I needed to focus a hundred percent on strongman. That was the last straw for them, I guess. Dad told Granny not to let me in, but she doesn’t take orders from her kids. I didn’t think they’d cut me off from the trust. It doesn’t make sense. It’s my money, and I’m an adult now.

I follow the directions, and I end up at a nice two-story with tons of flowers in the garden. She does well, I guess. She answers the door with a glass of wine in her hand.

“Finally,” she says and smiles. “Didn’t think you were coming. I fell asleep on the couch.” She seems drunk and sleepy. She changed into a white dress, but it’s like a dress you just wear around the house or to the store. She takes my hand, and we go into the foyer, and there’s a big living room, and the ceiling goes to the roof. There’s a game room upstairs with a balcony looking down. She tells me to sit down and pushes me onto the couch. She brings me red wine without asking if I want any.

“Thanks. Red wine is good. I don’t like white, but red is pretty good, I gotta say.”

She laughs. “You’re cute,” she says and squeezes my arm. “Your arms are so big. I can’t even fit both my hands around it.”

“Twenty-four-inch pythons, brother,” I say in a Hulk Hogan voice.

She laughs loud. “Seriously?”

“I dunno. That’s just what Hulk Hogan says.” I actually did measure my arms a while back. They’re actually twenty-five inches.

“You’re really funny. You should talk more.” I feel my face go red. “How’d you get so big? Just going to the gym?”

I tell her I’m training to become the world’s strongest man, and she doesn’t believe me at first. Her mouth is open. I tell her I’m dead serious. “July 6 in Houston, Gulf’s Strongest Man. The winner qualifies for World’s Strongest Man. That’s my destiny. I envision an extraordinary life, and that’s what it looks like for me. I can’t be stopped. I’m fucking unstoppable.”

“Oh my God!” she says and slaps my arm. “Look at you. That’s so cool. I’m sitting next to the strongest man in the world!”

“Strongmen are always getting stronger over time, so I’m actually probably the strongest man to ever live.”

She laughs. “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.” She goes to get herself more wine. “You haven’t touched yours.” She’s saying I’m babysitting mine. I gulp it all down and hold it up for her to see.

“I’ll take more,” I say. I’m starting to get a headache from drinking earlier tonight and staying up.

“I’ll just bring the bottle.” I look around the room. There’s a big-screen TV in a big entertainment center with shelves. There’s a bunch of framed pictures. Some are of a couple. Some have a kid in them. She sits down, her leg against mine, and refills my glass.

“Is that you?” I say and point at the pictures.

“Yeah. I don’t know why that one’s still there,” she says and points at a wedding picture. “I’m not married anymore. Don’t worry!” She laughs.

“Hey,” I say and put my hands up. “None of my damn business.”

“That’s my ex and my daughter. Technically, we’re still married, but we’re separated. He hasn’t lived here in six months.”

“Is your daughter with him?”

“Yeah, she’s over there this week. He lives in Galveston now.”

It’s quiet for a second. I don’t think she liked that question. “I don’t mean to be nosy,” I say.

“Forget about it. Lemme show you around.” She takes me to the master bedroom on the first floor. I think she’s just using this as a reason to get to the bedroom. She wants to have sex. We’re gonna have sex. I stop in the doorway and take a deep breath.

“This is where I get my beauty rest,” she says and laughs. She smiles and puts her hands on her hips. “You scared of my bedroom or something?”

“No,” I say. She comes over and puts her hands on my neck. “I can barely reach. You’re so tall.”

I bend down, and we kiss. “Here,” she says, and we sit on the bed. “Better,” she says, and we make out. Her hand starts creeping up my thigh, but nothing is happening with my cock. I don’t know why this always happens. I was hard when we were talking at the bar and on my way here thinking about it. It’s like in high school and college—I’d jack off thinking about girls, then when it was real, something would happen.

I try to get it going by thinking about being in the middle of sex with her. Having sex with Pamela Anderson. Sucking on her tits. The name Pam makes me think of my sister, though, goddamnit. I think about getting head from Carmen Electra and everyone on Baywatch at the same time. Christy starts pulling up my shirt, and I take it off. She takes hers off and her bra too. Her tits are nice, and I start sucking on them and get into it, and she starts pulling on my pants, and we get naked. I wasn’t thinking about it, and my cock is stiff. I’m gonna have sex. I’ve never had sex before.

We get naked, and she pushes me down so I’m laying on my back. She’s pulling on me, but I’m only a little stiff. She kisses my lips, then kisses a little lower and lower until she’s giving me a blowjob. I should be loving this, a hot woman sucking my cock. She stops and tries pulling on it some more, but it’s dead in her hand like a wet noodle. She gets off me. It’s pointless.

I get off the bed and grab my pants to put them on, but I’m pissed, and I throw them across the room. They hit the top of her dresser and knock some stuff off. Something shatters. I go to see what it is, and it’s a picture frame. “Shit, I’m so sorry,” I say. I’m an asshole. I keep apologizing, and she tells me not to worry about it but still seems pissed. I start picking up the glass pieces, but she says she’ll take care of it in the morning. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’m more tired than I thought I was. I’m just gonna go to sleep.”

I don’t think she wants me to stay over. I put my clothes on, and she lays there with her eyes closed. I feel drunk from the wine. I drank too much.

“Are you okay to drive?” she says.

I nod, like of course I am.

“Let me walk you out at least,” she says. We go to the front door, and she gives me a hug and a kiss. I walk to my car, and she says bye. I hear the door close. I shouldn’t drive, but I gotta get out of here. I take off and make sure to drive slow and use my blinkers and everything. I wonder if it’s the juice that does it to me. But it started before I got on it.

I make it home and can’t sleep. I jack off thinking about her and what we should’ve done.
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WOMEN ARE JUST distractions, obstacles standing between me and my goals. I read that somewhere. One of my goals used to be to find the girl of my dreams, but now I know that’s just an excuse to waste time. It’s self-sabotage. If I was with someone, my training would suffer, and that would be an excuse not to win Gulf’s Strongest Man. There’s no excuses.

Putting shots right into my lower back fixed me up. I’m going back to maxing out today, going all out. I haven’t done the yoke in a while. It’s this thing you carry on your shoulders, like you have the bar when you’re doing squats, but the weight is at your feet, and you’re carrying it forward. What I used to do is just drag a whole squat rack, carrying the whole goddamn thing with weights in the holders. I built one out of two-by-fours and used this thick PVC pipe for the weight holders.

I get it out of the garage and take it out to the backyard. I do it with no weights to get a feel for it again. I load it up with plates, and it’s about 550 pounds. I carry it back and forth from one side of the yard to the other. I can even turn around with it and keep going. I feel fucking great. No pain from my back shooting down my leg. I’m peaking at just the right time. It’s all about peaking at the right time and not training so hard that you just fall apart by the time the competition rolls around. That’s not much of a problem with the juice. People think it makes you stronger, but it really just helps you train longer and recover faster.

After I finish and go inside, Granny says a woman named Angie called and wants me to call her back. She hands me a Post-It note with the number. “I didn’t want to bother you while you were exercising.”

“Thanks, Granny.” She asks me if I want eggs, and I tell her I’ll take eight. She’s been sweet to me since she yelled at me the other day. She’s usually nice for a few days after stuff like that.

I call the Splash Pad, and Angie picks up. She says I did a good job this weekend and wants me to work every Friday and Saturday night. I tell her I can do that, and I’ll see her on Friday.

I sit at the kitchen table. I should’ve thought about it more. I get nervous talking on the phone and agree to shit without thinking about it. I can’t go back if Christy is gonna be there. Maybe she’ll stop coming because of me, though. What the hell is wrong with me? I start having the thoughts again about being gay, and I can’t do this. It’s like goddamn quicksand. It’ll take my whole day and leave me frozen, laying in bed spinning my wheels.

The phone rings and snaps me out of it, and I get up and answer. It’s a woman I don’t know. “So you’re the strongest man in Corpus, huh?” she says and laughs. I tell her that’s right, and she says she doesn’t doubt it. I remember the ad again. She says she’s a bodybuilder and wants to try a session with me. She says she’s headed to Grind Fitness to lift, and I should meet her there. I tell her I’m not a member, but she says she has a pass for me. I start saying something but stumble over my words. I can’t tell her how I got banned from there a couple years ago.

“What?” she says.

“Nothing. I’ll see you soon,” I say, and we hang up. I honestly can’t stand bodybuilders. All they care about is what they look like, not functional strength. They just like showing off at the beach but can barely bench their own weight. I gotta take what I can get right now, though.

I need to think of a disguise. I put on my Oakleys and the Astros hat Granny gave me forever ago, even though I’m not a hat guy at all and it’s too small for my huge head. It’s like it shrunk somehow. The workers at gyms come and go all the time, so maybe no one is even left from when I got banned. I put on a sweatshirt even though it’s blazing hot out. I feel small today and don’t want anyone to see my arms. I feel fucking tiny.

When I get there, there’s a woman standing out front. I park the truck and sit there for a second. I think she may have seen me drive past. I can’t just run away. This place is full of fake ass people. They come to the gym just to hang out, maybe do one set of bicep curls. I know I’m afraid, though. I can’t deny it. Pat Dupree says running from things you’re afraid of turns them into monsters and ghosts that haunt you.

I get out and walk to the front, and she can tell it’s me. She waves and goes to hug me like we’re friends already and starts talking. Her name is Tammy, and she’s definitely not a beginner by the look of her, a good amount of muscle mass on her. She’s got bleached-blond hair in a ponytail and nice legs. I gotta be cool. Teddy and Tammy, ha ha! She says she should’ve eaten before she came and that she’s hungry. I tell her I’m hungry, too, that I’m always hungry. We laugh about it, and I feel better. We go inside, and I keep my Oakleys on. The girl at the front doesn’t look familiar. She smiles at us and waves.

“Hey!” Tammy says and hands her a pass for me. Then I see it on the inside of the desk. It’s a black-and-white picture of me printed out and taped on there. Jesus Christ. It’s the picture they took of me for my ID when I first signed up. I look different in it, though, I think. The girl doesn’t notice, and Tammy asks what I usually start with. I can’t remember what I start with. My brain’s not working.

“I like to mix it up,” I say. “What about Viking press?” I don’t know why I said that. I never start with Viking press. She asks me what that is, and I tell her it’s like an overhead shoulder press but more extreme.

“I don’t think they have that here,” she says and laughs. We settle for the shoulder press machine. I don’t like all the mirrors in here, and I don’t look at them. I ask her why she’s interested in functional lifts if she’s a bodybuilder.

“I’m just adding mass right now. I’ll start doing more isolation stuff closer to competition season. And I just get bored with that stuff. I wanna try new stuff. I wanna try everything.”

“That’s cool,” I say. I have her do a warm-up set, then put the weight pin at 80 pounds. I tell her that strongman is all about short, explosive lifts. I take the smelling salts out and tell her to take a whiff. She looks at me suspicious and closes her eyes and barely puts it close to her face, then pulls away.

“Ugh,” she says and drops it on the ground. “What the fuck is that?” She starts coughing and stands up. I pick up the stick and take a big pull off it.

“Whew!” I say. “Wakes the body up. Puts you in an emergency state, fight or flight, like you hear about a mom lifting a car to save her kid.”

“It’s definitely an emergency. I’m about to throw up.”

All right. Enough of this. “Let’s go,” I say.

She sits back down. “Okay. Serious now.” She cranks out five reps, no problem.

“Damn,” I say. “Nice.” I move the pin down another 30 pounds and tell her to get out three reps. She does, but she’s double-dipping a little.

“We want it to be one motion,” I say and move the seat down and squeeze into the machine and show her the right form. “One good rep is better than ten bad ones.”

“How much can you do?” she says, and I laugh. I put the pin under the whole rack and do it easy.

“Damn,” she says. She’s impressed. I’m probably the strongest guy she’s ever met. I set it back to 110, and she gets back in there. She puts up two good reps.

“You know what you’re doing,” I say. “Just need a couple tweaks.”

“You know your shit,” she says and smiles. I hadn’t thought about it like that, but I guess I do know my stuff.

“Technique is the biggest thing,” I say, even though I know that’s bullshit.

“Totally,” she says.

It’s Sunday, so it’s not too busy, and we have room to spread out. We start doing some overhead swings with dumbbells, then this guy comes up to me. It’s annoying because you can’t just interrupt someone in the middle of a workout, when you’re locked in. That’s basic gym code. He asks if I have a second, and then I see the printout in his hand. Fuck. He shows it to me. Daytona is written in Sharpie under the picture. I look at it, then look at him. I think he was here when it went down.

“Are you Daytona?” he says, and I act like I’m confused.

“My name is Ted.” I should’ve said a fake name.

“But people call you Daytona? The football player? Teddy Riggs?”

“C’mon, man. We don’t want any trouble. We’ll be out of here in a minute.”

“Sorry, man. You gotta go.” He’s a little guy, probably in high school. Is he gonna make me? That’s what I want to ask him. I look at Tammy, and she’s confused. This is goddamn embarrassing.

I lean into him. “You’re gonna make me?” I say, but I know I shouldn’t have said it right away.

“Either you leave, or we call the cops,” he says loud so Tammy can hear. He takes a couple steps back.

“What’s going on?” Tammy asks him. He gives me this look like I should explain it to her. I swear I could kill this fucking dude, and I would if Tammy wasn’t right here. I don’t know what to tell her, and I just shake my head and start walking away. I go to the exit, and I feel these tears coming up just because I’m so pissed.

I go outside, and Tammy is right behind me. “What happened?” she says. “What the hell was that?”

I need to wait a second to talk, or my voice is gonna crack. I hold up my hand for her to gimme a second. I take a deep breath and another one. She comes over and starts rubbing my back, and that makes it worse. It starts coming back up. I wanna hug her.

“Are you not allowed here?” she says, and something about how she says it is fucking funny to me. I start laughing, and she laughs too.

“No, I’m not!” I say, and we die laughing. “I thought I could get away with it.”

“How’d you get banned?”

I can’t think of a lie right now, so I just start telling her what happened. It was really packed one night. It was six or something on a weekday, and you know how everyone goes to the gym after work. All the weights were taken, so I asked to work in with this guy. I asked him, but he didn’t even turn to look at me. He was staring at himself in the mirror wall and posing like he was the sexiest fucking thing ever. He had his Walkman on, but I knew he saw me. I tapped his arm, and he still didn’t look at me. He just made this face like shrugging me off, and I just fucking lost it. I pushed the guy out of the way, you know, like, I’m getting my sets in no matter what. He goes flying across the weight room, then goes crying to the staff. They come over, three of them, and ask me what happened, and I tell them exactly what happened. They act like it’s my fault and say I’m the one who’s gotta go.

I start leaving, and I’m not gonna lie—I was yelling “This is fucking bullshit,” stuff like that. I’m about to walk out, and all of a sudden, the guy I pushed starts thinking he’s some tough guy. I can’t remember what he said exactly—something like “Just get the hell out” or something like that. I turned around and stared at him. I said, totally calm, that the next time I saw him, I was gonna kill him. The staff freaked out, saying they were calling the cops, and then I said—and I know I fucked up right when I said it—but I said if they called the cops, I would kill all of them.

Tammy looks shocked, and I know everything is fucked now with us. “I didn’t mean it, obviously. Just a stupid thing to say, but I was pissed off.”

She starts laughing.

“I didn’t mean it,” I say again. “I wasn’t gonna do anything. I dunno. I’m a piece of shit sometimes.”

“No! Don’t say that,” she says and pinches my arm. “I’ve said a lot of crazy shit that I didn’t mean.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. I get really mean sometimes when I drink. I used to. That’s why I don’t drink much anymore.” She says it just like that, doesn’t try to lie about it. I tell her I think that’s good and that I try not to drink too much too.

“Are you still starving?” she says.

“Yeah. It’s time to feed.” We start talking about our diets, and she says she’s eating a lot right now because she’s in her bulking phase. I tell her I’m always bulking. She stops me and says we need to continue the conversation at Whataburger.

There’s one a few blocks away, and I get two double-meat, double-cheese bacon burgers with two large fries and a large chocolate milkshake.

“Damn,” Tammy says. “And I thought I could eat.”

“Eating is my job,” I say. “It’s the biggest mistake people make trying to add muscle. Not eating enough.” She gets a bacon cheeseburger with large fries, and we get a booth.

“I’m glad we came here,” I say. “I just feel comfortable here.”

She laughs. “Yeah?”

“It’s my favorite place to sit and think.”

She laughs again. She thinks everything I say is funny. “What are you thinking about now?”

I tell her I’m sorry about what happened, and she waves her hand like it’s nothing. “Shit happens. Sounds like that guy deserved it.”

“You think?”

She just shrugs. I’m nervous with her, and it’s hard to eat like I usually do. I was hungry before, but I gotta force-feed now. She’s hot, and she’s here with me.

“Goddamn,” she says, chewing. “That’s good.”

We eat and don’t say anything for a while. She has her head down, just chomping down.

“I should’ve got a milkshake too. I’m gonna get one,” she says and gets up and goes to the counter. I finish all my food fast because she’s not watching now.

“It sucks you can’t work out there anymore,” she says when she comes back. I tell her I don’t mind.

“It was a blessing,” I say. “That’s how I found this other powerlifting gym. Serious strongmen. It was meant to be. I think I did it on purpose.”

“You did it on purpose?”

“Not consciously, but I believe that we shape our realities without knowing it.” I remember the thing with Jorge and how I fucked that up too. Why’d I do that?

She looks at me confused.

“Have you heard of Pat Dupree?” I ask, and she shakes her head. I can’t believe it. “Are you sure?”

“Tell me who he is,” she says. “I feel like I’m missing out.”

I tell her all about him and how he grew up poor in middle-of-nowhere Nebraska and went on to become a millionaire. I tell her how I’m going to the seminar before the competition. “I can lend you one of his books.”

“Yeah, maybe sometime,” she says. “It helps to believe in something.”
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I DON’T ANSWER the phone on Friday night because I know it’s probably Angie. It is, and she leaves a message asking where I am. I feel like a piece of shit, but I can’t go back. I wonder if she’s friends with Christy and knows what happened. I delete the message and turn off the ringer so Granny doesn’t pick up and figure out what’s going on.

I feel like shit until Saturday morning when Tammy leaves a message saying she wants to do another training session. We don’t know where we should go, so we meet up at Salinas Park by where she lives. There’s not a lot of money around here. It’s mostly apartment complexes and little one-story houses with chain-link fences. She says she has bad memories of the park, doing offseason runs here in high school for cross-country.

“Hell no,” I say. “Cross-country.” I shake my head.

“You don’t wanna go for a run?” she says and pokes me.

I shake my head again. “That’s not what strongmen do. I don’t even like doing shield carry for fifty yards.”

She says all the strongman events have badass names and she’s gotta try them. I tell her about all the different ones coming up at Gulf’s Strongest Man, and she laughs when I tell her we have to pull a semi.

“I’m serious,” I say. “Two years ago at World’s Strongest Man, they had to pull a C-130 Hercules military plane!”

“That’s right!” she says. “I saw that on TV once. I remember there was a plane. That’s fucking sick.”

That’s something we can do. I tell her we’re gonna practice by pulling my truck. She gets excited and says she can’t wait. We get in the Chevy and start driving around, and I’m trying to think of the right spot, somewhere where the pavement isn’t all cracked up and broken. It’s terrible in Corpus because it’s a city built on a beach. I drive around and go north on 286, and remember Live Oak Baptist isn’t far. My parents would drive us down there every Sunday because it’s where the family has always gone.

I pull in, and the parking lot is empty because it’s Saturday. It’s mostly flat, so it’ll do. I put the truck in neutral and hook the chain up to the harness vest and the front tow hitch. I show her how I put on the vest.

“You look ready,” she says. I’m about to show her how it’s done. I tell her to watch my feet and notice the angle of my body. You want to take short, choppy steps and have yourself at about a forty-five-degree angle leaning forward. In competitions, there’s a rope you pull on. It’s mainly for balance, but we don’t need it here.

“Make your training hard and the competitions are easy,” I say. “That’s how I see it.”

“That makes sense. That’s smart. Can I sit in the truck to make it harder, or is that too much?”

“You’re what, 150 pounds? Just a drop in the bucket.”

She laughs. “That’s the sweetest thing any man’s ever said to me.” I don’t know what she means. She gets in the cab and honks the horn. “Let’s go!”

She likes messing with me. She’ll see. I hit the smelling salts and smack my face. “Let’s fucking get it!” I lean forward and dig my feet in. I start pulling, but the truck is stuck for some reason and doesn’t wanna budge.

“C’mon,” she says and makes a sound like she’s whipping me. I dunno what the hell’s going on, but I keep digging. “Maybe I should get out.”

“No!” I say. I lean all the way forward, and my hands are touching the ground. It budges a little, and that’s all I need. I stab at the ground with the balls of my feet, and we’re moving.

“All right! Let’s go!” she says. Her saying that makes me stronger somehow. I think she likes me. I keep going and going and lose track of where I am. I see grass in front of me, the end of the parking lot. I drop to the ground, and everything gets blurry. It happens all the time with events, big lifts. You feel like you’re gonna black out, but you just gotta take a seat and breathe.

She’s standing over me. “Are you okay? Your nose is bleeding.” I feel my lip, and there’s blood.

“I’m fine,” I say, and she helps me up with two hands. She says she has tissues in her bag, and she gets one out of the truck. “Just a blowout. Happens all the time when you really push yourself. Usually on deadlift.” I think my nose is still a little messed up from when Jorge cracked me.

“Really?” she says. “I guess I’m not trying hard enough on my deadlifts.”

I take the harness off and put it on her. “Oh God, I’m gonna hurt myself,” she says, but I tell her she’ll be fine. I’ll be her rope she can pull on.

“I know what you need,” I say. I go inside the cab and put my AC/DC tape in and crank it up—“Thunderstruck.”

“Hell yeah,” she says. “Just what I need.”

“Let’s go! Remember—little, choppy steps,” I say, and she starts pulling. She’s pulling on my arm, and I’m helping her a little, moving backward. “C’mon! You got this. Easy. Light weight!” She’s really going for it, and her face is all red with veins popping out. I step backward. The truck’s moving. “It’s going! Let’s go!” I keep screaming. She grunts and goes a little farther, then drops to her hands.

“Oh shit,” she says. “I’m dizzy.”

“It’s normal. Don’t worry. Just stay down for a second.” I go get her my water bottle out of the truck. “You really attacked that. That was unreal for your first time.”

“This is way more fun than lifting weights,” she says and takes a big swig of water. “You definitely helped me a lot.”

“That was almost all you.” I help her to her feet, but she keeps pulling my arms when she gets up, pulling me to her. I lean down and just go for it. We start kissing.

“Ugh,” she says and pulls back. She wipes her mouth. “Gross. You’re slobbering all over me.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. Fuck. I get too into it sometimes.

She takes a step back and says she’s spent and needs to get home to her dog. I say I want to meet him, and she says maybe, but the way she says it sounds like no.

The drive back to the park is quiet. I think I fucked everything up with that kiss. We pull up to her car, a Dodge Avenger, and I try to sound like everything’s cool.

“You were awesome,” I say. “You wanna try the yoke carry next time?”

“Of course,” she says and digs in her purse. “How’s thirty bucks sound?”

I nod like that’s good. I forgot it was a professional training kind of thing.
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ON SUNDAY, I try to stay close to the phone because sometimes Granny doesn’t hear it or doesn’t get to it fast enough. I keep thinking I ruined everything with my terrible kiss. I try to remember what it was like and how bad it was. I try kissing my hand to figure it out. She said I was slobbering like a dog. I wanna talk to her and say that’s not how I usually kiss, but I can’t call her and seem desperate. The client is supposed to call to set up a session.

I should’ve told her not to worry about the money, even though I need it. She was acting different after the kiss, and the way she said bye was weird. I haven’t trained this morning. I’ve just been sitting here like an asshole.

The phone finally rings, and I pick it up on the second ring, and it’s not Tammy. It’s Pam, and she sounds pissed. She says she can’t wait to hear why I bought Kayla beer. That’s the first thing she says. No hello, no nothing.

“Nice to hear from you,” I say.

“Well?” she says, waiting for me to answer. She always knows when I’m lying, so I just admit it—that I got Kayla beer, but I don’t talk about this stuff at the bar. I just say she kept bugging me until I got it for her.

“She’s at that partying age,” I say. “It’s normal. She’s gonna get it one way or another. You used to get me beer, remember?”

“And look how that turned out,” she says. That’s a low blow. I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. She says not to do it again because she doesn’t want to hear it again from Mom.

“Trust me. I won’t.” Kayla is a little snitch. Aunt Beth caught her, then told Mom.

Pam starts asking me how I’m getting by, if I’m taking advantage of Granny, even though everyone knows you can’t take advantage of Granny. I tell her about Night In at the Movies, and she asks why would anyone pay for that.

“Because people are lazy. Why do people pay for pizza delivery? We bring them candy and popcorn, too, and it’s cheap for us because we get it at HEB instead of the theater.”

“What about real food? Would you deliver pizza, too, if I wanted it?”

I haven’t thought about that. “That’s not a bad idea. Tell Dad there’s still time to invest.”

She laughs. I have an idea for a business, and she fucking laughs at it. I hang up on her. What the hell was the point of her calling? She didn’t ask how I was doing or how my training’s been going. She doesn’t even know Gulf’s Strongest Man is coming up. She didn’t even ask how Granny’s been.

I can’t sit around the house anymore. I gotta go take it out in training. I go out to the backyard and load up the yoke frame with 650 pounds and take the pad off. I pull it up, and it digs into my neck and shoulders. I march down the yard all the way to the fence. My shoulders are on fire. My face is wet with tears. That’s one good thing about training by myself is I can cry, and I honestly lift the most when I’m crying with snot coming out of my nose.

I get my dumbbells and do overhead press. I warm up with 40 pounds each, rep that twenty times. I work my way up to 100 pounds. I get on the bench and start doing chest press with them. My arms are shaky, and I almost drop one on myself. I wonder how it would feel for it just to fall on my chest or my ribs. I drop one on the ground, then hold the other up. I let it go, and it thuds on my chest. I pick it up again and drop it lower on my stomach. It knocks the wind out of me, and I roll off the bench onto the grass. I grab the dumbbell one more time and drop it on my nuts. I cry out, and I feel the sickness climbing up to my stomach. The thing with pain is you can’t think about anything else.
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TAMMY CALLS ME Wednesday morning, and it’s so good to hear from her. She asks me what I’ve been up to, and I tell her I’ve been busy with other clients. She says she’s been busy with clients too. I can’t believe I didn’t ask her what she does before. She says she helps people do physical therapy at their house.

“You training today?” she says.

“Don’t think so. Don’t feel like it.” My chest and nuts feel messed up after the other day, but I don’t tell her about that.

“Oh, okay,” she says, and it’s quiet. It’s weird, and we say bye. I stand there looking at the phone. I fucked it up again. I call her back.

“You again?” she says.

I tell her I don’t feel like training right now, but I want to see her.

“I guess I can’t pay you then,” she says. “Oh yeah.”

She laughs. “I’m just playing with you.”

“I’m sorry,” I say and try to laugh. It’s hard to tell when people are joking sometimes. She says we can just hang out. We decide to get some food, and I ask if she wants to get Whataburger. She makes a sound like she’s thinking, then says if I come over, she’ll cook something. That sounds perfect. She gives me her apartment number and tells me how to get there from the park.

I get in the shower and wonder if she wants to have sex. A lot of times, that’s why they invite you over. I start getting excited but need to save it for tonight.

Her apartment is on the third floor, and I’m a little out of breath from climbing the stairs. She opens the door before I can knock.

“I could hear you coming up the stairs,” she says and hugs me. She’s got some weird music playing with no words, and her dog comes up to me and jumps on my leg. “This is Butkus,” she says and grabs him by the collar.

“Oh, sweet. Like in Rocky.”

“Exactly.” He’s a good-looking black Lab mix, but he’s too big to have in a little apartment. I go inside, and the whole place smells like dog.

I ask what the music is, and she says it’s Kenny G. The name sounds familiar.

“It’s a little thing called jazz. Ever heard of it?” She’s teasing me again, and I smile. She turns it down.

We stand in the kitchen, and there’s a pot of water boiling. “I hope you like spaghetti, because that’s all I know how to make.”

Spaghetti for lunch—that’s what I’m talking about. “More than I can do,” I say. A beer would help calm me down. I almost ask her for one, then remember she doesn’t like to drink and how I told her I don’t like to either. I go sit on the couch. The apartment is small enough where we can talk with her in the kitchen and me sitting here.

Butkus is excited and lays on my lap and turns over so I rub his belly. Tammy asks me why I don’t want to train today, and I tell her I’m just really sore and haven’t taken a rest day in forever. “It happens,” she says. She tells me to turn the TV on if I want, so I do, and As the World Turns is on.

“You watch this shit?” I say.

She squints at the TV. “No! I just had it on that channel from last night.”

“Can we watch it a little? My granny always has it on to keep her company.”

“I don’t care,” she says. “I mean. I’ve seen it a few times.”

“A few times,” I say and look at her like I don’t believe her. She comes over and slaps my arm. I can tease her, too, and she likes it. That’s how a lot of flirting is.

“I think Casey is dead. They’re gonna find his body, I bet,” I say.

She laughs. “You think so? You’re just gonna off Casey like that?” She puts the plates of spaghetti on the coffee table, and we eat on the couch. She used ground sausage, and it’s pretty good. Meat and pasta together is one of the easiest ways to get your calories and protein in. I let out a big burp and apologize.

“You’re nasty,” she says. We finish, and she takes the plates away. She sits back down next to me and puts her hand on my thigh. “So?” she says, and we start kissing. I love how she’s rubbing my thigh, getting closer to my cock. I put my hand on her waist, and she moves it to her tits. She lifts her leg and straddles me. She starts humping me slow, and I hump back, but Butkus keeps messing with us.

My dick is rock-hard, and I need to take advantage. I start peeling up her shirt, and she smiles and takes it off. I take mine off, too, and she gets up and takes me to her bedroom. We gotta hurry. I get totally naked and lay on the bed.

“Whoa. Easy there, partner,” she says. Maybe I seem too desperate. I feel myself, and I can feel it going away. She takes off her shorts and lays next to me. I can’t even blame booze this time. She starts feeling on me, then tries stroking it, and it wakes up a little. She takes off her panties and goes down on me. I try to hold on, but it’s no use. I let out a big sigh.

“I’m sorry,” I say, and she stops and looks up at me. She comes and kisses me. “I’m not gay,” I say, and she looks at me weird. “It just happens sometimes.”

She rubs my chest. “It’s okay. I’ve dated a lot of bodybuilders. I know about dead dick.”

She knows about the juice. “You can tell I’m on it?”

She looks at me like, of course. “Look at you. You’re big as a house. You better be on it. You gotta be if you wanna have a chance out there. Same with bodybuilding.”

“Yeah. You have no choice. Are you on it?”

“Yeah. Not right now, but I want to start a new cycle soon.”

We just lay there talking. She says it’s all in my head. After it happens once, guys get so scared it’ll happen again, and that’s what makes it happen again. I ask her how she knows all this, how many guys she’s been with, but she says not to worry about it. We start kissing and rubbing on each other again.

“We’ll go slow,” she says. She can teach me.
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FOR OUR NEXT session, I invite her over to train in the backyard. I give her the code for the gate to get into Cactus Basin. “Oh, fancy,” she says. I watch out the window for her and come outside when she pulls up. “Wow, nice house,” she says, and I tell her about the gas company.

“That sounds familiar,” she says. I wonder if she’s just trying to play it cool. “They can’t help you out a little bit?”

I tell her it’s complicated and leave it at that for now. Maybe later I’ll tell her how I came home from training one day, and Mom and Dad and Pam were sitting in the living room. The TV wasn’t on, so I knew something was up. A couple weeks before, we watched some shit on 20/20 about this thing called an intervention. It’s this thing they do with drug addicts where everyone in their family tells them they’re a piece of shit and that they can’t hang out anymore.

I know that’s where they got the idea from, but they don’t understand. It’s supposed to be for drug addicts and alcoholics. Steroids are fine as long as you know what you’re doing. They kept saying “lifestyle.” They don’t approve of my lifestyle. Can’t support my lifestyle. They didn’t have the guts to actually boot me until later with the job stuff, though.

Granny is inside watching TV, and I don’t know what kind of mood she’s in, so I take Tammy around the house and through the gate.

I ask her if she’s ever tried clean-and-press with a barbell, and she says no. In strongman competitions, it’s usually either a log with handles or a car axle you’re pressing, but I don’t have a log like Jorge has at the gym. I show her how you can squat down and gather it and then stand up with it. Then you clean it up to your shoulders, and then it’s just an overhead press. She gets the form fast. She’s a fast learner.

I add some plates, and she says she wants to go for a max already. She’s got no fear, but I say maybe next time—got to get the body used to the motion first.

“I think I like strongman more than bodybuilding,” she says. “You get to eat whatever you want, and you don’t have to always worry what you look like.”

“Exactly,” I say and tell her about how they’re talking about having a World’s Strongest Woman competition soon. Her eyes light up. “I bet you’d do good in it,” I say. She’s just got that natural strength even without the lifting and everything. You can tell when someone is a natural freak, like me.

I hear the back door open, and Granny steps out in her nightie and slippers. She waves at Tammy and smiles. “Oh, hi!” Tammy says.

“Who’s your friend?” Granny asks me.

“This is Tammy. We’re training together,” I say. Tammy goes up to her and shakes her hand.

“You do this stuff too?” Granny says. She’s being nice.

“I’m just starting. Teddy’s teaching me.”

Granny takes both her hands and shakes them. “Do you like him?”

Tammy laughs and looks at me. “Yeah,” she says, still looking at me. “I like him. So far.”

Granny gets excited, really over the top. She puts her hands to her face. “Thank God,” she says. “Finally, somebody for our Teddy.” I try to smile and act like it’s funny, but it just pisses me off so much. She does this shit just to embarrass me, make me look like a loser. I turn away from them and start loading up the bar. They keep talking, and Granny is asking about her family. She’s trying to figure out if they have money, but I stop listening. I start my lift and get out five reps. I’m not even sure how much weight is on here. I can’t focus.

Granny finally says she’ll leave us alone so we can get back to training. I finish another set and drop the weight.

“She’s sweet.”

I shake my head. “You don’t know her.”

“What?”

“All that ‘Finally someone for Teddy shit’ like I’m some desperate dude.”

“I think she was just playing around.”

Tammy knows everything about my family all of a sudden. She knows Granny better than I do. Finally, someone for Teddy. Yeah right. You should’ve seen how that lady Christy was feeling on me the other night. I think about saying that but don’t. Granny doesn’t really understand who I am. Every girl wanted me in high school.

We train a little longer and don’t say a lot. I’m being weird. I know I am, but it’s so fucking hard to shake it off. I gotta talk more. I start being more encouraging and telling her good job.

“I’m glad you got to meet Granny,” I say and smile.

“Yeah, she’s sweet,” she says, and things feel better. No one wants to be with some miserable guy.

We finish up, and she says she feels weird paying me now because of what we did last time. She wants to buy me dinner, though. I drive us to Jalisco’s, and we get a booth and go through three bowls of chips and salsa, then wreck some tortas and carne guisada. She’s trying to keep up with me eating.

“I overdid it,” she says. “My stomach is killing me.”

“That’s good though,” I say. “That means you’re stretching out your stomach.”

When we get back to Granny’s, I grab a change of clothes, and we go back to her place and shower up. We sit on the couch and watch TV and start touching on each other and humping like last time. She’s on top of me, and all that guisada is swirling in my belly. I gotta keep burping, then I gotta take a big shit, and I can tell it’s not gonna be a clean one. I get up and go to the bathroom.

It’s brutal. I should’ve done it back at Granny’s. The apartment is small, too, and I don’t want her to hear or smell it. I remember I stayed over at a buddy’s house in high school, and we smoked weed in his bathroom. He turned on the shower and said the steam absorbs all the smell. I turn the shower on, and it’s a strong showerhead, so it’s nice and loud. It’s not gonna make any sense to her, though, because I just showered. I feel nasty now and might as well hop in the shower since it’s on. I flush and get in the shower real quick and use the same towel.

One thing people don’t talk about in strongman and bodybuilding is how hard it can be to wipe your ass when you get this big. I’m lucky because I’ve got these long arms, but it’s a nightmare for short, stocky guys. I’ve heard of them using those long back scratcher things, stuff like that.

I put my clothes back on and go back into the living room. I’m lucky, and she doesn’t ask about the shower. She barely looks up from the TV. She knows about this lifestyle! When you eat so much, all that food’s gotta come out. She’s probably about to do the same, ha ha.

We watch Cops, then America’s Most Wanted. John Walsh calls this bank robber guy a scumbag. He’s been robbing banks for over a decade and still hasn’t been caught. They call him the Bashful Bandit because he’s really quiet. He wears sunglasses and a ball cap and doesn’t take a gun out or anything. He just slides a note to the teller that says something like “Give me the money, or I’ll kill you.”

“That’s smart,” Tammy says. “Instead of making some big commotion.”

“Yeah, I guess. No fun though.”

“What?”

“What’s the point of robbing a bank if you can’t take your gun out and yell at people?”

She laughs. “You’d be a scary bank robber?”

I point my hand at her like a gun and tell her to take me to the fucking vault. She says that’s hot, and we start messing around again and go to her bed. I’m getting hard, and it’s not a problem. I try not to think about it. She takes my pants off and puts my dick between her tits and sucks on the top of it.

“Holy shit,” I say, and she laughs at me.

“I have an idea,” she says. She takes her panties real fast and gets on top of me. “Before you have time to think about it.”

We should use a condom, but before I can say something, she puts my cock inside her, and it’s crazy. It’s like I’m flying. All my muscles are flexed, and I can’t move. I can’t move my eyes, and she’s going and going and yelling. I can feel myself about to cum, and I try to stop it, but it’s too late.

“Oh fuck,” I say, then she gets off me real fast, and I cum all over myself. She gets off the bed and goes to the bathroom. She’s gotta be mad at me for finishing so fast, but she comes back smiling and gives me a box of Kleenex. I clean myself up and say I’m sorry.

“Don’t be,” she says. We lay there cuddling for I don’t know how long. I’m not a virgin anymore. I had sex. It only took twenty-four years, ha ha. I gotta get better at it. We need to practice. I ask her if we can practice more, and she says of course.

The phone rings from the kitchen, and she gets out of bed and goes to answer it. She comes back and says she has to go.

It’s a last-minute rehab session, but she needs the money. “Bad timing. I’m sorry,” she says.

It’s okay. I get it. You gotta do what you gotta do. We get dressed and go out the front door, and I want to tell her she should be my girlfriend. I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I get in my truck, and she gets in the Avenger, and we wave bye.

It’s only nine thirty when I get home, but it’s really late for Granny. I try to sneak in quiet and not wake her up.
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IN THE MORNING, Granny tells me I woke her up last night. It’s crazy. Sitting in her chair, she can sleep through a hurricane, but she hears me tiptoeing in. I tell her how I tried to be quiet.

“Quiet? I thought someone broke in. I would’ve shot you if I wasn’t too scared to get out of bed. It’s like an elephant’s in the house.”

She does have a gun in her nightstand drawer, a little .38. I didn’t think about that. She tells me to sit at the kitchen table. She’s gonna fix me breakfast. “How many eggs and pieces of toast?”

“Eight eggs and four pieces of toast,” I say.

“It’s gonna have to be five. That’s all we got. It’s like trying to feed a horse, a whole stable of horses.”

She’s called me an elephant and a horse so far this morning. She says she’s been worried about me, didn’t know where I was, who she could call. I tell her I stayed with Tammy. “She’s my girlfriend.”

“She told you that?”

“Is that so hard to believe?”

“Who wants a man with no job?”

“She likes me. She likes big, strong guys. A lot of girls like guys with muscles.”

She gives me the eggs and toast. “They don’t like big bellies, though,” she says and pokes my stomach.

“I’m not fat. You can’t be skinny and win World’s Strongest Man.”

She shakes her head. “It’s like kissing a hippo.”

Something about her calling me a hippo, I can’t take it. “You think I’m a horse, hippo, and a goddamn elephant!” I say and stand up. I know I shouldn’t have swore.

“Don’t raise your voice to me. Sit down!” she yells. My voice is mad and loud, but I’m not gonna do what she says. I’m not sitting down.

“Tammy thinks I’m sexy how I am!” I say and start walking to the door.

“Where the hell are you going?”

“Wherever I want, Granny,” I say, and she doesn’t say anything back. I shouldn’t have said “goddamn” at her like that. She watches me from the doorway. I get in the truck and drive off. I don’t know where to go. I need to train, but my stomach is empty. I really should’ve eaten those eggs before fighting with her. I keep doing that. I go to the Whataburger down the street and use most of the cash left in my wallet on two taquitos and a coffee. I pull into a parking spot and eat them in the truck. I honestly don’t even feel like training.

I finish the tacos and just drive around for a while. I end up going west toward Robstown, and I remember we’d come out here to the Lair all the time in high school. You turn off the interstate onto 44. You can’t see it from the road, so you gotta know where it is. I remember there’s woods for about a mile before the trail. I’m trying to remember, and I go slow. I think this is the telephone pole it’s just past. The head of the trail is a little overgrown, but it’s still there. Kids are still using it, I bet. I turn onto it and stop for a second to switch on my 4x4. I can’t remember the last time I went off-road. I start through the woods, and it’s the same as I remember it.

After about a hundred yards, it opens up, and it’s totally bare with no trees, just dirt. There’s these big drops and pits like if someone were digging a bunch of swimming pools. We’d come out here in our trucks right after it rained, and the holes would be half full of water, and everything’d be slick and muddy, and we’d tear it up. Tyler had this little Ford Ranger back then, and he’d always get stuck, and I’d have to pull him out.

I dive down a hole, then climb out the other side. I pick up a little speed and go into the next one harder. I remember one time mudding here with Tyler and his cousin. His cousin was behind me in his shitty Ram, and my back tire must’ve flicked a rock back because his windshield cracked. I felt so bad! I think he made up some story for his parents, like kids were throwing rocks from a bridge or something.

It’s pretty dry, so I’m kicking up a lot of dust, and I can’t really see where I’m going. It feels great using the truck for what it was built for, getting banged around but fighting through it like a running back. I bang my head against the window. The only thing missing is a beer in the cup holder.

I come back up and do a few laps around the bowls. I remember the biggest one, on the other side from where you come in. I go down, and it’s steeper than I remember it. I start climbing out, but then I hear this clicking sound. I slide back down into the pit. I try to climb out again, but I know what the clicking is. I just don’t wanna admit it. I remember that sound from when my buddy’s 4x4 went out this one time. I slide back down again.

Goddamnit. I didn’t even push it that hard. This thing used to be invincible out here and made it through way worse shit. I get out and check out what I’m up against. It’s about eight feet deep, but the slope is pretty gradual on this side. I’ll have to push it out. I put it in neutral, and I realize that this is the universe talking to me again. I’m supposed to be training right now, not fucking around at the Lair. My chain and harness are sitting in the bed. I hook the chain to the front hitch and strap on the vest. There’s enough slack that I’m halfway out of the pit before it straightens out.

I don’t have my smelling salts on me. Fuck it. Don’t need that shit. I smack myself. I explode but don’t get much pull on it. It’s like someone has the truck in reverse, trying to drag me back. If I can’t do this, I really am just a big hippo like Granny says. I dig deeper and claw at the ground with my hands. I chop with my feet, and finally I’m going in the right direction. My legs are on fire, and I’m seeing stars. I keep driving. I don’t have a choice. Granny is the only one who can even stand being around me, but she still doesn’t like me, doesn’t respect me. I get the truck out, or I’m stuck here. Suddenly, it gets easier to pull, and I know I’m on flat ground again, out of the pit.

I lay there for a while with blood coming out of my nose on the dirt. Granny doesn’t love me. Mom doesn’t like me. Dad hates me. Pam only calls when she’s mad about something. I stay there for a while with the harness on, the sun beating down on me, and I cry like a baby. It’s the truth. I don’t have to hide it from anyone. No one’s out here to hear me.

It’s like the crying spot I had when I was a kid. Our house was in a new development, and our street dead-ended into brush and trees. I’d walk until you couldn’t see me, and there was this clearing with a big limestone island I’d go to. I’d cry and throw rocks and do anything I wanted.

I sit up. I feel totally alone. I need to talk to someone. I take the harness off and unhook the chain and put it back in the bed. I get back in the truck, and I don’t have anything to wipe my nose with, so I gotta use my shirt. It’s a white shirt, so I look nuts.

I gotta drive really careful with my 4x4 being out. I get around all the drops and make it to the trail. If it were wet, I’d be done for, but I make it out. I dunno where I’m going. I start back toward Granny’s and stop at the first gas station I see and go to the pay phone.

I get a quarter from the ashtray and call Tyler. I haven’t talked to him since the thing at the bar. It rings a few times, and I remember it’s Sunday and he’s probably at church. But right before I hang up, he picks up, and he sounds weird.

“Daytona! Where you been?” he says. He sounds drunk, but it’s like ten in the morning. He says he’s glad I called. I can hear his wife, Vanessa, talking to him in the background. I can’t understand what she’s saying, but she sounds mad. They got together maybe junior year and got married not long after we graduated. He says he needs to get out of the house and can’t drive. I tell him I’m on my way.

When I pull up to his house, he’s sitting on his front steps. He runs up to the truck. “Thanks, man,” he says and squeezes my shoulder. “You’re my real buddy.”

He points at my shirt, the blood. “Blowout?” he says.

“Yeah, pulling my truck.”

He says I can’t go around looking like this, and he’s right. He runs in and grabs me a T-shirt, an A&M shirt. I toss the bloody one in the bed and squeeze his shirt on, even though I hate the Aggies. He tells me to take him to Lonesome Dog, but I tell him I don’t think they’re open yet.

“Not yet,” he says and checks his watch. “But they will be in twenty minutes.” It’s twenty till eleven.

“You got started early this morning, huh?” I say, but he doesn’t say anything. I turn up the Poison tape and roll the windows down, and he nods his head and drums on his knees. When we get to Lonesome Dog, there’s no other cars in the parking lot. “You sure they open at eleven?”

He nods. “Abraham’s gonna pull up any second.”

We wait in the truck. “So Vanessa was mad at you or what?”

He shakes his head. “What’s new, man. She starts yelling, then wonders why I don’t wanna be at the house.”

A maroon Cadillac pulls in. “There he is,” Tyler says and gets out.

“Morning, Tyler,” Abraham says, like he’s not surprised. He sees me and nods. Tall, skinny dude. Maybe thirty. I don’t know him. I haven’t been here in forever.

He lets us in, and we sit at the bar. It’s a dive bar with neon beer signs on the walls. He fills a glass of Coors Light and gives it to Tyler. He asks me what I want, and I ask Tyler if he’s got me. He slaps his pocket. “I got you, dude.”

I order a Coors too, then look at the food menu. Abraham says a bacon-and-egg sandwich is about all he can do right now.

“All I drink is beer,” Tyler says, like I asked him about it. 

“She acts like I’m drinking Jack straight out of the bottle or something.”

“Yeah, beer isn’t a big deal,” I say and take a drink. He finishes his and gets another. I’m trying to remember when he got sober. It wasn’t long before I brought him with me to Third Coast. Him and Jorge became buddies fast, and Jorge kinda adopted him, trained him for free. I remember Tyler saying lifting saved his life, saved his marriage. He started going to AA and talked all the time about all the shit he learned there. It was kinda annoying, ha ha.

I crush my egg sandwich fast. “You keeping up with your calories?” I ask. “You eat today?”

He shrugs. “Haven’t been training much. Jorge’s being a prick, man. Says I can’t train at Third Coast if I’m drinking at all. Even if it’s just beer.”

“Christ. He’s power crazy, man. Soon there’s not gonna be anyone left, and he’s gonna have no one to spot him.”

Tyler laughs.

“I’m serious,” I say.

“Yeah. You’re right, man.”

There’s a new beer sitting in front of me, and I take a drink. “We should start our own gym,” I say. “Fuck Jorge.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, man. I’ve already got some equipment at my house. Remember, I told you I built that yoke rack. I’ve got some heavy stones that work just as well as Atlas stones. Almost as well. We can get some made.”

Tyler is nodding but not saying anything.

“You know what I mean?” I say and nudge him. He keeps nodding but puts his head down. He’s crying. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him cry before. “You all right?”

He points for another beer without looking up. “Two years,” he says. “Two years of sobriety gone.” He sits up in his seat and wipes his face on his sleeve. He laughs and takes a napkin and blows his nose. “I made a lot of promises.”

Shit. We were having a good time. I don’t know what to say, and I feel like he wants me to say something. “Just a slip-up, but it’s okay to cry.” I think about telling him about how I was crying earlier, but Abraham can hear us.

Tyler puts money on the bar. “Take me home, man,” he says. “I need to be at home with my wife.”

Driving back, I try to cheer him up. I try to remember all the shit he would say from AA and some stuff Pat Dupree says about it. Getting sober can start anytime. Every day you don’t have a drink, that’s an accomplishment, or something. He doesn’t want to hear it, though, and he shakes his head. I park in front of his place.

“You know what’s fucked up?” he says. “I’ve missed it so much. I hate it, but I fucking love it.”

He gets out and goes up his walkway and knocks on the door. I stay just in case Vanessa doesn’t let him back him. The door opens, though, and he goes inside. I’ve been stopping myself from thinking it, but I can’t help it now that I’m alone. His first drink was with me at the Cove. Then I sent him into the Splash Pad, and he chugged those beers. I didn’t think just a few drinks would hurt him. He might die because of me. I wanna go in there and tell Vanessa it’s all my fault. I can take him to AA meetings and make sure he doesn’t drink.

The front door opens again, and Vanessa pokes her head out. She’s wondering what I’m still doing there, I bet. She takes a few steps out with her arms crossed. She’s gotta hate me. Knows I just took Tyler to a bar. I think about telling her how sorry I am, but I drive off. I’m the last person she wants to talk to.

I gotta talk to someone—Tammy—and see what she thinks. I need gas, anyway, so I go to Stripes, but my wallet is empty. I just got some change in the ashtray. I use the pay phone to call her, and I explain everything. She laughs when I tell her about what we did at the Splash Pad.

“That’s seriously genius,” she says.

“Yeah, and I got the job, but it got weird. It doesn’t matter.” I tell her about Tyler relapsing. She says it wasn’t the best thing that I did, but it’s not my fault. At the end of the day, he’s his own man and makes his own decisions. It’s not like I put a gun to his head. She’s right, and I feel better. We hang up, and I call Granny. She picks up, and I don’t say anything.

“Is that you, Teddy?” she says, and I hang up. I just had to check.

I don’t think I explained everything to Tammy. I didn’t put a gun to Tyler’s head, but I did really try to convince him. I call her again, but she doesn’t pick up. She must be getting annoyed with me. I get back in the truck.

I remember Pat Dupree has this thing about how we’re all responsible for our own actions. Blaming others is a trap, an excuse. I look for the tape where he says it, but can’t remember which one it’s on. I put a random one in, and he’s talking about how your past can’t control your future unless you let it. Like if I let myself believe I’m a piece of shit because of the stuff with Tyler, then I’ll be one. It’s up to me.

I need to eat something, but I can’t go home. I try Tammy again, but she doesn’t pick up.
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I SIT IN my truck at Stripes for half an hour, then try Tammy again. She picks up this time, and I tell her I’m starving. She says she just finished with a client and could go for some food but doesn’t want Whataburger. We decide to meet at the Church’s Chicken off Greenwood, and my tank is on empty when I get there. I’ll have to borrow a few bucks from her.

She’s standing outside in her workout clothes. I go to hug her, but she backs away. “Sorry,” she says. “I’d hug you, but I’m all nasty.

“No worries.” She looks at me, confused. “A&M?”

I look down and remember the shirt. “I had to borrow it from Tyler. Don’t worry. I can’t stand the Aggies.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t really fit. Looks like a little kid’s shirt on you.” She laughs, but right then, I get this whiff of something. I don’t even want to admit what it is. We go in, and I tell her I’m waiting to get paid by a client, and I can get her back soon. She smiles and says no problem. I don’t like the way she smiles, something about it.

We get the food and don’t say much. I smell it again, from across the table. It’s cologne. It’s hard to eat. She asks me questions like everything is normal, if I lifted today. I tell her I did some truck pulls. I don’t wanna think about it. I ask her if she likes Whitesnake and Scorpions.

She laughs. “That ’80s stuff. They’re okay. It’s fun.”

I ask her if she wants to go to the concert with me on Saturday, and she says sure. I’m excited, but the smell. I gotta say something. “Is that cologne on you?”

She blushes. “Oh yeah,” she says like it’s nothing. “My client takes a bath in that stuff.”

“But why is it on you?”

She shakes her head. “From being next to him.”

I don’t think you can get cologne on you like that. I take a second, then I blurt it out—“Are you cheating on me?”

She laughs. “Cheating on you? We’re not even together.”

“I’m your boyfriend, I thought.”

She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Boyfriend? We just met!”

I can’t believe it. Feels like we’ve known each other for a long time. I wonder how long it’s been, but I can’t think. She’s staring at me like I need to say something.

“I told Granny you’re my girlfriend.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. That’s something you have to talk about with someone.” She sounds mad.

I look around to see if anyone can hear us. A guy turns away. He was watching us. I whisper, “But we had sex.”

She drops her head, then stands up out of the booth.

“Where are you going?” I say.

“Home,” she says and shakes her head. “This is too much.” She goes out the door. It’s happening so fast, I don’t know what to do. Before I can think of anything, she’s long gone in the Avenger. I’m sitting by myself like an asshole. I don’t even want to see if anyone is watching.

I eat my chicken and biscuits and wash them down with lemonade. She barely touched hers, so I start eating that too. I need to talk to her. I can’t believe that cologne. The thought of it is seriously making me nauseous.

We met on a Sunday, I remember, and today’s Sunday. It was exactly three weeks ago, or maybe two. That’s not that long, I guess. We’ve been hanging out so much that it feels like it’s been longer. Damnit. I just realized I didn’t get a chance to ask her for some gas money. I can feel everybody looking at me now. There’s people at every table all of a sudden, and I gotta get out of here.

I go to the truck and start it to check the gas again. No chance I can make it anywhere but the closest gas station. I turn it off and look under the seats and everywhere in the car and only come up with two quarters and a nickel.

There are some ways out there of making money out of nothing. I saw this episode of Cops where this guy gets caught shoplifting. He’s sitting there on the curb with handcuffs on while the cop explains to the camera. Something people do is find a receipt for something, usually in a trash can outside the store. Then you go into the store and steal the thing without anyone noticing, and you go back and return it, and they have to give you the money because you have the receipt. You just gotta get away with the shoplifting part.

I know there’s an HEB probably a quarter mile from here, and I start walking that way. It’s the hottest part of the day, and I start sweating like a hog. I don’t like sweating when I’m not working out, and I haven’t drunk enough water today. I feel shitty. I’ve got to be more disciplined with my diet. I gotta make sure to get a gallon of water in every day, no excuses. I gotta get ten thousand calories in. I gotta sleep eight hours, get two lifts in. Being consistent every day is what’s gonna decide who takes the title.

This HEB is a Mexican HEB. There’s white HEBs and Mexican ones. Up by Granny, the HEBs are white. You can tell the difference because a lot of times the Mexican ones are painted in pastel colors. They have a fresh tortilla stand in the middle of the store and these Catholic candles with the Pope and Mary on them.

It’s not too busy because it’s the middle of the afternoon, and there’s no security guard outside. He probably stays inside in the air-conditioning. There’s cigarette butts on the ground by the trash can but no receipts. The entrance is all glass, so anyone could see me from inside. I step up to the automatic doors, and they open, and there’s all the carts up there, but no security guard or cart person.

I gotta be quick. I go back to the trash can and take the top off it. More cigarette butts, and everything has some brown shit spilled on it—coffee or Coke. Lot of receipts. It’s all just food. Duh. It’s a grocery store. I’m a dumbass. But they sell other stuff, too, like microwaves. It’d be hard to steal a microwave, though. I’m scared someone is gonna see me, so I just grab as many receipts as I can and put the top back on. They’re all gross and wet. I go out of sight of the windows and sit on a bench. It’s hard to tell what some of the things are.

I don’t need much. Just a few bucks, but it’s not like you can return a Snickers. They’ll tell me to fuck off or just go get a new one. One says Pan 10-inch, $12.99. That’ll have to work. I can just stuff it in my pants. The receipt is soaked, so I wipe it against my shirt and lay it next to me on the bench in the sun. I laugh. This is fucked up.

It’s basically dry now but looks weird. I crumple it up, then straighten it out again. I go inside, and it feels great. I go into the freezer aisle with the frozen pizzas and leave the door open. I could kill a couple Totino’s pizzas right now. I just roll them up, crush them in a few bites.

I find the cookware aisle and grab a ten-inch pan. I need to think of a reason I’m returning it. I’ve heard about circus strongmen back in the day rolling up frying pans like I would a Totino’s or ripping a phonebook in half. I’ve never tried, but I know I could do it. It’s all about grip strength. I press it against my stomach and start folding it with both hands. It’s brutal on my fingertips, but I’m able to bend it a good amount. I set it down for a second and shake out my hands and forearms. I can say that’s what happened to it when I put it on the stove—it just started curling up. I go for it again and get it folded almost halfway.

Some lady comes up from behind me and says excuse me and startles me. I don’t think she saw what I was doing. I’m not gonna bother with taking it out, then bringing it back in. It’s an unnecessary risk. I walk to the back with all the meats, then all the way to the first aisle with the bread, and then past the produce so the customer service desk can’t see me. I come around and come in from the side so it looks like I came through the entrance.

I smile at the girl working the counter. There’s no one in line, so I go right up to her.

“Oh wow, what happened here?” she says. She’s in a good mood and probably thinks I’m hot. This should be easy. I tell her how it just did this when I was cooking on the stove. She looks at it, confused, and takes it from me. “Really? Was it in a fire or something?”

“No. Just on the stove, making eggs,” I say. She asks for the receipt, still looking confused.

I take it out of my pocket and unwad it and try to smooth it out. “Sorry about that.”

She’s looking at it, and I see this plastic jar with cash in it. It says it’s for St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital, and there’s a picture of a bald kid in a wheelchair. Kids with cancer make me so sad, but I can’t think about that. I gotta focus. She’s typing on the computer, and it’s taking too long. The jar is mostly ones, but I see a few fives and even a twenty, I think.

“Hmm,” she says. “It looks like this isn’t the same pan as the one on the receipt.”

“It is. It’s the ten-inch pan.”

“Yeah, but the receipt says Lodge, and this pan is Revere Ware.” She’s getting an attitude with me all of a sudden.

“This cashier must’ve screwed up,” I say.

“You’re gonna have to find the actual receipt, or I can’t give you a refund,” she says and pushes it back to me across the counter. I don’t know why she’s giving me shit. People just like messing with me. I’m dehydrated and broke, and she’s doing this to me. I pick up the pan and squeeze the handle. I stare at her like an animal, like a dog. I spin it in my hand, and I reach over and grab the St. Jude’s jar. She starts to say something, but I spin the pan again.

I drop it on the ground, and it clangs loud. I go for the exit, not running, just walking fast. I know people are looking at me, but I just look straight down. Somebody comes up to me in a uniform, and I look at him wild, and he doesn’t try anything. Once I’m outside, I start running, holding the jar like a football. I really wish I had a lid for it. Bills keep falling out. I have to stop a few times to pick them up and to catch my breath.

No sirens so far. I finally get back to Church’s and get in the truck and drive to a gas station a few blocks away. I dump the cash inside the console and grab a twenty. I toss the jar in the trash and go inside and get a Gatorade and put the rest on my pump. It takes forever to fill up, it feels like—old shitty pump. I hope John Wells isn’t on patrol right now. He’ll know right away by the description, and he’ll go straight to Granny’s for me. Actually, all the cops will know the description—white guy built like an Abrams tank. Fucking dumb, stealing from kids with cancer. I really needed this Gatorade. I kill it and toss it in the trash and drive off.

They’ll be looking out for the Chevy too. I should be okay on the other side of town. I drive fast to the shore and turn into Whataburger by the Bay and park behind the building where people can’t see the truck from Shoreline Boulevard. I take the money out of the console and count it out, and there’s more twenties than I thought. It’s $216 total. I recount it a couple times. This is what I needed, just to get my head above water. I’m gonna pay it back as soon as possible, as soon as I get the Gulf’s Strongest Man prize. I’ll donate it to St. Jude’s. I’ll donate double what I took!

I go inside and take the elevator to the second floor. I might as well eat since I’m here. I’ve burned a ton of calories today. I get a double-meat, double-cheese bacon burger, fries, and an extra-large water. I take it out to the balcony, and I’m alone out here. The waves lap against the shore, and I just start laughing. You gotta laugh at this shit. What a day. I feel like I can take a breath for the first time.
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SOMEONE TAPS MY shoulder and scares the shit out of me. I fell asleep out here. I think it’s a cop, but it’s just a Whataburger guy.

“Just checking on you, man,” he says. I say something back to him, and he goes away. It’s not the first time this has happened. It’s the waves—they always make me sleepy after a big meal. My arms are pink, and it stings when I touch them. I’ve been frying out here. I’m not sure what I just said to that dude. Maybe I told him to fuck off, and he called the cops or something.

I go back inside and smile at him and apologize and tell him to have a great day. I need to do more of that. Basic kindness goes a long way. You should be nice even if there’s no reason for it.

I sit in the truck and don’t know where to go. They’re gonna think it’s weird if I’m just sitting out here after I already ate. I just want to go home to Granny’s and shower and go to bed early tonight. I honestly would say fuck it, let them come get me if they want, but I can’t afford to right now with the competition coming up so soon. I can deal with everything after.

I fucked up with all that girlfriend stuff. I didn’t even think about it and thought she was my girlfriend. I get out of the truck and call her from the pay phone. I gotta be calm.

I say, “Hey,” and she says hey back, and it’s quiet for a second. I forget all the shit I wanted to tell her.

“Listen,” she says. “I’m sorry I ran off.”

“Yeah.” I need to say more. “I’m sorry I said all that girlfriend stuff. I’ve never really had a girlfriend before and don’t know how it works. Then the cologne. I dunno.”

“Aww,” she says. “That’s crazy you’ve never had a girlfriend. We need to talk. I haven’t been totally honest with you.”

“Yeah?” I don’t want her to keep going. I don’t wanna hear about her with other dudes.

“I was with a client this morning before we met up, but it wasn’t for working out. Well, not really.”

Oh Christ. I don’t know what she means. She says we need to talk about it in person. That means it’s serious. I ask her if she can just tell me now, but she just says I should come over. I tell her I’ll be right over, and I hurry to the truck and take off. It’s gonna be something I don’t wanna hear, but I gotta know.

I just gotta stay calm no matter what she says and just be cool with whatever. I’ll think about what I’m gonna say before I say it. If I have to, I can just walk out the door like a gentleman.

She said they’re not working out, then said not really. Does she mean sex? It’s kinda like working out. I’m praying I don’t get pulled over. I need an alibi in case they question me. I can say I was at Whataburger, fell asleep on the patio, and slept all day. The cashier guy can vouch for me. They have video of me there, but HEB probably has video of me too. Goddamnit. There’s cameras everywhere. I never think about cameras.

I park behind her apartment building and go up the stairs. I knock on the door, and she opens up and gives me a hug. She looks really serious and sad, like she’s been crying. At least I don’t think she’s mad anymore. She tells me to sit on the couch, and Butkus is jumping on me, trying to play.

“Listen,” I say. “I don’t know why I said that shit. We really haven’t been hanging out that long. I didn’t realize it because we’ve been training so much.”

She puts her hand up for me to stop. “The guy I saw this morning, my client,” she says. “I smelled like his cologne because we were wrestling.”

That makes me laugh. She must think I’m dumb to believe that.

“I’m not joking.”

“Wrestling naked?”

She smiles a little. “No. Not wrestling exactly, because he didn’t fight back really. I just threw him around and slammed him down.”

“Why?”

“Because he likes it. That’s what he pays me to do.”

I laugh, but she doesn’t smile back. “He likes getting beat up?”

She nods and says there’s a lot of men who do. A lot of men like big, strong girls.

“There’s nothing wrong with that. I like big girls, but it makes sense because I’m a big guy.” I think about it more, and I don’t know about the getting beat up part.

“So all your appointments are these guys.”

She nods.

“And y’all keep all y’all’s clothes on?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s fucking crazy,” I say and shake my head. That’s how she makes a living.

“What about you, though?” she says.

“What?”

“Your clients.” She’s looking at me like I better not even try to lie. I can’t even try. “I know I’m your only client.”

She’s got me nailed. I admit it. I just didn’t want her to think I’m a loser and broke. I tell her about how I’m just waiting for Night In at the Movies to get some investors. “I need my parents to let me use my trust again to get it started.”

“So whose account would you use to rent the movies from Blockbuster?”

“We would have our own account that we use for everybody, I guess.”

“But they’d still need to drive to Blockbuster after, to return it?”

I hadn’t thought about that, but we could do that for them too. “We’ll go there after a few days and pick it up, or they could do it.”

She shrugs like she doesn’t wanna hear anymore. There’s gonna be stuff to iron out at first, like any other new business. Like Bill Gates never would’ve started Microsoft if he listened to everyone pointing little shit out.

I think about Tammy beating up some dude. “God, people are fucking funny,” I say and tell her about that guy where I went to his house and the dildo and how I ran out of there. We both laugh.

“I bet I know him,” she says. “See, that’s the type of shit I have to deal with. My family isn’t rich like yours, Teddy.”

I think about what it’d be like, having Tammy throw me around and kick my ass. “So the guys like the pain?”

“Yeah. They like being dominated by a woman.”

I know I shouldn’t tell her this, but it just comes out. “I kinda get it. I hurt myself sometimes.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve never told anyone about it or even thought about it that much.” I tell her about the weights and how I’d dig into my skin with a pen at school. I haven’t done that in a long time.

“I know people who do that, hurt themselves. With razors and lighters and shit. It’s not good, Teddy.”

“I know, but it feels good in a way.”

She says it’s different, though, with her clients. It’s more like a sex thing.

“Really? With clothes on?”

“Yeah. I can feel it through their clothes sometimes. Their dicks. They’re hard.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I try to avoid it, but you can’t help but brush up against it sometimes.”

“Right,” I say, but I don’t wanna talk about it anymore. We sit there for a while, not saying anything, then she turns on the TV. There’s a commercial for a lawyer in a cowboy hat saying he can help if you get a DWI, and I feel guilty about the St. Jude’s money. I wanna tell her, but it seems like a bad time. She puts her head on my shoulder, and I put my arm around her. She rubs my leg, and I think she wants sex. I do, too, but I can’t stop thinking about the dicks poking out of guys’ pants.
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GRANNY HAS HER Lexus and still drives, but she really shouldn’t. That’s why I like to do everything for her—get her groceries and take her to doctor’s appointments. I bet she’s running out of food. Maybe she started driving again. I’m worried about her, anyway. I call her from Tammy’s, and she’s mad, says she’s been worried sick about me.

“Really?”

“Of course. You don’t call, don’t tell me where you’re going.” She really cares where I’m at. I ask her if she needs food or anything, and she says she’s not sure. She won’t eat sometimes unless I remind her. I gotta remind her about drinking water, too, especially in the summer. She says John Wells came by looking for me again.

“He wouldn’t tell me why he wants to see you, but he sounded serious. What’d you do this time?”

Tammy can overhear me on the phone, so I don’t wanna say. I tell Granny I got in a fight at HEB because someone called me an ogre. Tammy looks over at me. Granny says she’s not gonna lie to John Wells for me anymore, and she’ll tell him where to find me. She’s sick of being bothered. She asks me where I’m at, and I gotta laugh.

“You just said you’re gonna turn me in. I’m not telling you. I’ll turn myself in after the competition.” I tell her I love her, and we hang up.

“Are you like a fugitive right now?” Tammy asks.

“Technically, I am, I guess. Just this stupid thing.”

“You’re too old to be getting in fights over dumb shit like that.” I’m getting a lecture from everybody. She says you’ve got to be stronger than that. “People say shit to me all the time. They call me a man or tell me to lay off the steroids.”

It must be hard being a woman bodybuilder. I tell her she’s right, that there’s no excuse. I feel like shit, though, because what I actually did is a lot worse. I’ll tell her after I pay them back, and it won’t be a big deal then. If I come back to Corpus with the Gulf’s Strongest Man title and a spot in World’s Strongest Man, no way they’ll want to press charges. I would put Corpus on the map.

I hope Tammy feels bad for me and lets me stay with her until the competition. I give her some cash, and she agrees to drop off some food for Granny. She doesn’t ask where it came from. I also ask her to get my kit out of the back of the fridge in the garage. “Just say I asked you to grab something from the garage for me. It’s in a pencil box, like you have in elementary school.”

She takes off, and I’m alone in the apartment. It’s great of her to do this. Butkus wants to play, and I play tug-of-war with him for a while with his rope, but I gotta train. I’m so behind on training, and I don’t have a lot of time left. I gotta get creative. I grab one end of her couch and push it up so it stands on its side. I make sure Butkus is out of the way, and I hug the middle and lift the whole thing up. Light weight. Cheap ass couch. I need something heavier. She’s only got a little nineteen-inch TV, but her gas stove looks like it’s from the ’70s. I pull it out a little, and there’s a good amount of slack on the gas hose.

I bend down and grab it by a bottom-back corner and a top-front corner. It’s not that heavy, just awkward as hell. Strongman is all about being able to pick up anything they put in front of you. One event is just lifting random objects and putting them on a table. They don’t tell us what they are until we get there, but usually it’s a full keg, big-screen TV, a boat anchor, a washer/dryer—stuff like that. It’s like, who would be the best guy to help you move, ha ha. I stand with the stove and set it down and do a few reps. It really tests two things: your grip strength—hanging on to the corners—and also your back. My back is feeling strong now.

Tammy gets back and says Granny came out to talk to her when she dropped off the food. She told her I really should turn myself in. “She asked me where I live, but I didn’t tell her.”

“Good. Thanks. She’s trying to snitch on me. How’d she seem?”

“Fine,” she says, then she stands there thinking. “I think she knows about the juice. I tried to sneak into the garage, but she followed me. She watched me take it out and didn’t say anything.”

I figured.

“Oh shit,” she says.

“What?”

She sits down next to me on the couch and looks at me serious. “I’m just thinking about it now, but she did ask me what my last name was.”

“And you told her?”

“I didn’t think anything of it. She asked so casual.”

Damnit. She’s old, but she’s still sharp as hell. “I gotta get out of here,” I say and start grabbing my stuff.

“Where’re you gonna go?” she says.

“I don’t know,” I say, and my voice cracks. I don’t have anywhere to go. I only have enough cash for a few nights in a motel. I sit back down on the couch, and the tears come out. I don’t even try to stop them.

“Fuck it,” she says. “Let’s go to Houston.”

“Really?”

“Yeah! That’s where you’re going anyway. Just go early. They’re not gonna be looking for you there.”

She said it like she wants to come too. It’s a good idea, but I don’t have the money. That’s what I tell her.

“I do,” she says, and I look at her like she can’t be serious. I ask her if she really has that much saved up, and she tells me not to worry about it. “My work is very lucrative,” she says and laughs. It would be perfect. I wouldn’t have to worry about anything and could totally focus on getting ready for the competition.

“Why’re you doing all this?” I say.

“What do you mean?”

“Helping me so much. I’m a fuckup.”

“Don’t say that,” she says and slaps my thigh. “I like you. You care about something. You don’t care what anyone says, even your family. You just keep going for it. I dunno. I’ve never met anyone like that. It’s fucking … I dunno, exciting.”

I don’t know what to say. I never thought about it like that. I guess I am like that. We kiss, and I say thanks a thousand times.

“You’re also hot,” she says. “And kinda helpless in a cute way.” She kisses me and starts rubbing on me. She called me helpless, but I don’t mind. I want her to take care of me. I don’t need Mom or Dad or Granny.

“All right,” she says and gets up. “We seriously gotta go.” She’s right. We don’t have time for sex here. She runs around and puts stuff in a suitcase. I grab Butkus’ big bag of food and his bowls and put him on his leash. I grab her Pumping Iron VHS off the top of the TV, and we go downstairs and load up the Avenger. I get the Pat Dupree tapes out of the truck and take the harness and chain out of the bed and put them in her trunk. I put the seat back as far as it goes but have to squeeze in with my knees pressed up against the glove box. There’s just enough room for Butkus behind the driver’s seat.

We take off, and I feel nervous riding in the car. There’s no tint on the windows, and anyone walking by or driving by could spot me. They might know Tammy drives a white Dodge Avenger, and they might be looking for it.

I feel better once we make it out of Corpus. I squeeze Tammy’s thigh. “We’re on the run, baby! Bonnie and Clyde!”

She laughs. “You’re stupid.”

I wonder if Granny is gonna be all right without me. I ask Tammy again how she seemed.

“I told you she’s fine. She’s got plenty of food now. You don’t give her enough credit.”

“It’s not that,” I say. She might have to drive to an appointment, and she really shouldn’t drive. I can’t focus on that shit right now, though. It’s no use. I keep picturing her getting T-boned by another car. I pinch my skin and twist it until it really hurts.

“You swear she’ll be okay?” I say.

She shakes her head. “Sure. I swear.”

Butkus is panting like crazy and slobbering everywhere, but he’s happy looking out the window. We pass through Refugio, and I put in a Pat Dupree tape.

“Aren’t you gonna get enough of this shit at the show?”

“It’s not shit, and it’s not a show. It’s a seminar. I gotta have the right thoughts flowing through my mind all the time with the competition coming up. I’ve gotta visualize myself on that podium constantly.”

“Visualize?”

“Yeah. It really works. He tells this story about this woman who had two long, difficult births before and got pregnant again at forty. Every night, she repeated ‘It’s gonna be a one-hour birth. It’s gonna be a one-hour birth.’ over and over, and it ended up being a two-hour birth. It’s not exact, but it’s powerful.”

“Wow. Maybe I need to try it.”

“Yeah. Listen to this part.” He’s talking about people who visualize money coming to them, and then they start getting checks in the mail. Tammy laughs and says she’s not sure about that. She says she’s thinking there’s gonna be an envelope sitting on our bed when we get to the motel.

“That’s not how it works,” I say.

“How’s it work then?”

“It’s too much to explain right now.”

We stop for lunch at a Wienerschnitzel in Victoria and get a bunch of chili cheese dogs. We keep the car running so Butkus has A/C and get a booth by the window so we can keep an eye on it. Tammy says it’s nice to be on vacation. Her beeper keeps going off, but she keeps silencing it.

“I already told them I’m gonna be gone for a few weeks.” She says she’s got a sister in Houston.

“Oh, nice. Call her up.”

She shrugs and says they’re not that close anymore. I keep asking questions. Her sister’s name is Becca, and she’s younger but already has a family. I realize I don’t know how old she is. I ask her, and she says twenty-eight.

“Damn, I thought you were my age.”

“Thanks, I guess,” she says. She keeps talking about her sister and how she lives in Katy, this nice suburb. “I miss her, but it’s weird seeing her now. My kid sister, and she’s already got everything figured out, and here I am.”

“I know what you mean.” I tell her Pam is the same, only she’s a few years older. She met her husband in college and knew she was gonna be a veterinarian, and that’s exactly what she did.

Tammy shakes her head. “It’s the way she looks at me, her and her husband,” she says. “It’s like they feel sorry for me, like I’m some charity case. They say they’re so proud of me for shit that’s not even impressive, like you say to a kid.”

I laugh.

“You know what I mean?” she says.

“Not really.”

“Like, I got this job a while back working at HEB, going and getting the carts and bringing them back inside. They’ll hire anybody to do that. Who wants to push carts outside in the summer in Texas? And they acted like it was a big deal.”

I think about it. “That’s not so bad,” I say. “I’d love to hear my dad or mom say they’re proud of me, just once. I haven’t heard that since football ended. If I become World’s Strongest Man, they’ll have to say something. Probably won’t. Probably still find a way to say I fucked it up somehow.”

“Who cares? You’ll know what you did.”

“Yeah. World’s Strongest Man. If you get that title, that’s forever. No one can ever take it from you. And the records go up every year, so if you win, right then you can pretty much say you’re the strongest man to ever live. That’s so crazy to think about.”

“I dunno,” she says. “I’m not sure you can say that. I think ancient people were stronger and built bigger because they had to be to survive. People have gotten weaker because it’s not survival of the fittest anymore.”

“Huh,” I say. “I never thought about it like that.”

We finish eating the chili dogs, then sit there. “Does your sister know what you do?” I say.

“Hell no!” she says and laughs. “Are you crazy?”

“She thinks you’re a personal trainer?”

“Yeah.”

“You think it’s bad to lie to family? I mean, I dunno.”

She kinda shrugs. “I think it’s okay.” She looks like she’s really thinking about it. “I lie to my sister and my mom because I know it would upset them. They’re better off not knowing. I don’t think it’s bad. I wouldn’t mind telling them if they wouldn’t get so upset. I’m doing it for them, lying, plus I’m gonna be a trainer soon, so it’ll be true eventually.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s smart.” I lie about the steroids to people because they have all these wrong ideas about it. It’s easier if I just lie, even though most people don’t believe me anyway. “Sometimes it’s hard to know what the right thing to do is.”

“Yeah. I think so.”

We ride in silence for a while, and I keep thinking about it. Lying isn’t always a bad thing. I think about putting on some music, then remember the Whitesnake and Scorpions show. Goddamnit. We can’t go.
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I HAVEN’T BEEN to Houston in at least a few years, and as we start getting close, I remember why I don’t come much. It always stresses me the hell out. We’re going through Sugarland, and I-69 opens up to like eight lanes, and everybody is cutting us off. Tammy doesn’t seem to mind, but I can’t take it, so I just close my eyes and take deep breaths.

“Are you okay?” she says. I tell her I’m okay—I just struggle with road rage, so it’s better if I don’t watch. She says she gets it. People drive like idiots. She pats my back and says we’re almost there.

She knows there’s a Motel 6 north of downtown, and they don’t charge for pets. I keep my eyes closed until we park there. It looks kinda shitty, but I don’t care about that. We get out of the car, and it’s somehow hotter and stickier than Corpus.

“Goddamn Houston,” I say. “I don’t know how your sister lives here.”

“Seriously.”

We check in, and our room has a mini fridge for food and the juice. I take the comforters off the beds. They never wash those, and there’s all types of nasty shit on them. I put them in the corner and wash my hands.

I’m dying to eat. One thing I’ll say about Houston is they got every type of food you can imagine. I ask her if she likes Indian food, Thai food, Chinese food, and she says she likes it all. That’s how I am. You name it, and I’ll eat it. I’ve never had Thai food, but I swear I already love it.

“What do you want to get?” I say.

She says we’re on a budget and need to stick to fast food. She sits on the side of the bed and gets out the yellow pages and starts calling gyms, trying to find one with a heavy room and that’ll let us pay for just a couple weeks. I say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have acted like she was gonna buy me whatever food I wanted. She waves her hand like it’s nothing. She’s talking to someone on the phone, and it sounds like it should work. It’s this place called Texas Barbell Syndicate, so I’m sure it’s full of meatheads.

We drive to a McDonald’s, and I make sure it’s okay with her if I order a ton of food.

“Hell yeah,” she says. “You’ve got to get the calories in right now. Big time.”

The competition is in twelve days. I’ve gotta make up for not eating and training enough lately. I go nuts with my order, and the guy at the counter laughs and shakes his head. “No way,” he says. He’s this scrawny kid with acne.

“You just watch me, kid,” I tell him. The burgers and fries and nuggets are piled up on our tray, and we go get a booth. I gotta finish it all now because he’s looking over at us and smiling. The first couple Big Macs are good and go down easy, but then it gets to be a struggle, and you hate the taste of it, the special sauce. It’s like breaking through plateaus with lifting. It’s all mental, a battle against the self. It took me a while to bench 400 because I was intimidated by the number. You think you can’t eat five Big Macs, but you just gotta break through that barrier.

I finish the last bite and hold up the empty tray so that little punk can see. He shakes his head and laughs. He can’t believe it. I’m hurting, but I can’t let it show. I need to burp, but I can’t right now. I wanna lay down in the booth. I let out a groan, and Tammy laughs.

I suddenly have to take a shit really bad. I normally would never do it at a McDonald’s, but I got no choice. Even though it’s right there, I barely make it. If there’d been someone using the stall, I don’t know what would’ve happened. It’s nasty in here, but I try not to think about it. I gotta get in the right mindset for training. I’m finally gonna be able to do a deadlift and see where I’m at.

We drive straight to the gym from McDonald’s, and it takes twenty minutes to get there. It’s in a strip mall, and everyone turns to look at us when we walk inside. Four guys in there. There’s no front desk or counter or anything. The walls are all mirrored, with some powerlifting posters taped up. The plates make me think of the plate I threw at Jorge. That image pops in my head—him laying on the ground with his skull caved in. I don’t know what I was thinking. I wasn’t trying to actually hit him, I don’t think. I wasn’t. I just wanted to scare him.

One of the guys finishes a set of squats and comes up to us, dripping with sweat. He says his name’s Dwayne, and he looks me up and down and smiles. He can tell we’re the ones who called, and he says he likes the size of me. “Ready for GSM?”

“Just about,” I say.

“Right on. I got a couple buddies competing,” he says. He’s a pretty beefy dude. Just doesn’t have a big enough frame to be elite. He says they don’t have a weekly rate, but twenty bucks would be fine to train until the show. “Pretty simple setup, as you can see. We just got an elephant bar in, which is pretty cool.”

“Oh shit, really?” I say. I’ve never actually gotten to try one before. A few years ago at WSM, they had one with Hummer tires on each end. It’s longer than a straight bar and is designed to bend and brace with the weight. It’s tougher because it’s kinda unstable and wobbles around. I see it sitting there, no one using it. They have a trap bar, too, where you’re inside the frame. I’m so damn excited, I don’t know where to start.

“I wanna try this elephant bar,” Tammy says. “Such a cool name.” She says she doesn’t do deadlift as part of her normal routine, but the last time she did it, it was about 350.

“Goddamn,” I say. That’s pretty impressive. We get chalked up, and Tammy does some stretches and swings around a 10-pound dumbbell to get loose. I don’t need to stretch much. We start with 225, then move up slow. “You’re gonna set a new PR today,” I say. “I can feel it.”

“Yeah? I feel good,” she says, and we load it with 315. She drops down and gets her grip and takes some deep breaths.

“Let’s go. Easy. Light weight,” I tell her. I tell her to go up slow with it to let the slack up. I remember them saying that about the elephant bar on my World’s Strongest Man VHS tapes. She gets it off the ground pretty easy but stops, and the bar wobbles.

“Easy. Come up slow,” I say. She steadies it and gets it locked out. “Easy.”

She drops it and pumps her fist. “Let’s go for a PR right now,” she says, and it’s a good call. You don’t want to warm up too much and end up gassing out. We add two 25 plates to make it 365. I let her use my straps. She pulls but doesn’t get it at first.

“Just take a second. Reset,” I say. “A few breaths. Now drive your legs.” She gets it off the ground, then stalls. “Dig deep! Pull!” I say, and she gets it past her knees. “Drive those hips!” She grunts, then extends all the way and locks out her arms. “Fuck yeah!”

She drops it and undoes the wraps and has to take a knee. She’s grinning.

“New PR!” I say. “New PR!” I announce to everyone and point at her.

“Hell yeah!” one guy says and gives a thumbs-up.

Dwayne comes over and gives her a high five. “First time on the elephant bar, new PR. That’s awesome.” He’s really a good dude.

There’s this other guy on the other side of the room doing deadlift on a straight bar, wearing a red bandana and Oakleys, listening to his Walkman. He doesn’t even look over at us. I can see his face through the mirror. I do the math of what he’s lifting—610—and I gotta laugh. That’s what I warm up with, really.

I tell Tammy I’m gonna start with 610, and we load it up. I get down and take my breaths and pull the bar up easy. I hold it for a second and stare at the guy through my mirror, but I can’t see his eyes because of his shades. I know he can feel my eyes on him, though. I drop the weight so it’s loud.

“Easy,” Tammy says.

I’m gonna set a new PR today too. The guy adds 90 pounds, and I’m right there with him. I wait for him to start, and I can tell he’s struggling with it, probably his max. He starts to pull, and I start right after him. It wobbles for a second, and I gotta hold it until it gets balanced. The guy finishes and sets the weight down. I get the bar to my knees and just need to extend. Tammy is cheering for me, telling me to drive my hips. It’s just because I’ve never done elephant bar before. The guy is going for another rep. No fucking way. I dunno why I’m having fucking trouble with this. I finally get my hips out and lock my arms.

“Let’s go!” Tammy says, and I drop it. I sit down on my ass and breathe deep with my eyes closed. I’m out of practice with deadlift. That’s my problem. Tammy helps me up, and I take a big drink from my water jug. She starts taking plates off the bar, and I tell her to stop.

“I’ve got another set in me,” I say.

“No way. You totally maxed out there.”

“You don’t know what I can do,” I say. “I don’t believe in maxes.” She’s trying to tell me what my max out is. She’s motioning to her nose. I feel my top lip, and it’s bleeding. No big deal. I wipe it off on my shirt.

“I wanna get another set in anyway. You rest for a minute at least,” she says and starts taking the plates off again. I can’t believe it—the dude adds a 10-pound plate to each side. He’s looking at me through the mirrors. He’s seeing if I’m gonna answer the bell, come out for another round.

“Stop,” I tell Tammy. I put the plates back on, then go and get two 10s to add. Tammy sits down on the bench press next to us and looks pissed. She doesn’t understand. It’s just how I’m wired. I get more chalk. I wish I had my smelling salts. I’ve got some in the car, but there’s no time. Again, I wait for the guy to start. This time, he lets out a bark and pounds his chest with his fist. I grunt and slap my pecs and punch my arms. He starts and struggles. He doesn’t even get it off the ground before he quits. I got it. I take my deep breaths and start my pull. The bar starts flexing and comes up a little. I get it off the ground, and I can feel blood dripping into my mouth. I’m dragging it up my leg, tearing up my shins, and past my knee. I’m almost there, and then my back acts up. I drop the bar and fall backward.

“You see!” Tammy yells and comes to me. “Are you okay? I told you.”

It’s that same tweak in my lower back from before.

“Yeah. I’m good,” I say. “I’m not maxed out.” The guy with the bandana comes over and asks if I’m okay. This is him trying to say that he won, trying to alpha-dog me. I give him a thumbs-up and tell him I’m straight. He couldn’t even get it off the ground, and I would’ve locked out if it weren’t for my back.

“We’re done,” Tammy says. She helps me up, and I try not to show how my back is killing me. We rerack our weights and wave bye to Dwayne.

“You good, man?” he says. “You were going for it there.”

“Oh, yeah!” I say and smile. If one more dude asks me if I’m good, I swear. We get to the car, and she sees me wince as I get in.

“That was really dumb,” she says and starts the car.

“What?”

“The competition is around the corner, and you’re trying to peak at a fucking gym? Did you hurt yourself?”

“No! Just an old tweak. Listen—I’m a competitor. I thrive off competition, and that’s just how I’m wired. How am I supposed to be the strongest man in the world if I’m not the strongest guy at a little gym in Houston? I was about to finish that lift. The other guy didn’t even get it off that ground.”

She shakes her head like she doesn’t wanna hear any more, and she starts driving. “I was in the zone,” she says. “And I probably could’ve gone even higher on my PR, but it’s like I wasn’t even there.”

My nose is dripping blood again. “Fuck,” I say. “I dunno why I’m leaking so bad.” She finds me a napkin for me somewhere. She’s pissed and doesn’t say where we’re going. We pull into a Whataburger.

“I can’t do another burger,” I say.

“Then get a Whatachick’n, a shake. You gotta eat.” She’s right, plus she’s paying, so I can’t be picky.

We take it back to the motel and eat sitting on different beds, and I flip through the channels, and she tells me to leave it on Murphy Brown. This episode has Elizabeth Taylor in it, but I can’t follow the story. I can’t find a way of sitting on the bed that doesn’t hurt my back. I put all the pillows against the headboard and lay back on it, and it’s okay.

“See. You did hurt yourself,” she says.

“A little bit.”

“I don’t think the other guy knew he was in a competition. He was just doing his own thing.”

“I’m a fucking asshole,” I say, and she doesn’t say anything. “I just gotta worry about myself and do what I gotta do to get ready.”

“Yes,” she says. I tell her last time this happened, a shot cleared it up. She gets my kit out of the fridge and tells me to lay on my stomach. I point at where it hurts, and she sticks me. It’s a little late to take one, so it might be tough to sleep tonight.

The TV is a combo with a VHS player. I put in Pumping Iron. I’ve probably seen it a thousand times, and she says she’s seen it a million times too. It starts with Arnold taking posing lessons from this ballerina. He’s not ashamed at all. He’s doing everything he can to get an edge. The movie is from the ’70s. It’s what started it all. Most people didn’t even know what bodybuilding or powerlifting was before this.

It shows Arnold in his prime. He’s defending his Mr. Olympia title for the fifth time. He talks about The Pump, how it feels when you’re really pushing yourself in the gym. All the blood flows to your muscles. He says it’s like cumming. He’s cumming all the time—in the gym, in the bedroom, when he’s getting pumped up before a competition.

“It really does feel like that,” Tammy says.

“Yeah, it does.”

“I don’t like how he is with Lou Ferrigno,” she says.

“It’s all part of the competition.”

“Lou’s just a simple, nice guy, though.”

Arnold was a master of psychological warfare and knew exactly how to psych Lou out. Lou was beaten before they even got onstage. The day before the competition, Arnold had breakfast with Lou and Lou’s parents. He gets real friendly with them, then says Lou looks great, that he’d be perfect with just one more month of training. He puts little doubts in Lou’s head without Lou even realizing.

Tammy says she’s bored and asks me if I know that sex boosts your testosterone, and most bodybuilders try to have a lot of sex or at least jack off a lot before a contest. She gives me a look, and we start kissing. I need her to get on top because of my back, and she takes it easy on me.

That’s how we spend the week. We lay around, and she shows me some stretches for my back. It’s not like I’m gonna get much stronger before the competition anyway. We go back to basics and do push-ups to keep me from losing anything. I swear this is the life, eating all the bullshit we want and watching TV and having sex. I could live in Motel 6 forever, ha ha. I love TV, and Tammy loves TV. That’s part of why we’re so good together. We get caught up on As the World Turns. I was wrong about Casey. They end up rescuing him from the kidnappers.

Dad never let us get HBO or Cinemax or Showtime, but they have them all here. My buddy in middle school had Cinemax at his house, and he turned it on one night I was staying over. His parents were asleep downstairs. It didn’t show the guy’s cock or anything, but it looked like they were really doing it. I started getting hard, and I didn’t like it, getting hard sitting next to my buddy. I told him to change it, but he didn’t want to, and we started fighting until I wrestled the remote from him.

It’s different watching it with Tammy, though. It puts us in the mood, and we leave it on the whole time. Not thirty minutes will go by, and we’ll be back at it again. It’s good to keep my testosterone up, like she said.
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MOST PEOPLE WOULD say you’re crazy if you told them that in seven days you could transform your emotions, your physical vitality, your finances, and your life. Is it impossible, or is it only impossible because you assume it’s impossible and don’t even give it a shot?

I never want to look back on my life and wonder what could have been. Pat says that the regret we feel over not trying something is way worse than the shame of failing or doing something wrong. I think that’s true. It would drive me crazy if I never tried to become World’s Strongest Man, wondering if I could’ve done it.

I barely sleep the night before the seminar. At five in the morning, I figure what’s the point, and I get out of bed and start the coffee maker. Monday morning, perfect for a new beginning. I turn the bedside lamp on to get Tammy moving. I’d rather be two hours early than one minute late. Pat hates lateness more than anything. Tammy is still dead asleep, so I go to the vending machine outside the motel lobby and get a big cinnamon roll and a bag of mini cookies.

She wakes up when I go back to the room and the door shuts behind me. She asks me what time it is and acts mad when I tell her. We need to check into the seminar hotel at eight, and it’s downtown. There’ll be morning rush hour traffic. She tells me to take the Discover card out of her purse and go to the Whataburger drive-thru and bring back breakfast. I go and get five taquitos for myself and three for her, with orange juice and coffee. I can’t let the seminar be an excuse to not get my calories in.

She gets up when she smells the food, and we eat in the dark. She eats with her eyes still closed. I need to be fully focused during the seminar, so I have her give me a shot in the ass before we take off. I’m fucking ready. I’ve been waiting for this moment since I first heard a Pat Dupree tape three years ago.

It’s right in the middle of downtown at the convention center, walking distance from the Four Seasons where they’re putting us up. We’re stuck in traffic a block away and can see people crowded outside the entrance, a ton of people wrapped around the building. I say this is close enough, and we kiss, and she tells me to have a good time.

People in line are talking like they already know each other. They can’t believe how it can be so hot at eight in the morning. They’re coming from all over, I guess. The building is huge, and I count maybe thirty floors. It comes with the package, three thousand dollars. Pat’s seminars aren’t only for people with money, though. He gives out a lot of scholarships to people who need it.

People are staring at me. I can feel it. There aren’t many guys here, and the few that are here are with their wife or girlfriend or boyfriend. I stick out like crazy.

There’s a guy with a clipboard at the door to the lobby, and he checks me off and tells a girl what room I’m in, and she gets my key card from a box. There’s people in blue polos spread out in the lobby, holding signs with numbers on them.

“Find the person with your floor number,” the clipboard guy says. There’s this stairway twisting up and a huge chandelier hanging down with all kinds of crystals. It’s like in The Shining or something. I don’t remember it from when I came here once with my dad on a business trip. I must’ve been eight or nine.

I’m on the tenth floor, and I find a girl holding up the ten sign. She smiles at me, and there’s already a few people standing next to her. They wave hi at me, and I try to smile back. This girl’s nametag says Tracy, and she looks college-age. I wonder how you get this job. Imagine traveling with Pat to all these different cities and hanging out with him. I’d be great at that.

I need to eat again. I ask Tracy when breakfast is. She says they don’t provide breakfast today because it’s a late start. Lunch is at one. Fuck. I look around for vending machines but don’t see any. I ask when we’re going up to the rooms, and she says we’re waiting until every tenth-floor person is here. She acts like it was a stupid question. It’s the first day, and she’s giving me shit already. They should only hire nice people for this. I’ve got to take a shit too—the taquitos are catching up to me.

I’m standing behind Tracy, and she’s looking forward at the entrance. I move back behind everyone in my group. The elevators are down a ways by the bar, and I start walking toward them. Tracy doesn’t see me. I push the up button, then hear her yelling at me, but I don’t look up. I pretend I don’t hear her. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be at the seminar on time. This is like kindergarten or something, waiting to go inside after recess. The elevator doors open, and I get in and hit the close door button in case she’s coming for me.

I get off at the tenth floor and find my room, but I don’t even have time to check it out. I rush into the bathroom and get on the toilet. I gotta let out a big sigh. It’s a big relief. I catch my breath. There’s a tub and a shower, and they’re separate. The tub is old-timey looking. It’s just sitting on its own, not built into the wall. Seems like a pain to get in and out of.

I wash my hands and get my notebook out of my backpack and hurry back downstairs. I don’t see my group. Maybe they’re already headed to the convention center. I don’t even care anymore that there’s no breakfast. I’m just ready to get going. I’m fucking unstoppable. Group or no group. Who gives a fuck.
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THE AUDITORIUM IS huge, way bigger than a movie theater. There’s a middle aisle that splits the two sections. It slants down so you’re looking down at the stage. Pat will be able to see every single person. He can spot a person struggling from a mile away.

I sit in the back row of chairs, so people aren’t looking at me. I feel too goddamn big around these people. My stomach feels empty. I should’ve got some extra taquitos to bring in my pockets.

A blond lady comes out onstage with a microphone as people are still coming in. She says her name’s Connie and she’s the program manager for Mold Your World. She says she forgot how hot it gets in Texas and doesn’t know how we deal with it all the time.

“You guys hiding in the back, come on forward! Don’t be shy. We’ve got a full house, so you’re gonna have someone on each side of you no matter what.”

Damn. I get up and walk up the rows. I really should be on the end, but those seats are taken. I squeeze in between two people and apologize. My arms are all in their laps.

“You’re fine,” the lady next to me says. “We’re gonna get to know each other real well anyway.” She holds her hand out and says her name’s Amber. This is her eighth Pat Dupree seminar. “I come every time he’s nearby—Houston, Dallas, New Orleans.”

“Wow.”

“It’s really changed my life,” she says. The woman next to her leans in.

“Sorry. I couldn’t help but overhear you. This is my fourth time,” she says and holds up four fingers. Amber pulls her head back and says she thinks she recognizes her. They start catching up, and I turn to my left side, and it’s this young kid, a teenager. He’s shifty and won’t look me in the eyes.

“Hey, man,” I say. “I’m Teddy.” I hold out my hand, and he shakes it with a limp, sweaty hand.

“Mike,” he says and nods. He looks like he doesn’t wanna be here. I tell him it’s my first time, and he says same for him. I can’t tell if he wants to talk or not, or if he’s just shy. I ask him what brought him here.

“My mom made me come,” he says and smiles.

“Made you come? People would kill to take your spot. You’re lucky.”

He shakes his head. “She said it was either this or military school or rehab,” he says and turns his head. “She’s somewhere back there. I told her we couldn’t sit together.”

“Rehab?” I say.

He kinda shrugs. I guess he’s just in high school. He’s a punk, doesn’t respect anything, but he just doesn’t know any better. This is exactly where he needs to be, and that’s what I tell him. He asks me why I’m here, and I tell him because I’m gonna win Gulf’s Strongest Man this weekend, then World’s Strongest Man.

He looks me over and says he believes me. “Shouldn’t you be like, lifting right now?” he says. This fucking kid. What does he know?

Music comes on, and lights hit the stage. Oh shit. It’s starting. I’m here. All the helper people from the hotel lobby run down to the stage, and the music gets louder. Everyone stands up and starts hooting and hollering. Then he comes out. Pat Dupree himself. He’s wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, and his big bald head is shining under the lights. He’s so tan. He looks older than the picture on his book cover. He’s got some gray in his beard now.

He starts clapping, and we clap with him. He’s all about energy and putting energy into things you care about. I read in one of his books that before he comes onstage, he does jumping jacks for ten minutes straight. Every morning, the guy jumps into his fifty-degree pool first thing after waking up at 4:30 a.m. The discipline is crazy. Money hasn’t made him soft.

“Now, on the count of three. I want everyone to go crazy!” he says. Even crazier than now? “One. Two. Three!” New music starts blasting, and everyone is jumping up and down. Pat is going crazier than anyone. He’s raising the roof. We’re all raising the roof, except for Mike next to me. He’s got his arms folded and his head down. I bet Pat comes right for him later.

“Look at the person next to you and say ‘You fucking rock, baby!’” Me and Amber high-five and say it to each other, and I pat Mike on the back. I’m honestly out of breath from jumping. Pat isn’t afraid to cuss and let you know how he’s feeling. He tells us to take a seat.

“Your whole life can change in the blink of an eye. If you agree, let me hear you.’”

We scream.

“I heard almost everyone. Gonna have to prove it to a few of you out there.” He laughs. “It’s fine. That’s why you’re here. To see.”

He asks us to raise our hands if we came here in a last-gasp effort to be saved from a life of failure and unhappiness. Not me. A bunch of people raise their hands, even Mike.

“Fuck that!” Pat yells, and it startles me. Everyone laughs. “I’m not fucking here to be your savior. I’m not here to save you because you’re not lost!”

Wow. Fuck yeah. That’s right. I’m not lost. “Do you hear me?” he yells. “You’re not lost! You’re not doomed!” He says people feel hopeless because that’s part of the story they tell themselves. The stories we tell ourselves about ourselves have a huge impact on our lives. Henry Ford said that whether you think you can do something or think you can’t, you’re right. Pat lets that sink in for a second.

“You!” he says and points at a woman in the first couple rows. “You raised your hand. Why do you tell yourself you’re lost?”

She stands up, and one of the helpers brings her a mic. “My name is Cindy. I feel lost because …” she says and starts to tear up. She’s short and overweight, probably in her fifties. She’s got short curly hair with a lot of gray. Pat tells her to take her time.

“We’re only here for another ten hours,” he says, and everyone laughs. Cindy laughs too. Pat knows how to use jokes to make everyone relax a little. The helper gives her a tissue, and she wipes her eyes.

“I feel lost because my husband left me, and my kids are all moved out. I’m all alone.”

Pat nods his head. He walks off the stage and up the aisle and stands in front of her. He towers over her. He’s a big dude, probably six three.

“I know,” he says and puts his hand on her shoulder. “I know that story. Your husband left, so now you feel like you don’t deserve to be loved?”

She nods her head. He asks about her parents, and she says her dad left the family when she was little. Pat says he could tell. How’d he know? He’s been doing this for a long time. He says that’s really tough stuff to go through, but it’s not gonna control her life anymore. She’s gonna take responsibility for the stories she tells herself. Her dad left. Her husband left. That’s on them, but all that shit about her not being lovable—that’s what she’s telling herself. And she’s not gonna tell that lie anymore.

“You’re fucking lovable,” he says, and she smiles and looks down. “Look at me. I wouldn’t lie to you. You’re lovable. I wanna hear you say it.”

“I’m lovable,” she says. She barely gets it out.

“Say it like you mean it—I’m fucking lovable.”

She says it louder this time. “I wanna hear you scream it now!” he says. She tries to scream, but her voice breaks. “Again! Louder!”

She really screams this time, and we all lose it. Fuck yeah. “That’s the new story! That’s the new story!” Pat says. The music kicks on again, and the beat is thumping. We jump up and down and give each other more high fives. People pick Cindy up on their shoulders and carry her up and down the middle aisle. These are my people. I’ve finally found them.

I go up to Cindy and take her out of everyone’s arms and lift her up by her armpits. Like Christ himself, she stands above everyone!

“Ow!” she says and slaps at my arm. “Put me down!”

I set her down and say I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to hurt her. She’s lovable! We’re all lovable.
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WE GO INTO a huge ballroom and break into small groups. There’s circles of chairs set up already. Tracy is our leader—damnit. I thought she was just there earlier to help at the hotel. She’s giving me the stink eye. I’ve got Mike in my group at least.

Tracy says we’re gonna be meeting up a lot during the retreat. I didn’t pay all this money to listen to her talk. I came to listen to Pat. She basically repeats everything he said about changing the story you have about yourself, then tells us to write out our story as we know it right now. It comes to me easy. I was the Nueces County Player of the Year in ’89 and ’90, and I set the all-time county sack record that still stands. I’m Daytona Teddy Riggs. Everyone knows me in Corpus. I was gonna go to the NFL, but it wasn’t my destiny. The coach at Tech hated me because of how good I was and because I didn’t need a coach. He benched me and made up the excuse that it was my grades and my attitude. I was mad about it for a long time, but now I know it was a blessing, because it led me to my true purpose.

My family doesn’t support me, but I don’t need them. I’ve got Tammy, and I’ve got everyone here. My story is that I’m gonna win the 1996 World’s Strongest Man in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.

Tracy has us go around and read our stories out loud. The first one is this gay guy, Peter, whose parents kicked him out when he told them he’s gay. Pat gave him a scholarship to come here, and he’s broke as hell. He’s from Victoria and says they’ve always been good parents and loved him, except they’re really Christian and say they can’t support him living in sin.

This one is easy. “If they don’t support you, that’s their problem,” I say, but Tracy holds her hand out.

“Right now we’re just sharing and listening,” she says. “There will be time to discuss after everyone has gone.”

She has it out for me just because I went up to my room without the group. We thank him for sharing, and the next person starts. The next lady says she works as a secretary and hates her job and hates her boss. She wants to quit and go to school to become a paralegal, but she’s scared to make the move. She doesn’t know if she can afford it. This one’s easy too. You can’t let fear stop you from pursuing your dreams, but I keep my mouth shut. I feel bad for these people.

I look at Peter and wonder if he thinks I’m hot. I wonder if I’d like it if he came on to me. I imagine us kissing, and if I’d like it. My heart is racing. I can’t be gay, though. I’ve been having sex with Tammy, and I like it.

Tracy calls on me and snaps me out of it. I read out what I wrote. I hear a few people giggle when I say I’m gonna be the World’s Strongest Man. It’s like they don’t believe me.

“I’m serious,” I say. Tracy is smiling, too, then her face goes serious, and she nods at me. I lean back and cross my arms and listen to the rest of the sob stories.

When we finally break for lunch, my stomach is eating itself. I’m getting shaky and sweaty like I get. We have an hour to eat. We go back out to the entrance, and inside the lobby, they’ve got all these food stands set up. I hurry past everybody so I can get food first, but none of the booths look good. It’s all this health food, like one booth has these wraps with grilled chicken and vegetables. It’s six bucks and can’t be more than four hundred calories. That’s terrible value. People start getting in line, and I just stand in the middle of the lobby and don’t know what to do.

There are people sitting at a table with these pamphlets, and they’re all about how eating clean leads to a better life and a healthy mind. I ask them if they know if there’s a Whataburger around here or McDonald’s or something. The guy laughs and slides one of the pamphlets toward me with a picture of broccoli or some shit on it. He’s a goofy guy with glasses and a ponytail, and I hate how he’s smiling at me. I don’t have time to deal with him. I turn away and go out the doors.

I really wish I had my truck with me right now. I start walking down Rusk Street, and I smell food, but I just keep seeing these fancy places, sushi places, steakhouses. There’s gotta be something cheap somewhere. I walk I don’t know how many blocks, and I smell fried chicken to my left. I swear I can sniff out fried chicken from a mile away. I turn left on this street, I don’t even know the name, and I see a Krispy Krunchy Chicken. Thank God.

There’s a long line, and people take too long to order. I get the Cajun tenders because you don’t have to worry about the bones and can eat them faster. I get a twelve-pack and large fries and wolf it all down with lemonade. The clock on the wall says 12:40, so I’ve only got twenty minutes to get back to the group. I start walking and kinda feel woozy from all the food. I really could use a nap. I’m trying to remember which side of the street the restaurant was on when I walked up to it.

I walk for a while, but I feel like I should’ve hit Rusk by now. I give it a few more blocks. I definitely went the wrong way. I’m lost, and I’m gonna be late. Tracy’s gonna be pissed at me. I start back the other way, and I try jogging, but the tenders and lemonade are sloshing around in my belly, and I cramp up. I can just walk fast. Maybe I’ll only be a few minutes late. I think I definitely turned left onto this street from Rusk, so I go right. I’m so bad with directions. I wasn’t thinking about where I was going because I was so starving.

I finally see the convention center ahead, and I go as fast as I can. I’m sweaty and out of breath when I get back to the group. “There he is,” Tracy says but doesn’t sound excited to see me. She says they were just rewriting their stories like the way Pat did with Cindy.

Peter says that he wasn’t abandoned by his parents. They no longer met his needs, and they no longer fit into his life. He still loves them, but he must honor his own wants for his life. I like that. That’s good shit. I like this guy, but not in a sexual way.

The lady who wants to quit her job says that she’s too smart to be a secretary and that she deserves to have a job that’s fulfilling. Tracy says that’s good, but we don’t have to put down being a secretary. “It’s just not your destiny,” she says.

“It’s not my destiny,” the lady says. Pat says we all have a destiny, but we get to decide what that destiny is. Our destiny can be great if we want it to be.

Tracy calls on me and asks if I need some more time to rewrite my story because I was late. I tell her I don’t need to rewrite it because I already know my real story. She tells me to read it out loud again. I start reading it again, and she stops when I talk about how Coach Spike at Tech had it out for me.

“So we want to take ownership of everything. You need to take responsibility for what happened there.”

I don’t know what she means. “You’re trying to tell me about what happened at Tech? Were you there?”

She shakes her head and acts like she’s exhausted with me. She’s just like Spike. Some people can’t handle being around greatness. It reminds them of how normal and not special they are.

“Whatever happened, it doesn’t help you to blame others, because that gives them control over your life. If you take responsibility for everything, you’re the one in charge. You control your own destiny.”

“Yeah,” Mike says. He’s got an opinion all of a sudden. They don’t get it.

“I use it as fuel. I think about Spike, and Coach Juarez, and my dad, and how they don’t believe in me. Then I think about them watching me on CBS, winning World’s Strongest Man, and how stupid they’ll feel.”

“Okay,” Tracy says and doesn’t say anything else. Maybe she gets it finally.
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I’M STARVING AGAIN at seven when we finally finish up. I hurry back to the hotel and call Tammy from my room. She says she already ate, but she’ll come out to eat with me. She picks me up, and we find a Taco Cabana. I get three bean, cheese, and bacon and three bacon, egg, and cheese. I get a lot because you never know with Taco Cabana. Sometimes they hardly put anything in the tortillas.

Tammy says she’s been bored all day. She had to check out of Motel 6 at noon, and her sister agreed to look after Butkus for the week, so she went to Katy to drop him off. Then she did a lift at Texas Barbell Syndicate, but that only took an hour. We’re gonna try to sneak her into my room tonight. I dunno if that’s against the rules.

I feel so tired after we finish the tacos, and I’ve still got training to do. We get back to the Four Seasons, and she doesn’t have any trouble going up with me. I lay down on the bed for a second, and that’s where I mess up. She turns on the TV, and I know I’m not training tonight. She says it’s okay—I shouldn’t be lifting too heavy this close to the competition anyway. The most important thing is that I rest up my back. She’s right. I just need to do maintenance exercises this week and make sure to eat as much as possible.

They’ve got a little store down in the lobby, and I go buy a few things of Reese’s cups and a milk. We sit on the couch and watch Murphy Brown. It’s a rerun I’ve seen before where the nephew of the network president wants to get with Murphy. Pee-wee Herman plays the nephew. He sends her candy and flowers and all that shit, but Murphy thinks he’s gross.

“That shit never works,” I say.

“What?”

“Sending flowers. What’s good about flowers?”

She says that’s such a dumb guy thing to say. “Flowers are nice.”

I should be more romantic like that. I should pick a flower if I see one when I’m walking back from the convention center.
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I FEEL GOOD in the morning. I set the alarm early, so I have plenty of time for the buffet. It’s not like the breakfast you’d get at another hotel. They’ve got people to cook whatever you want, right there in front of you. They’re like real chefs. I ask the guy for a twelve-egg omelet, and he thinks I’m joking, but I tell him a dozen eggs is nothing to me. He says it’s coming right up and asks if I wanna add bell peppers, onion, or bacon bits. I tell him to throw it all in there.

I sit in the corner of the dining room because I don’t want anyone to come talk to me. There’s a bunch of seminar people eating and talking. I gotta focus on eating. I eat a few blueberry muffins and sausage links, too, and get coffeed up and even have enough time to take a shit up in the room. I light a match from the matchbook that comes with the room.

I basically run the eight blocks to the convention center. I’m telling you. That’s how ready I am to see Pat. Mike is in a better mood than when we started yesterday. He says he’s been telling himself he’s a loser and drug addict, and that’s been his story for the last couple years.

“It’s been holding me back,” he says. “I can see it now.” His story said he was too dumb and lazy to go to college. He believed it so much that he’s never even really tried in school. “I’m seventeen years old. I can do anything I want. Some people change their lives at fifty.” He’s a new man, seriously. That’s how fast it can change. It’s called a breakthrough, when everything becomes clear. Pat Dupree isn’t a savior. He just helps you get to breakthroughs faster.

Amber is in a good mood, too, and she asks how yesterday went for me. I tell her it was fine, but that’s all I say. I don’t want to talk about it, to be honest. I just want to move forward and be positive. Today’s a new start, a new opportunity.

Pat comes out with that same crazy energy as yesterday. In his book, he says he only sleeps four hours a night. He tells us to calm the fuck down, and we laugh and sit down. He points at someone in the crowd. “Yeah, you. Are you fucking evolving or are you fucking dying?”

We laugh, but he says he’s not kidding. He says we’re never stagnant. We’re always either evolving or dying. Progression is a fundamental human need, and if we don’t have it, we wither away. You can’t evolve or grow unless you know your purpose and are living in tune with it. There’s scientific studies that show that people without a clear purpose in life are more likely to die at a young age compared to people with one. I already know my purpose, so I’m way ahead of all these people.

Pat says purpose is different from concrete goals. It’s good to have goals, but that’s not what’s gonna lead to fulfillment. I’m not sure what he means. He says you could achieve all your goals, have it all—the house, the spouse, the kids, the job—and still be totally unfulfilled. He’s seen it a million times.

I’m looking down at the floor, and when I look up, Pat is staring right at me. I swear he’s locked on me like a laser, those green eyes. “Some of you guys look confused,” he says, but he’s still looking right at me. I look away and hope he moves on. “You’re too fucking big to hide over there, my man.” Oh fuck. Everyone turns and looks at me and laughs. “Your reputation precedes you,” he says and starts walking up the aisle. Tracy has been trashing me to Pat!

He points at me. “Do you know your purpose?”

I nod my head yes.

“Bullshit!” he says, and everyone laughs. Up close, his face is weathered and wrinkled. He asks me my name, and I don’t know why, but I tell him Daytona Teddy Riggs. He laughs. “Oh shit! Why do they call you Daytona?” I tell him why, and he says he loves it. He likes me! He asks me what my purpose is and gets closer, and we’re eye to eye. He’s not that much smaller than me.

“To win World’s Strongest Man in September in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.”

“That’s not what I asked you. That’s a goal. I asked what’s your purpose. Let me ask you this—what brought you here?”

I tell him I’m here to maximize my potential, and that Gulf’s Strongest Man is here this weekend, and that’s how I knew it was destiny. He says it was destiny, whatever it took to get me here is what the universe told me. “You’re gonna be here with us this weekend, my man. What are you talking about?”

“I can’t make the last two days. I’m going to win Gulf’s Strongest Man in Bay Area Park, Clear Lake, Texas.”

He turns back to the crowd and says goals are good, but they need to be purpose-driven. We have to get to the why of it all. “Why do you want to be the world’s strongest man?”

I tell him I am the world’s strongest man, and it’s my destiny to win the competition in September in Myrtle Beach. He rolls his eyes. “Jesus fucking Christ with this guy!” Everyone laughs. They’re laughing at me. He puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “How are your parents doing?”

I wasn’t ready for that and feel tears coming out of nowhere. How’s he know about my parents?

“How’d I know?” he says, and everyone laughs. “I’m not fucking psychic. I’ve just been doing this for a while!

“You’re not sure how they’re doing, are you?” he says and holds the mic up to my face.

I shake my head no. I can’t talk without crying. He squeezes my shoulder again. His eyes are wet, too, and he’s feeling what I’m feeling. “Don’t hold back, brother,” he says. “You’ve been holding back your whole life. It’s time to let go.”

Tears are coming down, and I’m looking at my shoes again. I know if I look back into his eyes, I’m gonna fall apart. “Look at me, brother,” he says, and it’s too late. I cry like a baby and make all kinds of fucked-up noises. He gives me a hug and squeezes me tight. He’s a big, strong guy, and it makes me cry even harder, cry into his shoulder. I don’t know how long we’re hugging for.

“All right, enough of that sappy shit, you big bastard,” he says, and everyone laughs. It makes me laugh, too, and someone taps my shoulder. It’s Amber, handing me a Kleenex. I use it and get another one from her.

“You’re okay. You’re still alive,” he says, and I laugh. “You’re safe here.” He looks serious now. “Now, what’s going on with your parents?”

I take some deep breaths, and my voice cracks. I breathe some more and try again. I tell them about how they don’t talk to me anymore. They’re ashamed of my lifestyle. He nods like he already knows. He does know somehow.

“Makes you wanna live this way even more, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“So what would it mean to win the World’s Strongest Man?”

I don’t know what he means. “It would be achieving my goals.”

He shakes his head. “No. It would be a big fuck you to Dad, a big fuck you to Mom.” Yeah, it would be. “You wanna say, ‘Look at me now. I was right, Mom and Dad. You were wrong.’ I get it. I do, trust me, but anger-driven goals aren’t fulfilling. What if you defy all the odds and you win the competition, but they still don’t give a shit? Where does that leave you?”

My mind is totally blank. “Nobody can deny the World’s Strongest Man,” I say, and he looks at me like he doesn’t believe me.

“I’m gonna leave you alone,” he says. “But I want you thinking about the why of it all. Is this driven by my values or is it driven by anger?”

He walks back to the stage, and I sit down. I know Amber and Mike are looking at me, but I keep looking at the back of the seat in front of me.

“You’re lucky,” Amber says. “He sees something in you.” Pat is saying something about the obstacles we have to overcome to find our purpose, but I can’t focus on what he’s saying. It’s not just about proving Mom and Dad wrong. It’s about proving Granny wrong and Pam wrong and Coach Juarez. I want them to see me on TV. It’s bigger than just my parents. I should’ve said that.

We break into our groups, and Tracy says we’re gonna identify what’s holding us back from finding our true purpose in life. Mike says he’s afraid of putting himself out there and being rejected. What if he went to college and realized he’s dumb? It’s easier to just party and not try. He’s a smart kid. He really is. I wish I was thinking like him in high school. It was just too much fun. All you thought about was girls and football.

Peter says his obstacles are fear and limiting beliefs, like Pat talked about. He says he’s afraid of what people will think when they realize he’s gay and afraid they’ll judge him for not having a good relationship with his family. I kinda know what he means there. It’s weird when I tell people I live with Granny even though my parents are just down the road. I tell them it’s because there needs to be someone to take care of her, which is true. Peter says his limiting belief is that he’s not strong enough to deal with possible rejection. He now knows he’s strong enough, but it’s hard to believe sometimes. We thank him for sharing. Tracy says he’s already done ninety percent of the work by shifting his mindset.

The secretary says fear is holding her back too. She’s afraid she’s not smart enough to become a paralegal.

“That’s a limiting belief,” I say.

“Yes,” Tracy says, but she holds out her hand for me to stop talking. I interrupted again. I want to say that she shouldn’t limit herself to just becoming a paralegal. Why can’t she become a lawyer? If she shifts her attitude to Can Do, she could be at Harvard Law like that. I wanna say that, but she’s still talking, so I’m gonna wait for my turn.

It finally gets to me, and I read the secretary’s nametag—Bernice. I tell her the idea, and people act like it’s pretty good. She says she’s forty-five and doesn’t want to go to law school and doesn’t want to go into debt. That’s all limiting beliefs. It’s bullshit. That’s what I say, but Tracy stops me again. People like it when Pat tells it like it is, but it’s a big problem when I do it. Tracy tells me to focus on myself and the big breakthrough I had today. Everyone smiles at me.

“Yeah,” I say. “I don’t know what happened. Sometimes when I talk about my family, it gets to me.”

Tracy nods along and moves her hand like I should keep going. I don’t know what else to say. She asks what I think is holding me back from finding my life purpose. I tell her I already know what it is, and it’s strongman. She asks what else drives me in life, and I think about it. I tell her to come back to me.

Other people go and talk about how they’re scared of rejection and failure. It’s not like strongman is the only thing I care about. There’s Tammy. Granny is definitely important to me, and I worry about her a lot. I care about Pam, too, and my parents. I don’t hate them. It’s just hard for us to be around each other.

It comes back to me, and I talk about my family. I talk about how football is still important to me. I watch the Cowboys every week during the season. We used to watch the Cowboys every Sunday together, the whole family. I can’t think of anything else. Nobody says anything, and Tracy is still looking at me like, What else?

“I guess I don’t know what all my purpose is,” I say.

“And that’s okay,” she says. “That’s why you’re here. Now we just gotta identify what’s in the way, what’s blocking you from seeing your purpose.” I nod, and finally she moves on to the next person.




29

FOR LUNCH, I just get two of the wraps from one of the stands, and that’s gonna have to do for today. I can’t be late getting back again. I step outside the building and eat standing up. I’m not even that hungry. I keep thinking about how it felt good hugging Pat tight, hugging a big, strong guy. I don’t remember my dick moving at all, but I can’t be sure. I wonder if I wanted to kiss him.

The front of the building is all glass, and I can see myself in the reflection. Big fucking dude, but it’s like it’s someone else. It’s not how I feel. I step up close to the window. All this muscle, but I can’t even support myself.

Everyone inside can see me staring from outside. I bet I look fucking nuts right now. I turn my back to them and finish the wraps. I feel like I’m totally gassed, and there’s the whole afternoon to get through still. I go back in and go back to the group circle. I’m the first one back, and there’s another half hour left for lunch. I could just leave right now and not come back tomorrow. This stuff might just not be for me. I’m thinking about it, honestly, but I don’t know what I’d tell Tammy. I could say it’s canceled for some reason, but she’ll know I’m full of shit. She knows how I lie.

Bernice comes back and sits down and asks me how I’m doing.

“I’m okay.”

“This is tough work,” she says and nods her head. “Especially when you’re young, and you’re dealing with all kinds of crap—parents, girl trouble. I know. Trust me.” She laughs.

“Yeah?”

“Oh yeah. You should’ve seen me at your age. I really could’ve used this. There wasn’t anything like this back then.”

I’m still young. A lot of these people are forty, fifty years old and struggling, like Mike said.

“You’ll be okay, Teddy,” she says and nods like she’s sure. “You’ll be okay.”

I love hearing her say that. I wanna hear her say it over and over. I believe her. I don’t know why, but I do. I can feel tears coming back up, so I just nod back. Other people come back and sit down. Mike sits down but won’t look at me.

We get started again when Tracy gets back. She talks about reframing obstacles as inspiration. They’re not things standing in the way but things that motivate us to create meaningful change in our lives. I don’t even know what my fears and limiting beliefs are, so I can’t even do the exercise.

Bernice says the more afraid she becomes, the better she knows she’s doing. She knows she’s pushing herself and getting out of her comfort zone. When it gets to me, I say I don’t know what’s limiting me, but Tracy says that’s normal and I’m not alone. She says that’s what Pat is about to talk about.

After everyone goes, we go back into the auditorium, and Pat is just as pumped as before. It’s crazy how he maintains this energy. “You’re probably thinking, ‘Find my life purpose, great. How the fuck do I do that?’”

I need to stay focused. This is the important shit. This is what I’ve been waiting to come to all this time. I got my notebook and pen ready.

Pat says there’s twenty-eight steps to finding your life purpose. First, he says it’s important to embrace a mindset of gratitude. A lot of times, when people think of purpose, it’s about achieving money, power, and status. I mean, I guess that’s kinda what I want. Who doesn’t want that stuff? He says instead of focusing on what we don’t have, we should focus on what we do have. Gratitude is one of the most important things when it comes to being happy.

I definitely have it a lot better than a lot of people. My family is rich, and I didn’t have to worry about anything growing up. I’ve got a girlfriend. Not a girlfriend exactly, but we have sex, and she’s nice to me. She cares about me. Most athletes would kill for my body. I was born in Texas, the greatest place on Earth. There’s a ton to be thankful for. I need to think about this shit more often, not just on Thanksgiving. Pat says once you get rid of all that desire for material stuff, it’s easier to see what your actual purpose is. I guess that makes sense.

He’s going through the steps fast, and it’s hard to keep up and write everything down. He says to think about what gives us joy in life. I already wrote that stuff down—the Cowboys winning, hitting a new PR. What else? Eating gives me joy sometimes if I’m actually hungry, not when I’m force-feeding. Barbecue, Tex-Mex, Whataburger, anything really. I like sex and jacking off and taking a nap after. I dunno. It’s not like that can be your job—jacking off and sleeping. There’s no time to think of anything else. Maybe Tracy has a list of all the steps on a piece of paper.

“This isn’t fucking Hollywood!” Pat says, and we laugh, but we’re looking around, confused. “What the hell is he talking about?” he says and laughs. He wipes himself down with a towel and throws it to one of his assistants. He’s always dripping sweat. He says he means there’s no script to life. We all have this script we developed in our mind that comes from everything our parents told us growing up. It comes from our friends, our teachers, TV.

“I want you to imagine that script in your mind.” I picture it like a real script, like a stack of paper. “Now take your hand,” he says, and puts his hand up in the air. We all put our hands in the air. “Reach inside your brain and pull that motherfucker out. Now throw that fucking thing away!” We all act like we’re throwing something as far as we can.

“You don’t need that shit. Where has it gotten you?” He says his dad wanted him to be a stonemason just like him. He would do shit all the time to prepare him for it. He would wake him up at 5 a.m. and say get ready to do this every day. Pat would sit at the kitchen table after school doing his homework, and he would tell him not to bother.

That was the script given to him by life, but he didn’t accept what he was given and decided to live an extraordinary life instead. “I became a screenwriter. I wrote my own life story. And I did become a mason in a way. I wasn’t born like this. I built this Pat Dupree motherfucker brick by brick.”

Fuck yeah. That’s like me. I built this body like a sculptor or carpenter. I can do that with my life too. I can’t wait to get back to the hotel to talk about all this with Tammy. She basically gets the seminar for free because I can tell her everything.

He says it’s also important to be a part of something bigger than yourself. Humans are hardwired to be part of a community, and we’re supposed to work and live together.

“I want you to think of the most successful people you know.” I think it’s probably Great Granddad before he died. He started Riggs Gas Co. I dunno who else. My dad. Jorge. Pat says he’s willing to bet they’re all part of big communities. I think of Granddad with the company and my dad with the company. Jorge works with his family’s company. Those are communities.

Pat says one time he got a call in the middle of the night from Bruce Willis. He calls all the time for advice. I remember in his book, him talking about all the people who turn to him. It’s crazy—movie stars, presidents. Bruce said he doesn’t know what’s missing in his life. He had everything—dream wife, kids, cars, more money than he could ever spend.

“I said, ‘Bruce, I haven’t seen any trailers with you in a while.’ He said, ‘I haven’t been in anything lately. So what?’ and I just had to say four words to him—‘Get back to work.’ And he understood, and we hung up. Next day, he calls me back and says he starts shooting on a new movie in a few weeks. He needed to be with his community, on set, with people working toward a common goal.”

Bruce uses his acting to give to the world. Pat says we all have skills and gifts we can give to the world. It doesn’t have to be what you think. Someone who has creative gifts doesn’t have to be a painter or musician. They can channel their creative energy into architecture or advertising. Extroverts who are great with people can use that by going into management or social work. I’ve got physical gifts. Not every strong person has to be a professional athlete. I could work in construction, maybe, or be a PE teacher like Tyler. I could help kids be healthier and show them how weight training can help them—messed-up kids, kids with problems. I could help them.

What a day. I think this is what a real breakthrough feels like. I feel like a huge weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I feel so light. I don’t have to win World’s Strongest Man to be successful. I don’t have work for the gas company either. I can just be a normal guy with a normal job and be happy. I’m still so young. People change the direction of their lives all the time.

It’s past seven, and I honestly don’t even care about food right now. Just when I think I’ve come so far and we’re done for the day, Pat says he’s got a big surprise for us.

“I know what it is!” Amber says, then covers her mouth. “I won’t ruin it for you,” she says and slaps my arm. He tells everyone to stand up, and Tracy says we’re headed outside.

I have no idea what it could be, but I’m amped up. We’re stuck in the middle aisle forever while the back rows clear out. It’s pretty when we get outside. It’s dusk, and the sunset is wild and pink and orange. I follow everyone around the side of the building, and I start to get a whiff of smoke. I think we’re gonna have a barbecue, ha ha, but there’s two long strips of hot coals set up on the asphalt. Of course. I should’ve known. I’ve always wanted to do this.

They have us form two different lines in front of the strips. Pat is standing at the other end with a megaphone. “I can tell some of you guys are thinking Pat must have lost his damn mind if he thinks I’m walking on hot coals.” We all laugh. “I won’t have it. Everyone here is gonna do it.” He says it’s more than walking across hot coals. It’s not even about the fire. It’s a symbolic experience, showing that you can get through any challenge life throws at you. If you can make it through the fire, you can make it through anything.

“It’s okay if you’re afraid. We’re gonna be afraid and do it anyway. Trust me. I wouldn’t have you do something I wouldn’t do myself.” Right there, he sets the megaphone down and takes off his shoes and socks. He starts walking down the strip of coals toward us with a smile on his face. He gets to the end and turns around and walks back, still on the coals. He picks the megaphone back up. “I feel fucking great, full of confidence. Come join me on this side!” He waves the first two people forward.

They walk slowly toward Pat, and when they get to the end, they raise their arms and hug. We cheer for them. My palms are sweaty. I am a little scared, and that’s fine. If I wasn’t afraid, it wouldn’t be courageous to do it.

I get near the front, and the people who already went are cheering and waving us down. Finally, I’m up, and I look over at the person next to me. He’s an old man with a crew cut and thick glasses. Looks like a vet. He smiles at me and gives me a thumbs-up. That makes me feel good, and I step onto the coals and start walking. I don’t feel anything at all. I feel no pain. I’m too strong. I just see the people on the other side. They’re yelling “Daytona.” They know who I am, and they care about me. It’s a beautiful fucking night in Texas. I stop in the middle and look up to the sky and hold out my arms.

Right then, I feel the worst pain I’ve ever felt. I scream, but I don’t get off the coals. I gotta finish. I run to the end of the strip and fall in front of everyone. They’re saying you can’t stop on the coals. I bang my fist on the ground. It feels like my feet are on fire. No one told me you can’t stop. They’re standing over me and asking me if I’m okay. The pain comes in waves. I look at my foot, and it’s white with the skin coming off. Jesus Christ. Tracy is here now, and she says you can’t stop, and she sounds pissed at me.

I tell everyone I’m okay. Just an obstacle to get through. Fuck. It feels fine one second, then it comes on like crazy. People tell me not to try and stand up. They bring a bag of ice from somewhere, and I put my feet on it. It helps a little. People keep asking me if I’m okay, and I keep nodding. Tracy goes away, then comes back. She says she’s gonna drive me back to the hotel so I don’t have to walk. She leaves to get one of their rentals, and people help me to my feet. They’re saying I should go to a hospital. I don’t see Pat anywhere. I guess the firewalk is canceled. Fuck. I ruined it.

Tracy pulls up in a Honda Civic and jumps out and opens the passenger door for me and pushes the seat all the way back. People help me in. Amber is here, and she looks worried. I tell her I’m gonna be fine. It won’t stop me. I close the door, and everyone waves bye to me. I’ll be back tomorrow.

Tracy starts driving and looks worried, but says it’s just something that happens sometimes. “You don’t need to go to the hospital, do you?” she says, and I tell her no way.

“I’m fine. I’ll be a hundred percent tomorrow.”

We pull up to the Four Seasons, and she takes my notebook and writes down the number to the bag phone in her trailer and says to call her if I need anything. “I’m not telling you what to do, but it’d be better if we just kept this between us.”

I don’t get it. I get out and try to walk normal through the lobby to the elevator. I look at the number on my hand. I wonder if she just used it as an excuse to give me her number.

I go in the room, and Tammy’s on the couch watching TV. I can’t hide that my feet are on fire, killing me. I tell her everything.

“Oh my God,” she says. “We gotta get you to the hospital.”

“No. It’s not that serious. I just need some ice.”

She hurries out the door with the ice bucket. I start filling up the tub with cold water, and I grab the desk chair and take it into the bathroom. I sit with my feet in the water. Tammy comes in, and I tell her to dump the ice in the tub. “A couple more refills,” I say, and she gets more.

It really helps, and I barely feel any pain. Tammy wants to see the bottom of my feet, and I take them out of the water to show her. They’re white and red. “It looks worse than it is,” I say.

“I’ve got some Advil in my bag,” she says and gets me three. “I still think you need to go to the emergency room.”

“They said it happens sometimes, and it’s not serious.”

She laughs. “Of course they did. They don’t want you to sue them or tell anyone. It’s bullshit.”

I hadn’t thought about it like that. That’s why Tracy said to call her if I have any problems. I don’t wanna go to the hospital though. What are they gonna do?

She sits on the bathroom sink, and we don’t say anything for a while. I feel like I can finally relax with my feet numb. I start thinking about everything before the firewalk. I remember my breakthrough. I tell her about how Pat picked me out of the crowd and how we cried together. He helped me realize my goals are anger driven. I can help others with my physical gifts instead of doing the strongman thing. I can be a PE teacher like Tyler. I can be a football coach.

She starts saying something, but I tell her just a second. I want to say everything I wrote down and just explain everything. I ask her to hand me my notebook, and I tell her about the thing with Bruce Willis. “It doesn’t matter if you’re rich. You have to be involved in a community.” I tell her about how I get to build a new Daytona or just Teddy, Ted, and I can make him anything I want.

“But I thought you wanted to win World’s Strongest Man. It’s all you talk about.”

“I did, but I think that’s just because I wanted to stick it to everyone, to my dad and all my family and to Jorge.”

“Hell yeah.”

“No, that’s not good.”

“Oh. Why not?”

“I don’t know. You should’ve been there. It’s hard for me to explain. The way he put it.”

“Interesting.”

I wish there was a tape of the seminar I could show her. She asks me to explain what happened with the coals again, and I tell her, even though it’s embarrassing.

“Yeah,” she says. “You can’t stop like that.”
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TAMMY SAYS SHE saw a DoubleDave’s pizza buffet not far from here when she was driving around earlier. We stop at a Walgreens on our way, and she runs in to get me some Tylenol to take with the Advil. It dulls the pain some, and I get excited when we walk into the buffet. Tammy says she’s impressed with my plate, how high it’s piled up with slices.

“It’s just round one,” I say. I can put a place out of business. I’m keeping my calories and carbs up while I figure stuff out. She says she hit a new PR on squat today at Texas Barbell. Dwayne has been helping her with her form.

“He really knows his shit. Like tiny details.”

“Oh yeah?” I say. Everyone thinks they know better, and they always wanna step in and show you better. It’s not that complicated. You can lift the thing or you can’t.

“Yeah. I’m just addicted to trying to get stronger right now. I don’t care what I look like anymore. It’s amazing, getting stronger every day. I wanna see how strong I can get.”

“Yeah, that’s how it is at first. The gains are crazy.” I remember when I first got serious about strongman, I gained eighty pounds in the first six months. My deadlift jumped like two hundred pounds. Then, with my first cycle, everything just went through the ceiling. She’s really hooked. I can see it in her eyes.

“You’re just like I was,” I say. “You got the look.” It honestly gets my dick hard seeing her like this. “Fuck it. Let’s go train.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“What about your feet and your back?”

“I’m fine. The pills are helping a lot.” I just feel like training. I’m tired of thinking about the future. I don’t know about anything, strongman, whatever.

I kill another plate, then we go get a plate of dessert stuff. They have cinnamon roll pizza and chocolate chip pizza. It’s nice to have sugar right before a lift. I’m ready to go. It’s been too many days without lifting. My muscles are hungry.

We take off for Texas Barbell, and no one is there except Dwayne. He’s hitting a big tire with a sledgehammer. I didn’t realize it’s already eight o’clock.

“Back for more?” he says and puts the sledgehammer down. He comes over and shakes our hands. “Trying to squeeze in my own workout. It’s about the only time I can.”

I ask him if it’s too late for us to start, and he says don’t worry about it. The door says nine, but we can stay as long as we want.

The elephant bar isn’t being used, and I want another crack at it. “Deadlift?” I say to Tammy, and she says as long as I don’t get crazy this time. I promise I won’t.

“You’re not doing max either. Not even close to it.”

She’s right. I shouldn’t push too much. We get loose with dumbbells, then load up the bar, and she does a few reps. We load it up for me, and I do 550 for ten reps, but it’s a little harder than it should be. Dwayne takes off his headphones and comes toward us.

“Hey, man, mind if I make a few suggestions?”

I say it’s fine because I don’t wanna argue with him. He says I obviously have a lot of raw strength, but if I got my technique down, I’d be unstoppable. He says he noticed me leaning forward a little, and if you do that with the elephant bar, it’s gonna wobble and throw off your balance more. He goes to the bar and drops down and says you can even roll it back to you slowly and get it moving and arch your back a little when you start your pull.

“It’s like a leg press, believe it or not. It’s a press, not a pull. That’s how I think of it. I’m pushing myself to stand up.” I know that. But maybe I’ve been slipping a little. He points at the bar, like I should try it. This is fucking goofy, but why not, I guess. The dude really loves the technique stuff. I roll it back and forth, and once it’s under me, he tells me to look up at the ceiling and just stand up. It’s wild—it’s so easy, and the bar stays steady. I set it down.

“That felt fifty pounds lighter,” I say. He smiles and gives me a high five. Tammy high-fives me too.

“You got it, dude,” he says and asks what else we’re working on tonight. We don’t know. “Y’all gotta do axle press in GSM, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Fucking brutal, man,” he says. It’s pressing a goddamn car axle over your head with plates on it. I’m better with the log. He asks me if I’ve ever tried to split an axle, and I laugh. “I’m serious,” he says. “It can really help. My buddy who’s doing the comp too swears by it.”

I’ve only ever seen the split-jerk in powerlifting, like Olympicstyle lifting. He says they don’t have an axle yet to work with, but we can practice on a barbell. Tammy has never tried it either. He shows us the form. First, we work on just cleaning it the right way—bringing it up from the ground to your chest. Then you kind of kick your front foot forward and your back foot back while you swing the barbell over your head. We practice with just the bar, then put a little weight on it, and I start getting the hang of it. Before we know it, it’s nine thirty, the whole time just working on form. This dude should be our coach, seriously. There’s a lot of strong guys out there, but what makes the difference is the mental game. That’s what he says.

I’m feeling good when we get back to the hotel, even though the meds are wearing off and my feet are throbbing again. I take some more and get in the shower. Tammy tells me to scrub my feet with soap so they don’t get infected.

She’s watching Frasier when I get out, and I don’t even fight her on it. I get under the sheets after I dry off and start dozing off right away. I love feeling really tired. It makes my brain slow down and not race about different stuff that doesn’t matter.
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THE THIRD DAY of the seminar, Pat comes out talking about fulfillment in life. He says success doesn’t equal fulfillment. That’s kinda like what he said yesterday with Bruce Willis not being happy. He says the thing is that a fulfilling life looks a little different for every person. It’s based on three things: our values, our beliefs, and core human needs.

He says he worked with a top director in Hollywood. “Trust me, you guys know him, but that’s not what’s important. He’s had all this success—blockbusters, Oscars, everything—but he couldn’t stop thinking about everything he’d fucked up in his career. He thought about the scripts that never got made, the flops, the awards he didn’t win.”

Pat told him everyone fails. We all fail constantly, but you’re only a failure if you let those failures define you. “I told him to let go of perfection. No one’s perfect. It’s a standard that only leads to misery and unhappiness.”

That’s the first step of finding fulfillment—let go of perfection. I write it down. He’s right. Even Tom Landry lost more Super Bowls than he won. Like with Mike here—he screwed up some, but everyone does when they’re a kid. It doesn’t mean he’s a total fuckup. I don’t know what it means for me, though.

He starts talking about our blueprints again. He says we can’t fall for the lure of achievement. It’s tempting to think you need more material stuff, but what we really need is meaning. He said we shouldn’t do what’s expected of us. We should do what fulfills us and write our own blueprint. Mom and Dad wanted me to go into the gas business, but I didn’t wanna do that. I don’t know. This is the same stuff Pat was saying yesterday, more or less. I guess it’s important to repeat this stuff so you don’t forget. Pat says it’s not that complicated, but staying on course and not falling into bad habits is what can be tough.

The next step is trading expectations in life for appreciation. “What do you think of when you think of Christmastime? Is it all smiles and warm fireplaces and snowmen and all that mushy shit? Or is there stress in there? What am I gonna buy for my wife? Is my father-in-law gonna get drunk and make a scene? Is my flight gonna get canceled? All that shit.” We all laugh. I don’t know what I’m gonna do for Christmas this year, honestly.

He says we have these expectations for how things should go. There shouldn’t be any flight delays. The kids should have a great time. It should snow a foot on Christmas morning. All these shoulds we have. It’s like the Buddhists say—desire creates suffering. We want all these things, and that sets us up for unhappiness when things don’t go perfect. It’s better to let things unfold as they will and accept whatever comes. That way, whenever a blessing comes, we can fully appreciate it instead of it being something we expected.

That makes sense. I don’t really know much about Buddhism, but that makes sense. I remember this guy at our church growing up. He was a deacon. He was about fifty, and he stopped showing up. The pastor said he got lured away by false idols and fake prophets and got into Buddhism.

Pat tells this guy, Aaron, to come onstage. He’s one of the group leaders, like Tracy. He’s a normal-looking, good-looking guy, actually. He says he came to a seminar with Pat five years ago because he was desperate. He’d gotten into his dream medical school, but he was miserable. He spent all his time studying for exams and was terrified of failing and what his parents would say if he did. Because of the seminar, he realized he didn’t want to be a doctor at all. He just thought accomplishing that goal would get his parents to love him, would get a woman to love him. People would look up to him and respect him. The love he found at the seminar didn’t come with any strings attached. He starts tearing up, and Pat comes over and puts his hand on his back.

“You are lovable just as you are,” Pat says, and they have a big hug. This is where Aaron’s supposed to be.

Maybe I could do this shit. I need to figure my own shit out first, but I’ve got a big presence like Pat, and people will listen to me.

Pat changes things up and asks everyone who’s still struggling to raise their hand. “Let me see you.” I had a breakthrough yesterday, I think. It’s good I had mine early because I’m gonna miss the last few days. He walks up the aisle and goes up to this blond girl. She’s about my age.

She says she’s gotta start from the beginning and has trouble talking. She’s crying, and Pat is getting emotional too. “Jesus Christ, I can feel it,” he says.

She says she was molested by three different stepdads she had growing up. Jesus Christ. It’s fucking terrible, but Pat doesn’t flinch. He’s seen and heard it all before.

“That’s incredibly fucked up,” he says through his tears. “But you know what? I can tell you can rise above all that shit. I can see you fighting. You’re as strong as they come.”

She says her family knew and didn’t do anything to stop it. She cut off contact with them two years ago. She doesn’t have any family now, and she’s scared. “I don’t know what my next step is.”

Pat says she’s gonna enroll in his leadership program. She’s going to be a group leader like Tracy. After everything she’s overcome, who better to guide people through their trauma than her. She nods, then wipes her tears. We all clap. It’s really what she should be doing.

“Now, I want you to pick a man here in the crowd,” he says. She’s confused, but she points to a guy in front of her. Pat grabs him. “You see this guy here. He’s your new stepdad, your new family member. He’s gonna be there for you. Aren’t you?”

The guy nods.

“He’s gonna be a man in your life who doesn’t want anything from you sexually.”

The guy starts crying. Pat brings them in together with his big arms, and they hug. Wow. If I want to be a seminar leader, I’m gonna have to deal with shit like that and know what to do. He knew exactly what she needed.

He’s on fire. He moves right on to this couple who say they’re stuck in a rut, and Pat asks them how often they have sex. The guy says about once a month.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” he says. He asks who initiates, and they say neither does—it just kinda happens. “Well, apparently it doesn’t.” We laugh. He looks right at the guy. “Do you like having sex with your wife?” The guy looks down. “Don’t look away. Look at me. Do you like sleeping with your wife?”

“Of course I do,” he says.

“Why?”

He doesn’t know what to say.

“There must be a reason. Tell me.”

The guy kinda stumbles. “I like to express my love for her on the physical plane and to connect with her true self—”

“Stop. Stop. Goddamnit, that was brutal!” Pat says, and we laugh. “You want to have sex with her because you find her sexy and she makes you horny. You forgot about that.” It happens sometimes in marriages. I remember him talking about this in his book and on his tapes. The man is like a wolf raised by sheep. He forgets deep down who he is. “I wanna hear you howl.”

He’s embarrassed and doesn’t want to, but Pat doesn’t let him off the hook. The guy tries a howl, but it’s weak as hell. “I didn’t say crow like a rooster,” Pat says. “I said fucking howl!”

The guy digs deep down and remembers who he is and lets out a massive howl.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Pat yells. “The wolf is back!” They howl together, and I get so hyped up, I howl too. I bet they’re gonna have crazy sex tonight.

Next, Pat talks to this girl who doesn’t know about her job anymore, and Pat says that’s bullshit. “You’re dreading going back.”

“Yes. I used all my vacation time to be here.”

“I have good news for you. You’re not going back.”

She puts her hands over her face. “Oh my God. I can’t!”

One of the helpers brings her a cordless phone, and Pat tells her to call her boss right now and put him on speaker. She knows she’s done already. She’s already quit in her mind, but she just can’t admit it to herself. She calls, and in front of over two thousand people, she quits. No two weeks or anything. You have to make a clean break sometimes.

Pat walks away from her and down the aisle, back toward the stage, and I catch his eye. I need to tell him about everything I’ve been thinking about, all the progress I’ve made. He smiles and comes over. “How could I forget about you, Daytona? With a name like that,” he says and puts his hand on my shoulder. “So where are we now, big boy?”

I’m glad he doesn’t bring up the hot coals. I clear my throat and take a deep breath. I try to smile. I say I don’t know where to start! “A lot has happened since yesterday,” I say, and Pat smiles like he already knows. “I know I can use my gifts to help my community. I can be a PE teacher like my buddy, Tyler. He can show me how to get certified. I’m gonna call my parents and tell them I love them. I’m gonna get reconnected. I’m gonna call my sister, Pam, too.”

“Whoa, easy, big fella! Jesus Christ, slow down.” Everyone laughs. “My head is spinning, but that all sounds great. When did you figure all this out?”

“Yesterday. After we talked. During group.”

He nods. “So I assume last night you called your parents, your sister, talked to your friend who’s a PE coach?”

Ah shit. He got me. “Not yet. I haven’t had time.”

Pat rolls his eyes. “Sure. Sure. No time. Not enough money. My dog ate it. There’s a million reasons not to do something, but none of them mean shit.” He waves at the helper with the cordless phone. Damn. He’s putting me on the spot!

“You’re going to call them all tonight, when you get back to your hotel room, but your first call happens right now.”

I shake my head no. I don’t know if I can do it. “I can’t.”

“Get that ‘can’t’ out of your head. It’s no longer part of your vocabulary.”

I take the phone and freeze. I don’t know who to call.

“I’ll make it easy on you,” he says. “I’ll let you choose which one.”

“I can’t think of any numbers on the spot,” I say, and it’s true.

“It’ll come. We’ve got time,” he says, and everyone laughs. I know my parents’ number, but I can’t call them in front of everyone. I know Tyler’s too. I can call him. It feels like forever, everyone staring at me trying to remember the goddamn number.

It comes to me finally. “I’m gonna call my buddy, the PE coach,” I say, and Pat crosses his arms and nods. I remember it’s Wednesday, and he should be at that camp thing. Vanessa’ll be at work, too, but I can at least say I tried. Pat takes the phone from my hand and starts the dial tone and puts it on speaker. He hands it back, and I dial the number.

I’m surprised when he picks up right away. “Hey, man,” I say.

“Daytona?”

“Yeah, how you been, man?”

“Shit, dude. I’m not supposed to be talking to you.”

It comes back to me, the last time we hung out. “Why not?”

Pat looks confused.

“Vanessa made me promise. I freaking fell off the wagon big time. Fucked everything up. The school cut me loose.”

“Shit, man. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t help, Teddy. I really can’t talk to you. I promised Vanessa. See ya.” He hangs up without letting me say anything.

“What was that all about?” Pat says.

All the guilt comes back, and I tell everyone about taking Tyler to the bar. “I ruined his life.”

He points at me. “You fucked up. You weren’t a good friend, but you didn’t ruin his life. That’s his cross to bear. He needs to own that.” That’s exactly what Tammy told me. “You hear me?”

“I hear you,” I say.

“We’ll get there, Teddy,” he says. He called me Teddy. The helper comes and takes the mic and phone.
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I ALMOST FORGOT about my feet today, but the Tylenol and Advil from this morning start wearing off on my walk back to the hotel. The throbbing comes back full force. I take some more pills, and Tammy helps me get another ice bath going. I scrub them with the bar soap even though it hurts.

The thing with Tyler really threw off my talk with Pat. We have so much more to talk about—my sister, my career. I’m exhausted, but I know I can’t sleep until I do my homework. I gotta call my parents and Pam.

I try to plan it out with Tammy, but she says I’m just making myself more anxious.

“It’s gonna go however it’s gonna go,” she says.

“Yeah. You’re right.” I’m fucking sweating like crazy all of a sudden, even with my feet in ice. I take them out, and there’s all this dead white skin. I take it and peel it, and it comes off so easy like tearing a Fruit Roll-Up or something.

I run some hot water over them to get the soap off and dry them with a washcloth. I go sit on the couch and pick up the phone.

“Do you want me to go out?” she asks.

“No, fuck it. I called Tyler in front of thousands of people earlier.”

She turns the TV down, and I dial my parents’ number. My mom picks up and says it’s good to hear from me. I tell her about the seminar, and she’s being nice. They’ve never thought much of Pat when I’ve talked about him before.

“I’m glad you feel like it’s worth it,” she says. There’s a lot I want to say, but it doesn’t feel right for some reason. I ask if Dad is around.

“He’s around here somewhere. I think he might be in the study.”

“Okay. One thing we talked about is me getting close with y’all again.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

“I know I’ve gotta earn it, but I’m making changes. I’m thinking about being a football coach or a gym teacher, working with kids. I’ll still work out and stuff, but ya know…”

“In moderation,” she says, finishing my sentence.

“Yeah.”

I hear her talking to Dad, telling him about my plan.

“You can just put him on the phone if you want.”

“You know he doesn’t like talking on the phone. Why don’t you just work with the company? You’ll have to earn your way, but it’s a real career.”

I tell her how it’s not my gift. We all have a gift to give our communities.

“Oh, Teddy, it’s late. I was headed to bed when you called.”

“Okay. I just wanted to see what y’all were up to.”

“All right.”

“I’ll give y’all a call when I’m back in town.”

We say bye, and I hang up. I stand up from the couch. “That went okay,” I say.

Tammy’s face looks like she doesn’t think so. “Yeah. It’s a start, I think.”

“Yeah. You don’t think it was good?”

“I don’t know y’all’s relationship, so I can’t really say.”

“It’s okay. Give it to me straight.” No more bullshit.

“She didn’t seem very supportive, and why didn’t your dad want to talk?”

I sit back down and think about it. “He really doesn’t like talking on the phone. I called pretty late too. My mom was tired.”

“You know better than me, but you asked.”

She turns the volume on the TV back up, and I remember I’m supposed to call Pam too. “I need to call my sister now.”

“Okay,” she says and turns it back down.

I pick up the phone and start to dial but hang up. I’m thinking about Granny dying. I should be over there looking after her.

“What’s wrong?” she says.

“I feel really down all of a sudden.” I really do.

“You should get some food and get to bed early. You can call her tomorrow.”

She’s right. It’s been a long day.
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IT WAS TOUGH getting up this morning because I kept waking up in the middle of the night. I take some Advil and go downstairs for food and coffee, and my mind is off to the races. My parents are right, maybe. Maybe they’re who I need to be with, but I don’t know how I can give back by working at the gas company.

I think about Peter from group talking about not being accepted by his family. He rewrote his story after his family didn’t accept him. Maybe my parents aren’t part of my future.

I’m one of the first people in the auditorium. I’m hoping somehow I run into Pat before we get started. Mike comes, and his mom sits next to him. She introduces herself as Debbie, and I say nice to meet you.

“Were you the one with the coals?”

Damnit. Everyone knows me as the guy who burned his feet. “Yeah, I’m fine now. It was nothing.”

“That’s great to hear,” she says. Her and Mike seem like best buddies now.

The music finally comes on, and Pat comes out clapping his hands and getting pumped. “We’re gonna start today off by talking about what July Fourth means to you.” Oh shit. It is July Fourth. It never crossed my mind.

“I can answer that for you,” he says. “It doesn’t mean shit.” Ha ha. “What do some old guys with wigs two hundred years ago have to do with your life in 1996?” He keeps you guessing. He really does. No one gets mad at him for saying it, and we’re ready to go.

He says one thing you can say about Washington and Jefferson and all those guys is that they left their mark here on Earth. Life is short, but we can live on in the memories of others forever. I can’t think about legacy right now, though. I keep my eyes on Pat as he walks up and down the rows. I raise my hand every time he asks a question, but he won’t look me in the eye. I’m basically telling him to come talk to me. It’s goddamn frustrating.

When we break for lunch, I ask Tracy if we’re going to see Pat again today, but she says it’ll just be group work this afternoon.

“I really need to talk to him,” I say. “I was trying to get his attention.”

“I don’t know. Maybe tomorrow?”

Everyone is gone now from the hall, and it’s just the two of us in the middle of the circle of chairs. I really can’t wait until tomorrow. My mind is racing, plus I can’t stop thinking about Granny.

“I really need to talk to him as soon as possible. I thought I figured out my purpose, but then I talked to my mom, and I just don’t know.”

Tracy holds out her hand for me to stop, like she always does. “Teddy, there are a lot of people here who came to see Pat. He’s spent a lot of time with you.”

“I know, but—”

“These seminars can be a great starting point. You’ve made so much progress already. Some things can’t be totally fixed in a week.”

Pat says they can, but I don’t say that. “Can I talk to you about it?” I ask.

“I really need to get some lunch before we start back up. We’ll see what comes up in group.”

“Can I have a hug?” I say, and my voice cracks, and I feel tears come. Damn.

“Okay. One hug.”

I wrap my arms around her, but she keeps her arms at her sides. I cry and squeeze her.

“Ouch!” she says, and I let go.

“Shit. I’m sorry. I’m a fucking mess!” I really need to talk about Granny with someone.

“Okay. I’m going to get some food now. I’ll see you soon.”

She starts walking away, and I blurt out, “I have your number.”

“What?”

“Your phone number from when I got burned. You said I could call you if I needed anything. Could I call you tonight to talk?”

“Oh, um. I don’t think so. That was just for that emergency.”

“Oh, okay.”

She walks away. She goes up to one of the guy helpers. They’re looking at me and talking. I shouldn’t have asked her that.

I leave the building and go to one of the pay phones out front. I put a quarter in and dial zero and get connected to the pet hospital where Pam works. The secretary answers and goes to get her. She picks up and sighs when she hears my voice. I swear to God every time I call someone, the first thing they do is sigh.

“What do you need, Teddy?”

“Damn, nice to hear from you too.”

“Sorry. I’m busy. Appointments all day. I shouldn’t even have taken this call. Are you working today?”

“No, I don’t have a job right now.”

“Do you need something?”

“No, I just want to talk. I want us to talk more.”

“Yeah, okay,” she says, but I don’t think she’s really listening to me. She says we’ll talk later, and we hang up.

I call Granny and let it ring until she picks up, then I hang up. She’s okay. Sounds fine. I don’t wanna go back to group. I made things weird with Tracy. She probably thinks I like her, but I should tell her I have a girlfriend already. That sigh Pam did. I keep thinking about her sighing as soon as she knew it was me. It’s like I’m a telemarketer or something.

I’m not going back to the seminar today. I can’t. My feet are hurting, anyway, and I should ice them down. I wonder what Tracy was saying to that guy about me. Everyone would probably be happy if I didn’t come back at all. I start walking back to the hotel because I don’t know where else to go.

Pat says you can change your life in an instant, but Tracy said it takes time. Pat avoided me today. I’m too hard for him to help. Not everyone can be helped, I guess. I’m too far gone. The first day with Cindy, we talked about how she thinks she’s unlovable, but she really is lovable. We talked about how everyone is lovable, but maybe that’s a bullshit story I’ve been telling myself. Of course not everyone is lovable. There are tons of fucking scumbags out there.

I get to the hotel and sit on the bench outside instead of going up right away. There’s no point in me being here if I’m not gonna be able to talk to Pat anymore. It’s a waste of my time, sitting in group. I don’t need it. I don’t need Mom, Dad, or Pam. It’s just me and Tammy. And Granny.

Tammy is taking a nap when I get to the room. I try to be quiet, but I’m stuck worrying about Granny again, so I call again. She picks up, and I hang up. She’s probably scared about who keeps calling and hanging up. I should stop. I forgot to be quiet when I put the phone down, and it wakes up Tammy.

“You scared me,” she says, squinting her eyes.

“Sorry.”

She looks over at the clock, then looks back at me. “What are you doing here?”

I could tell her it was a half day today, but I can’t lie. “I think I’m done with the seminar.”

“Why?”

“They don’t care about me. ”

She laughs and sits up. “Really?”

“Yeah. GSM is about to start anyway. I really needed someone to talk to, and Pat wouldn’t look at me. The group leader wouldn’t talk to me either.”

“Hmm. Yeah, the self-help stuff can be weird. You’re doing the comp still?”

I shrug. “I don’t know.”

She rubs her eyes and gets up. “Well, it’s not like you have to decide right this minute.”

I tell her about my talk with Pam.

“That sucks. That’s how it goes with my sister sometimes.”

“I don’t need her, and I don’t need my parents. That’s what I’m realizing. Just me and you. We just need each other.”

She laughs. “I don’t know about that.”

She’s always laughing at me when I’m being serious. “What’s so funny about that?”

“Teddy,” she says and stands up out of the bed. “We haven’t known each other very long.”

We haven’t, but you can just tell. At least I thought so. “You like me, right?”

“Of course,” she says.

“Do you love me?”

She drops her head. That’s not good. “C’mon,” she says. “It’s been what, a month? Not even. We’ve had a lot of fun, but I haven’t met your friends. You haven’t met my friends.” She doesn’t love me. That’s what she’s saying. It’s quiet for a second. I don’t really have any friends for her to meet.

“I mean, do you think you love me?” she says. “Have you ever been in love?”

“Yeah, I think so. I love you.”

“Remember when we were at Church’s and everything?”

“Damn. Am I doing it again?”

“Yeah.”

I say I’m sorry. I just had to know.
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WE DON’T SAY much at night. My feet start burning, but I just say fuck it. I lay in bed, and she watches TV on the couch. I get startled by the first fireworks, thinking they’re gunshots, then I remember it’s the Fourth. She asks if I’d eat some Domino’s if she ordered some. Sounds good to me. It feels weird with us now. Whenever I try to say what I’m really feeling, things get fucked up.

She has it on Friends while we eat the pizza, and I don’t care enough to ask her to change it. I barely eat three pieces. We don’t laugh at all, and she keeps saying stuff about the show to try to get me talking, but I can’t talk. It’s not gonna change anything. She keeps looking at me with this pitying face. I hate it.

She asks me if I’m giving her the silent treatment.

“No. I just don’t know what to say.”

She says this is something that wouldn’t work if we were in a real relationship. She doesn’t want to be with someone who just shuts down whenever there’s an issue. She’s dated guys who do that, and she can’t do it anymore.

“You’re right. I am shut down,” I say, but she doesn’t know what it’s like to feel like this. The feeling in my chest that I have to get rid of. I want to cut it out, tear it out. The fireworks keep going off, and we don’t talk.

“I gotta use the bathroom.” I go in and lock the door behind me. I look through my toiletry bag and don’t see anything. I look through her stuff, and she’s got scissors like you use for cutting hair. That’ll have to work.

I sit on the toilet and open them. No one loves me. No one gives a shit about me. I put the blade on my forearm by the elbow crease and slide it up and down my forearm to my wrist. My skin on the underside is pale, and you can see the blue veins. In football, we’d always flex to see who had the most veins popping out. During games, I swear I could pick out Mom and Dad’s voices out of all the people. I could hear them cheering for me.

My veins are popped out permanently now from all the lifting. I press the point of the scissors into the skin and start twisting. I press harder, and the skin tears a little but doesn’t bleed. I rinse off the scissors and dry them on a towel and put them back in her bag.

The feeling is still there, and I think about my razor. I take it out of my bag and break the little blade out of the plastic. The tip of my finger gets cut and starts bleeding. I take the blade and put it on the middle of my forearm and press down and slide it a little. Blood bubbles up, and I move the blade up a centimeter and do it again. I sit down back down on the toilet and take a deep breath and don’t feel like crying anymore. I feel a boost. No one loves me, but I can still be okay on my own. I’ll figure it out. I’m on a journey.

It’s not bleeding that much, and I wipe it off with toilet paper and let it dry like I do when I nick my face shaving. I rinse the rest off in the sink and flush the bloody toilet paper.

I go back out and sit down on the couch. I smile at Tammy.

“Better?”

“Yeah. A lot better. Sorry.”

I scoot closer to her, and we cuddle. She checks HBO, and Commando is on. “Hell yeah,” I say. “Commando.” She makes a noise like she doesn’t wanna watch it. “It’s Arnold,” I say.

“I know, but his movies …”

“What?”

“They’re so dumb. I’m sorry. But we can watch. I don’t care.”

“You’re crazy. He’s badass.” I remember I couldn’t see this in theaters because it was rated R. Pam turned seventeen not long after it came out on VHS, and she rented it and Predator for me in secret. I watched them on the upstairs TV with the volume barely on after Mom and Dad went to bed.

I get my appetite back and put away the rest of the pizza fast. I had a bad day, but tomorrow’s a new one. Tracy is probably used to shit like that. It’s not a big deal.

We start making out and grabbing on each other’s legs. “What the hell?” she says and stops. I open my eyes. She stands up and looks down at her shorts. There’s blood. Her shorts are khaki color, so it shows up bad. “Are you bleeding?”

“Oh shit,” I say. “How’d that happen?” My palm is covered in blood from the cut on my finger. “Old scab opened up. From lifting. I’m sorry.”

“Look,” she says and points at my arm. Goddamnit. The cuts bubbled up again.

“Teddy,” she says and takes my arm and looks closer. The slits are obvious. I can’t deny it. “What the hell are you doing?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

She gets some toilet paper from the bathroom. She wipes my arm and presses on the cut. “What are we gonna do with you?”

What the fuck is wrong with me? “It’s not as bad as it looks,” I say. “I wasn’t trying to slit my wrists.”

“You were cutting.”

“Sometimes it helps me.”

“What good is it in the end?”

“I dunno.” It’s fucking embarrassing. I feel like a freak.

She puts her hands on her head. “I told you I don’t like this shit. I’m sorry.” She seems really stressed out about it.

“I’m sorry. I almost never do it. It’s just been a bad day.” That doesn’t calm her down, though. The blood is dripping on the floor now. “Ah shit. I’ll clean it up.”

I use the toilet paper to wipe it up. I wrap my arm with it too. She sits on the couch and buries her face in her hands.

“I’ll buy you some new shorts,” I say.

“What?”

“I can give you money for new shorts.”

“I don’t care about the shorts.”

I step closer to her, and she says to give her a second. I should leave. “I’m gonna go for a drive if that’s okay.”

She says that’s a good idea, and I get her keys from the counter.

“Be safe,” she says.
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I DON’T KNOW why I do it. I’m too much for her. I’m too much for Pat. I don’t know Houston that well. It’s so goddamn big. I look in her glove, and she doesn’t have any maps.

I drive around and end up on I-69 until I get to the 610 loop. I could take it all the way around. I’m on a full tank. There’s traffic, I guess from people going out to party or going home from barbecues. It opens up for a while, then comes to a standstill. We don’t move for five minutes. There’s gotta be a crash up ahead. It feels worse when I’m not moving at all. Fireworks are going off from all around, a lot of them pretty close, like professional-grade big ones. People are out with their friends, but I don’t have any friends.

Everything is back from earlier, tearing at me. I don’t want to listen to a Pat Dupree tape, so I turn on the radio, but I don’t know what any of the Houston stations are. I can’t find anything good and just turn it off.

I get to the crash, and one car is on its side and another is smashed in. They were probably drunk. It’s fucked up. I start crying, and I push on the cuts on my arm.

As soon as the road opens up, this guy in a white Mustang cuts in front of me to get around another car. I swear, every person in a Mustang is a scumbag. There’s only so much you can take of people fucking with you. I’m the wrong person on the wrong day. I can’t imagine thinking it’s okay to do something like that, and he knows no one’s gonna do anything about it. The cops aren’t gonna do anything. The sad thing is, he doesn’t realize he’s a piece of shit. Talk about stories we tell ourselves—he’s telling himself he’s some badass. His dad never spanked him. His mom always told him he was special.

I hit the gas and keep up with him. It’s tough on the Avenger with its little four-banger. The thing is, I don’t give a fuck. Pat said we aren’t lost, but I am, ha ha. A lost soul. He could blow me away if he wanted to get away, but he doesn’t know I’m following him yet. He’s flying down the far-left lane, doing eighty-five or ninety. I’m in the next lane, basically flooring it, and I pull up next to him. I roll down the window and wave at him to roll his down. I can’t see him because it’s night and his windows are tinted. I move closer to him and get within a foot of hitting him. I know he sees me now. The window rolls down, and he flips me off.

I mouth “Pull over” to him and point to the shoulder, then flip him off back. Can you believe this dude? Flips me off after he cuts me off. No way he actually pulls over after seeing me. He speeds up to cut in front of me and goes to the far-right lane. I follow him over until we get to a stretch with grass next to the road and no guardrail. He slows down and moves onto the shoulder. He really wants to do this. He stops and I stop behind him, and he gets out fast and slams his door shut.

I laugh. I’m about to take everything out on this dude. It’s this little wannabe skater, maybe five eight with a bowl cut. He’s waving for me to get out. “C’mon, motherfucker,” he says. I can read his lips. He’s got on baggy black jeans and some T-shirt. I can’t read what it says.

I get out of the car, and he’s in for a shock. He smiles. “Fucking clown car,” he says and keeps waving me to him.

“I’m a broken man,” I tell him. He’s fucking with a broken man, torn open and bleeding!

“What?” he says and starts bouncing around, circling around me.

“I’m unlovable.”

“Shut the fuck up, pussy.”

I’m gonna kill him. He’s quick, and I follow wherever he goes. He’s throwing little punches here and there, but they’re not getting anywhere close. I just need to get ahold of him.

He keeps saying, “C’mon, you big pussy.” He kicks me, and it lands on my stomach. It takes some wind out of me, but it really just pisses me off more. Enough of this bullshit dancing around. I go right at him and grab his arm, but I get hit with something. Then another one to the jaw, and I’m on the ground. He’s standing over me, calling me everything you can think of.

I’m fine, just caught me off balance. I get up and charge him with my head down and tackle him. I’m on top of him, and he’s gouging at my eyes and ripping my face open with his fingernails. I can hear myself crying, and there’s snot coming out of my nose. I grab at his face and get his nose ring and rip it off. He screams and goes crazy and squirms out from under me.
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I GOT HANDCUFFS on behind my back, and I can’t see shit. I just hear fireworks popping. I can’t open my eyes. I start yelling for someone to take the cuffs off—there’s something wrong with my eyes. Something’s dripping into my mouth, blood. My nose is bleeding.

“Calm down, sir. This is HPD. You just got your ass kicked.” What the hell. I remember being on top of him. The cop says he needs a statement.

I start telling him about how fucked up my day has been. “I don’t know what my purpose in life is supposed to be. I’m lost.”

“I can see that, sir. Just tell me about the fight.”

I tell him how the guy was being crazy on the road, putting everyone in danger. I felt the need to stop him before someone got hurt. We pulled over, and he sucker punched me. Maybe he hit me with a bat or something. He had to have had a weapon.

The cop laughs. “I don’t think there was a weapon, sir.” He’s messing with me, not even trying to be professional. He asks how much I’ve had to drink tonight, and I tell him none at all. He doesn’t believe me, and I tell him to breathalyze me. He does and acts shocked when it’s 0.00.

I ask him to take off the cuffs or at least put them in front of me, but he says he can’t. I’m under arrest for the theft warrant in Corpus, and I’m gonna be charged with assault. How’s he know about the Corpus thing?

“Assault? Are you serious? He started it. He almost killed me, how he was driving.”

He doesn’t answer. Him and another cop pull me up to my feet and put me in the back seat of a squad car. The cuffs are killing my wrists and my shoulders. My arms aren’t supposed to bend like this. “I’m serious,” I tell them. “I can barely wipe my ass, I’m so big.” They laugh, but that’s it. I ask about the Avenger and tell them it’s not even mine. “My girlfriend needs it.”

“It’s getting impounded. Not like you can drive it anyway.” We’re moving now. The other one acts like he’s my buddy, but then asks how I lost to that little guy. They both laugh at me.

I start to realize what’s going on. It’s happening so fast. I’m going to jail, and I don’t think I’m just gonna be able to get right out. I feel for my wallet, but it’s not there. That’s how they know who I am—pickpocketed me while I was out. I don’t think it can get worse than this. I wish they would just shoot me.

I ask them how much it’ll be for Tammy to get the car back, but they ignore me. I feel the guy’s nose ring still on my finger. I guess he’s not doing so good either.

We stop, and they pull me out and take me through a door. I can see a little bit now out of my left eye. There’s blood in my eyes. That’s the problem. I need to see a detective and explain to him what happened, someone besides these dumbasses. I ask them when I can talk to one.

“Detective?” one of them says. “What detective?” They take me to booking and leave. A woman says she’s gonna take off my cuffs, and if I try anything, there’s a guy behind me who’s gonna tase me. They act like I’m some monster. The woman takes my hand and does my fingerprints, then gives me a wet nap to wipe off the ink. I think the adrenaline is wearing off because my feet start acting up again. I ask the lady for some Tylenol, and she says that’s not her department.

They take me down a hall, and I ask where we’re going, and they say the holding cell. They say I’ll see the judge sometime tomorrow, probably, and he’ll set my bail. Damn. I’m gonna be here overnight. As soon as I go into the cell and they lock the door behind me, some guy goes, “Damn, you got your ass kicked!” I don’t say anything back and find a spot on the bench along the wall. It’s hard, made out of metal. I hope that guy doesn’t keep messing with me. I can kinda see, but I’m not sure who said it. “How many of them was there?” he says.

I smile and try to be cool. “Enough.”

The guy laughs. “He said, ‘Enough.’ I know what you mean.” This has gotta be rock bottom. Pat says the good thing about rock bottom is it can only get better from there. I don’t know if that’s true. It can always get worse. I just have to get through this patch, somehow, someway. I need to talk to Tammy and explain everything, but she’d just think I’m an even bigger loser. She’s definitely done with me. Maybe I sabotaged myself on purpose. How do you know if you’re self-sabotaging while you’re doing it? I feel so goddamn weepy, but I can’t cry here.

I wanna ask the guard for some Tylenol, aspirin, anything, but I don’t want the guys to hear me and think I’m a pussy. There’s a guy sleeping on the bench next to me, taking up a ton of space. It smells like BO and ass, seriously. I have to spend the night here. I wonder how crowded it’s gonna get tonight when they start bringing in fucked-up people. I forgot to ask for my phone call. They always say in movies that you get one phone call. I don’t know who to call. I could call CCPD and get John Wells to explain to them that I’m not a bad guy.

I need to get this swelling down on my face. A little ice would go a long way. Ice is a normal thing to ask for. It’s not gay. I get up and go over to the cage and ask from anyone who can hear me. I ask again but don’t get an answer. “They ain’t giving you no ice, man,” that guy says, and I go sit back down. I’m starving, and I know they’re not gonna feed us until at least the morning. Maybe not until lunch. I just wanna get away from these other dudes and get a place to lay down.
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MY ASS HURTS from sitting on the metal bench, but no way I’m laying on this floor. The door opens every once in a while, and they throw in some drunk dude or someone fucked up on crank or something, talking to themselves. I think there’s fifteen people in here now. Two of them are pacing around, and the other guys are snoring and farting.

I’m so tired. Even with the constant fireworks, I nod off and start dreaming. I’m back at Granny’s, but she doesn’t wanna talk to me. I’m on the front porch, but she’s got the door locked. I’m knocking on the door, and I can see her through the window, sitting in her chair. She’s awake and watching TV, but she doesn’t even turn to look over at the door. I know she can hear me.

I wake up worried about her, and I give up trying to get back to sleep. I don’t know what time it is. Some hammered dude gets tossed in and sings “God Bless the USA,” and everyone tells him to shut the fuck up or else. All I can do is sit and wait for the sun to rise. I stand up and stretch every ten minutes or so, even though it stings, being on my feet. The guys pacing stop and look at me for a second, then keep doing their laps. This is how the whole night goes. I’m gonna sleep for a week when I get back to the hotel.

Guys are still passed out and snoring when they wheel in some breakfast on a cart. I can see okay out of my left eye now, but my right one is totally shut. I feel my face, and it’s all torn up from the guy’s fingernails. I hope nothing gets infected. All that’s on the cart is Nutri-Grain bars and a big jug of orange juice. I fill up a paper cup and take five of the bars. I crush them fast and could eat a lot more, but I wanna save some for the other guys.

There’s nothing to do but worry. I start thinking about Tammy, probably freaking out about me and her car. I gotta call her. I can see the guard sitting behind his desk, and I ask him about phone calls, and he says new intakes get calls after lunch. I can’t stand being in this room any longer.

It’s another hour and a half before they start pulling people out to see the judge. At least I’ll be able to explain to him what happened. When they take them, they’re only gone for like ten minutes, then they bring them back. One guy walks past us after seeing the judge and says he’s out of this motherfucker.

“Riggs,” the guard says and waves me up to the door. He puts cuffs on me, but in the front this time, so it’s not so bad. I ask him if the judge is gonna sentence me, and he says no—it’s just the arraignment.

We walk into the courthouse, and it’s empty besides the judge and the bailiff. The judge is a woman with black hair that’s dyed. You can see the gray roots, and she’s got glasses sitting on her nose. She’s looking at me over them, and she looks pissed that she has to be here. She squints at me, and I know it’s because of my face.

“Looks like you had a rough night, sir. How are you doing this morning?”

She’s nicer than she looks, and it’s a relief. I shake my head. “Not too good,” I say. “Your Honor.” I remember you have to say that. She says she’s got a couple of charges in front of her.

“What happened last night?”

I tell her what happened, basically, but I say the other guy was telling me to pull over and acting like he was gonna ram me with his car. I tell her I don’t remember much about the fight, and that’s true.

“Police report says you ripped out his nose ring.”

“I guess I did. He was trying to kill me.”

She stares at me like I should explain more.

“I’m really going through it right now,” I say and try not to cry. “This is my rock bottom.”

“Let’s hope so,” she says. “Well, you didn’t come out too well either.”

“No,” I say. I bet I look pathetic.

She says she’s gonna throw out the assault charge.

“Thank you so much, Your Honor,” I say, but her face looks more serious, looking at her papers now. She kinda shakes her head.

“Stealing a donation jar? For St. Jude’s?”

There’s no getting around it. I gotta own it, like Pat says. This is my cross to bear. But I just can’t admit it to her. I cock my head and act confused. “What?”

She says it again. “In Corpus Christi.”

I shake my head hard. “I don’t steal. That’s gotta be a mistake. Did you say St. Jude’s?” The bailiff looks at me and shakes his head. He doesn’t believe me. The judge doesn’t believe me either. They know I’m full of shit, but I have to keep denying it. Deny, deny, deny.

“It says here you also tried to run a steal-and-return scam,” she says. “Were you not in Corpus June 23?”

“Yeah, I’m from Corpus, but that wasn’t me. It was probably some other big guy, and they figured it was me.”

I’ll make everything right. I’ll donate a thousand dollars to St. Jude’s. I just need to get out of this. She puts the paper down hard like she’s sick of me. She asks me what I plead to the charge of misdemeanor B theft.

“Not guilty, Your Honor.” I just can’t have that shit on my record. All they have is the description of me from the HEB girl and the video. Maybe Dad can get me a good lawyer.

The judge says this is an egregious offense because of who I stole from. “Truly shameless,” she says, and she sets my bail at two thousand dollars and says my court date is November 10 in Corpus. I’m stuck in here until then if I don’t get bailed out.

The bailiff comes and gets me. He thinks I’m a piece of shit. I tell him thank you when he passes me off to one of the guards, but he doesn’t say anything back. I am a piece of shit. Who the fuck steals from kids with cancer? That’s the kind of shit you burn in hell for. You can lie to a judge, but you can’t fool God. I’ll donate five thousand dollars, ten thousand dollars, whatever to make it right.

Lunch is a boiled hot dog and one bag of chips. I wanna ask for two trays, but I already know what the answer’s gonna be. The guy across the table from me points at my forearms and asks if I tried to kill myself. I raise my eyebrows and smile. I dunno why, just to look crazy. They always say you want people in jail to think you’re nuts. This is where my story begins, the turning point. I can tell it to people, and it’ll inspire them. I can tell it to fuckup kids and show them you can turn it around no matter what.

They take us to the phones after we eat, and we get one call each. There’s two phones for all of us, so I elbow my way to the front. I can’t wait anymore. We only get five minutes anyway. I dial zero and get connected to the Four Seasons front desk, and luckily, I remember our room number. It rings three times, and thank God, Tammy picks up. She sounds like she was sleeping.

“Teddy!” she says when she realizes it’s me. She says she’s been worried sick and called all the hospitals and jails and finally figured out I was here. I say I’m sorry, that this was my first chance to call her. I tell her about her car, but she says she already knows and she got it out already.

“Nice,” I say. “How much was it? I can pay you back.”

She doesn’t answer and asks me what the hell happened. I tell her, and she’s quiet for a long time. We’ve only got like a minute left. “Fucking dumb, I know,” I say. I ask her if there’s any way she can help me with bail. “I hate asking, but I’m fucking stuck in here.”

“Jesus, Teddy.” She says she just doesn’t have the money for that. She’s going to stay with her sister in Katy for the night, then head back to Corpus. “I’m worried about you, but I don’t know how to help you.” It’s a lot to hear, but she’s right. I should tell her I get it, but the guard takes the phone out of my hand and hangs it up.

I ask him if I can make one more call, but he just points to a bench for me to sit down. Asshole won’t even talk and acknowledge me. I don’t know who I’d call, though. I can’t call Mom or Dad. No way after what I just told them, and it’s not like Granny can drive up here.

We wait for everyone to make their calls, then they take us past the cell, and we stop at this door that goes outside, it looks like. I can see through the window. The guards talk to each other, and I can’t hear what they’re saying. We wait lined up in front of the door until they finally open it and let us out. It’s a lot like what you see on TV, but it’s really small here. The ground is all black asphalt, and it’s fenced in. The fence isn’t that high, but it’s got barbed wire on it. Wouldn’t be hard to climb over.

People pick up a basketball and start shooting on the one hoop. There’s some weights, too, but there’s no room for anything else. It’s just a bench press and some dumbbells. It’s crowded out here with people from different parts of the jail. I wonder if the guy I fought is out here. I don’t see him. Maybe he’s still in the hospital. I feel bad about the nose ring now. He’s a scrappy little dude, I’ll give him that. A lot of guys just sit or stand against the fence. Too many guys are trying to play basketball at the same time, and there’s a circle around the weights.

It would feel good to get some lifting in, but I don’t know these guys. I sit for a while against the fence, then get up and walk around the yard and try not to let it show that my feet are killing me. I get a look at the guys lifting weights, and there’s a guy benching 275 for reps. Not too bad. He’s a pretty big guy, though. If I go up and ask to get a set in, they’re gonna make fun of me because of my face.

After an hour, we start going inside, and the guard by the door says I’m going with his group now. I haven’t seen him before. He gives me this folded-up green jumpsuit like the other guys are wearing and a bag to put my clothes in.

“Somebody didn’t make bail,” somebody says.

We go to a room with showers, and it’s those showers like we had in the locker room at Tuloso, the ones with one stand and four different spouts so you’re all right next to each other. I would always try to get away with not showering after practice. I hated getting naked in front of everyone. They would smack each other’s asses and see who had the biggest dick. I don’t have a small dick. It’s just small when it’s soft, especially when I’m working out. I’m a grower, not a shower, ha ha.

I go to the shower in the corner and turn my back to everyone. I take my clothes off and put them in the bag. Someone yells, “Don’t shit in the shower!” That’s disgusting, but I guess it happens. I turn the water on and get soap out of the dispenser on the wall. I wash myself as fast as possible. I scrub everywhere he tore into me with his fingernails so the cuts don’t get infected. I wash the slits on my forearms. I scrub my feet, and more skin comes off. It’s really not too bad. Everyone is too busy scrubbing themselves to care about me. There’s no time to mess around.

There’s a pile of towels in the corner, and I dry off and put the jumpsuit on. I can’t believe it actually fits. It says 4X on the front.

The guards tell us to come out, and we go into this huge room with bunk beds. Honestly, the bed is the only thing I’m thinking about. At least I won’t have to sleep in the drunk tank again. It’s a lot of people, though, a lot of people you don’t want to fall asleep around. There’s four rows of eight bunk beds. I wait for everyone to go to their bunks, then go find one of the open ones.

I lay down and think about what I’ll say to Pam if I call her tomorrow. She’s the only person I can call, but she’s gonna give up on me forever after this. I can’t help it, but my mind goes to strongman. I think about winning GSM and telling the story of how I came straight out of jail and won the title. That’s a good story. I think about Jorge letting me back in the gym, but it’s not long before I doze off, and I’m out pretty much until dinner.

They take us to the cafeteria at six, and it’s our group and another group. The people in the other group are looking at my face. I can feel it. I don’t like being around this many people in such a small space. I try to make a face. My right eye is still shut, so I make my left eye look like I’m crazy. At least they can tell I don’t mind fighting.

A guard calls out, “Twenty minutes!” That’s all the time we have to eat. I get my tray of chicken breast, mashed potatoes, and this nasty-looking mix of vegetables. I find a spot by myself at the end of a row. There’s no extra space, though, and I end up crowded up against a guy anyway. I keep my head down, looking at my food, and I keep my one eye bulging out and looking nuts. The chicken is terrible and has no flavor, but I crush it anyway with the potatoes. I leave the vegetables alone.

When we get back to the bunkroom, the guys wheel in two little TVs and put them in the different corners. One group puts on Family Matters, and the other watches Unsolved Mysteries. I like Unsolved Mysteries sometimes, but it scares me too much. I go back to my bunk and stay there until they cut the lights at nine. This is all part of my story. I can tell kids how bad it is here. I’ll tell them about the nasty vegetables and the showers.
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THE THROBBING WAS gone when I woke up this morning. No Tylenol or anything in my system. It just hurts some when I’m walking now.

After breakfast, I let everyone use the phones ahead of me. I know I have to call Pam, and I’m nervous. I’m gonna tell her she’s right about everything, and she can say I told you so. She’ll like that. Everything’s gonna be different from here on out. No more bullshit. No more World’s Strongest Man talk. I’m gonna live in reality. I’m gonna use my gift to help people, help kids. I won’t care if they’re athletic or not. I just want them to do their best. I’ll be patient and teach them. I’ll take care of Granny, and I won’t leave her side after I get home from work. I’ll read the Bible before I go to bed.

When the last guy finishes, I go up and dial her number. It’s Saturday, so she should be home with the kids. She finally picks up and says how’d she know it was me. That kinda throws me off. I’ve never asked her for bail before. I tell her to hear me out, and I tell her everything I’ve been thinking about.

“What do you want?” is all she says when I finish. That’s all she ever asks me. She wasn’t listening. It’s not just about that. “What do you need, Teddy?” she says, softer this time.

I tell her I need her to bail me out. I’ll pay her back. She asks me what I did, then tells me not to answer—she doesn’t wanna know.

“It was just some stupid fight. I know it was stupid. I was wrong.”

“How are you gonna pay me back?” she says. “With what money?”

I don’t know why she’s freaking out about money. They’ve got more than they know what to do with. I tell her I’ll pay her back once I start working.

“I’m gonna be a PE teacher like I said, plus I’m still working on Night In at The Movies.”

“You have to have a degree to teach PE.”

“I went to college. I have some credits.”

She says this is a waste of time, and she’s gotta go. She wants me to beg. That’s what she wants.

“Two minutes,” the guard says.

“Harris County Jail in Houston,” I say and hang up. I should’ve said please at least. I wonder if she’s right about having to have a degree to teach PE. I guess Tyler finished at Stephen F. Austin. I forgot he actually graduated. I bet you don’t have to have one to be a football coach.

We go back to the room with the bunk beds, and there’s nothing to do. Too much time to think, that’s what would kill me if I had to serve a long sentence. You get time outside to work out, but that’s just a tiny part of the day. I could read a bunch, I guess. Like real books, novels. I’m just laying here thinking about lunch, even though it’s gonna be dog food. They’re just now getting started at GSM, the qualifying round. The top guys compete in the final tomorrow.

We go outside after lunch, and I don’t wanna sit on the fence or walk around. The same guys are using the weights. I go up to them and watch. I don’t care if they make fun of my face. A guy is benching 225 for reps and is struggling on his last one.

“Finish. You got it,” I yell at him. He locks it out with a little help from the spotter. Everyone looks at me. The guy sits up on the bench.

“I know big man wants to get in on this,” he says.

We would do bench press for football on lifting days, but I almost never do it now. There’s not a lot of chest press events in strongman. The truth is, it’s terrible for your shoulders. He stands up, and he’s short, short and stocky, built like a bulldog. He tells me it’s all mine. I tell them I don’t bench press a lot.

“You’re one big sumbitch,” he says, and the guys laugh. “I wanna see what you can do.”

Fuck it. Let’s do it. I add a 45 plate on each side and make it 315. I probably shouldn’t go this heavy on my first set, but it doesn’t matter. I get under the bar and push it up, and the first rep is a little stiff, but guys are cheering me on.

“That’s nothing.”

“Easy.”

“That’s all you.”

They want me to lift it. They’re cheering for me. The weight feels light now, and I’m loose. I crank out reps. I set the bar back on the rack and get up, and they’re giving me high fives and smacking me on the back. The stocky guy shakes my hand and says his name’s Greg. He asks me what my max is, and I tell him I don’t know. “I mostly do deadlifts and functional strength stuff,” I say, and he looks at me, confused.

“We gotta see what your max is, man.” He says we gotta try 405 first, though. “It’s close to my PR.”

I spot him and help him get it off the rack. It sits on his chest for a second, and he’s grunting.

“You got this. Light weight,” I yell. “Easy.” I help him just a tiny bit to get it moving, then he takes over and finishes the rep. “Fuck yeah!”

He’s pumped. He flexes and smiles. “Haven’t done that in a while.”

We try to find my max. I remember doing about 540 a couple years ago. I wonder if I can hit that. We add two more plates for 495.

“Goddamn,” Greg says. “That’s like almost two of me.” He asks me how much I weigh, and I tell him probably about 350 right now. I get three reps on 495 and feel like I got more in me. I’m going for it. We add two 25s for 545. “This is a Harris County Jail record,” Greg says and laughs. “It’s gotta be.”

“Oh yeah. That’s the record right there,” someone else says and points at the bar. I gotta get it now. There’s more people around the circle now. No one’s playing basketball anymore. The whole goddamn jail is watching this. I got two guys spotting me. They help me get it up, and I bring it down. It’s heavy like God is trying to press it down on me. I get it off my chest and give it everything I have inside me. I push and lock my arms out, and guys go crazy. We put the bar back, and I sit up. People are rubbing my head and slapping my arms and back. I can’t see who they are because I’m seeing stars.

They ask me what I go by, and I tell them to call me Daytona. “Fastest on the field. Fastest on the road.”

Greg laughs. “All right, Daytona.”

I’ll never stop lifting, I don’t think. It can just be a hobby for fun. The guard is yelling for us to line up. I take a deep breath and hold my hand out for someone to help me off the bench. We get in line, and everyone is trying to talk to me. Greg says he was like me when he was my age, but he’s old now. He doesn’t look that old, maybe thirty-five. He asks me if I’m juicing, and I tell him of course.

“Yeah, I was on it for a while when I was your age, but it kinda fucked me up in the head.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It can mess with you.”

“Tomorrow you gotta go for more,” he says.

Why the hell not. When we walk in, a guard says “Riggs,” and I raise my hand. He grabs me by the sleeve and says I made bail.

“Damn,” Greg says. “Daytona’s getting out already. You just come in, smash the record, then leave?”

I smile. “Had to do it.” I can’t believe it. It’s gotta be Tammy. She changed her mind—couldn’t stand the idea of me rotting in here. I shake Greg’s hand and wave bye to everyone. Somebody tells me to go get some pussy for him, and the guard takes me to the front desk where they checked me in. I ask him who bailed me out, and he just shrugs.

The guard at the desk hands me a clipboard and says to sign at the bottom of each page. The first is an agreement to show up to my court date in November, and I don’t know what the other ones are. I don’t care. I sign them, and they hand me a bag with my clothes and my wallet and keys.

They let me change in the bathroom, and then they take me to an exit, and the guard says not to come back. That’s the first time he’s been a human with me. He opens the door, and it’s the back parking lot. The door closes behind me, and I’m alone.

Freedom!

I don’t see Tammy. Maybe she’s out front or something.

I walk around the parking lot, and there’s no Avenger anywhere. I go to the back and see Pam’s silver Mercedes. I can hear her music playing. She came for me. I knock on the passenger window first because I don’t wanna scare her. I open the door.

“Hey,” I say. “You came!”

She moves her head back when she sees me. I still look pretty rough, I guess. I look at myself in the reflection of the back seat window. It’s pretty bad, like a horror movie or something.

She doesn’t ask about it, though, or say anything, and starts backing out. I thank her a thousand times and tell her how I’m gonna pay her back as soon as I can. She’s wearing these big sunglasses and chewing gum. She’s playing goddamn U2 loud, so I have to yell over it. I turn it down, but she turns it right back up. We drive and don’t talk.

I can tell she’s pissed because she’s driving kinda crazy and fast going down 59. I wanna stop for food but don’t say anything. I’ll have to wait until I get back to Granny’s and have a bunch of eggs or something.

I hope Granny’s okay. I couldn’t call her from jail. I see her laying on the kitchen floor with her hip broken, crying out for someone to help her. I ask Pam if she’s talked to Granny in the last couple days, and she shakes her head no. We still got over three hours until we get to Corpus.
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WE GET TO Tammy’s complex around six thirty, and I pray my truck is still in the back. The cops could’ve had it towed, but it’s still there, thank God. I tell Pam about the idea I came up with to pay her back. I thought about it during the drive. She’s definitely put on some weight since she had the kids. It’s okay. It happens, but I could help her get rid of it. I could give her free personal training sessions until the debt is paid off. After that, she’ll know everything she needs to do it herself.

She smiles and starts laughing, laughing like crazy and shaking her head. I don’t know what she thinks is so funny, but it’s nice to see her smiling and not so serious.

“Teddy,” she says. “I’ll see ya.”

“Bye. Thanks so much again.” I get out and wave as she drives off. She’s gonna think about it, I guess. The Avenger isn’t here. She’s still in Katy with her sister, maybe, probably on her way back. I think about leaving a note on her door, but I should give her time.

I drive fast to Granny’s, and I can hear the TV when I walk up to the front porch. I keep my Oakleys on so she doesn’t see my eyes. I take a deep breath before I open the door. She’s in her recliner, and her eyes are closed. It doesn’t smell like she’s dead, but maybe bodies take a while to start smelling. I close the door hard, and she jumps up. She wipes her eyes.

“Teddy,” she says. She looks around and looks at her watch. She gets up out of her chair and hugs me and doesn’t say anything about John Wells or wanting to turn me in. She says she’ll fix me something to eat. I haven’t eaten in so long, I feel kinda sick and not as hungry. I only ask for five eggs and a piece of toast. It would probably be good for me to drop some weight. Being this heavy is tough on your heart. I’ll train with lighter weights and do more cardio. I’m gonna teach kids it’s not about trophies and accomplishments. It’s about having fun and being healthy and getting out there. That’s what Tyler told me it’s all about one time.

I sit at the kitchen table, and she comes over and feels the scratches and cuts on my face but doesn’t ask about them. I keep the undersides of my forearms hidden from her.

I eat everything fast and wash it down with orange juice. I feel a lot better, and she says she missed me. She was getting bored.

“Really?”

“Yeah. Granny doesn’t like being here by herself all the time.” She’s being sweet now because I’ve been gone. Give it a few days.

We go sit down in the living room, and she hands me the remote. She hates weekend TV because it messes with her schedule, and she’s gotta wait until Monday for her shows to start back up. I flip around, and there’s a special on NBC about different American athletes going to the Olympics in Atlanta. It starts in two weeks. That’s crazy. Snuck up on me.

They’re gonna talk to Carl Lewis, but you have to wait until the end to see that. They show these three dudes in a sailboat, and that’s an Olympic sport somehow. “Everything is in the Olympics now,” I say.

“What?”

“I said everything’s an Olympic sport now. Some guys on a boat.”

She nods. Sometimes she’s awake and watching the TV, but she’s not really watching. She’s off somewhere else. I wish she’d ask me some questions. She likes having me around but likes her quiet. I turn the sound down and tell her I got everything squared away with the court.

“That’s good,” she says, but I don’t know if she remembers.

“But I’ve been messing up,” I say and point at my face. “It’s a good thing, though, I think.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, the only way you change is through adversity. I’m making big changes. I think Mom and Dad are right about me. It’s time to grow up.”

She waves her hand at me. “You’re just a kid.”

I smile. “Not really anymore. You think I should join the company, work with Dad?”

She makes a face like it’s a bad idea. “You’d go crazy over there. You’d die of boredom.” She laughs.

“You’re probably right. I’ve been thinking about becoming a coach or a gym teacher or something. I dunno.”

“Just something, anything,” she says. She points at the TV, telling me to turn the volume back up. It doesn’t matter to her what I do.

It shows the guys in action on the boat. It’s windy, and they’re going pretty fast and balancing on this little boat. They have to yell loud to hear each other. They don’t look like athletes, but they can’t be soft if they’re out there in the middle of the ocean in a tiny boat like that.

Watching them makes me wanna move around, nothing crazy, just go for a walk on the beach, maybe try to jog a little. Like I say, I wanna start doing cardio. I tell Granny I’ll be back in a couple hours, and she gives me a twenty and tells me to get milk and eggs and some other stuff from HEB. I can use the rest for gas.

Saturday night, McGee Beach is gonna be overrun, so I decide to drive out to Balli Park on Mustang Island. I can’t remember when I was there last. I turn the Whitesnake off and ride in silence with the windows down. The sun is setting, and I wanna see it on the beach.

The water is cutting the sun in half when I park. It’s perfect. People trash it a lot, but Corpus is a beautiful place. I don’t think I’ll ever leave. There’s a lot of people on the beach, but it stretches on forever, so there’s plenty of room to spread out. People are hitting volleyballs to each other and drinking Coors Banquet bottles.

I walk where the water laps at my feet. I keep walking, and I pass less and less people. I realize I haven’t been thinking at all. No worries. I remember that salt water is supposed to be good for cuts, so I walk into waist-high water and dip my face in. It stings but in a good way. I start laughing. I don’t know why. I let out a yell, and I don’t care if anyone thinks I’m nuts.

Pat says being grateful is what being rich really means. That’s something I’ve been missing. I need to be more thankful for what I have. How lucky am I to be on the beach on this beautiful night? I could still be in jail, but I have a sister who cares about me enough to come get me. I had a relationship with a great girl. We weren’t girlfriend/boyfriend, but we had sex. We did other stuff too. We had fun and talked about shit.

I sit down cross-legged at the water’s edge. How lucky am I to have Granny? I am lovable. She doesn’t care what I do. She just wants me to be happy. I start crying, but it’s a different type of crying. I swear to God I’m happy.
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I DON’T KNOW how long I’ve been sitting here in the dark, but I should probably head back. Granny is probably worried. The beach has cleared out some. It’s mostly couples by themselves and people partying. People having fun.

I finally get back to the parking lot, and there’s some teenagers surrounding a pony keg on someone’s tailgate. A few of them are throwing a football around. I run a route. “I’m open,” I say, and the guy throws it to me. It’s a bad pass, and it’s hard to pick up in the moonlight, but I catch it. My feet sting from running on the sand. I wasn’t even thinking about them. I throw it to the other guy, and we get a triangle going. A different guy comes from over near the keg with a beer in his hand and knocks down a pass headed to me. He picks the ball up and punts it toward the water. Asshole, ha ha.

I start walking to my truck when a girl goes, “Oh my God, your face!” The streetlights from the parking lot are shining down on me. “Look,” she says to everyone else and points.

“Oh shit,” someone else says. I step closer so they can all get a good look. They ask me what happened, and I say taking on three guys at once was a bad idea. They laugh. I don’t know why I have to lie like that, but I’ll never see these people again.

“You need a beer, man,” this little guy says and fills up a red Solo cup for me.

“Can’t say no to that,” I say. “What are y’all drinking?”

“Keystone!”

“Damn, Keystone. Takes me back to high school.”

“How old are you?” a girl asks, but I don’t answer. I drink my beer quick and ask if I can have another. They say sure. Tastes so damn good. The guy who kicked the ball stands back. He’s a tall, burly guy, and he has a stupid look on his face.

“What are you doing out here? Just hanging or …?” the nice little guy says.

I don’t know what to say. It’s weird, me being out here alone. “I’m just clearing my head,” I say. “Before the big competition tomorrow.”

They ask about it, and I tell them about GSM, like I’m still gonna do it.

“That’s like World’s Strongest Man? Oh shit. Like pulling trucks and stuff?”

“Yeah, exactly,” I say, and they ask me about the events. I don’t really want to talk about it. The big guy steps up and looks me up and down. He’s got a hat on backward and a dip in his lip.

“How much you bench?” he says.

“A healthy amount,” I say and smile.

“How much?” he says with this dead-eyed stare.

“I don’t do a lot of bench, but I hit 545 the other day.” That’s just the truth.

“Damn!” the little one says and taps his cup against mine. The big guy looks at me like he doesn’t believe me.

“You probably shouldn’t be drinking?” the little one says.

“What?”

“Big competition tomorrow, man.”

“Probably not!”

“You don’t bench no 545,” the big guy says. This guy. I can’t let him bother me. “You’re not stronger than me. I can tell looking in your eyes.”

I laugh at him and shrug, but he’s serious.

“Shut up, Dustin,” one of the girls says.

“You think you’re stronger than me?” he says and spits dip on the ground. I should just walk away. I shouldn’t be messing with dumbass kids like this. For some reason, though, I can’t turn around and walk away. If I’m gonna be a gym teacher or coach, I’m gonna have to deal with this type of shit. It’s probably good for kids to be humbled sometimes.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You look pretty strong.”

He looks at me with his arms crossed.

“Too bad there’s no bench press here,” I say. “We do have this truck, though. You think you can pick one side up off the ground?”

He tries to act like it’s no big deal, but I can tell he’s not confident.

“No fucking way,” the little guy says. “I gotta see this shit.” Everyone is watching us now.

I’m really not trying to embarrass this guy. I’m gonna teach him a lesson. The truck is jacked up with big tires, so I don’t have to bend down too much. “One important thing is to find the weight center. Four-door truck—it’s right about where the back doors start. I get a nice grip and drive with my legs. It’s a deadlift, more or less.”

I look up, and they’re waiting to see it. Showtime. I make sure I’m all squared up, then I push down on the asphalt like I’m trying to push the earth away. It comes pretty easy, and the tires get off the ground, about six inches. Everyone is hollering, going crazy. I set it down easy and get a huge head rush. I lean against the truck for a second to get my balance.

For the first time, I see the big guy smile. He raises his eyebrows like, goddamn. I get out of his way, and he bends down and gets his grip. “Here?” he says and looks up at me. He’s asking me for advice. I tell him to slide over a few inches, set his hands a little apart. I give him the thumbs-up, and he goes for it. He grunts, and his face turns red, and his friends are laughing. He stops and shakes his head. He stands up.

“I’m seeing stars,” he says and smiles.

I pat him on the back. “You went for it, though,” I say. We shake hands.

“You’re the better man today. Shit,” he says.

I thank them for the beer, and they wish me good luck with the competition.

I get in the truck and head back, feeling good, windows down, no music. When I’m crossing the bridge back to the mainland, I remember I was supposed to pick up Granny’s groceries, and I stop at the HEB by the house.




41

LAYING IN BED after a shower, my body is so tired, but my mind is on fire. I helped that kid today. He’s gonna be a better person because he met me. That’s helping people. That’s the purpose Pat talks about. I’m gonna be a great coach.

I can’t sleep and don’t know if I’ll be able to at all tonight. I know what it is, but I don’t wanna admit it. It’s the high. It’s what I felt in the yard at the jail when I hit that max bench. It’s what I felt on the beach tonight. It’s testing yourself. Aiming high, taking risks. The people cheering you on too. In the middle of a big lift, everything is quiet, but you still hear them in the background. They made me stronger somehow. I don’t know how.

Now imagine a big crowd at a competition—all those people yelling my name. I’d feel like I could lift a fucking house. I sit up. There’s no sense in trying to sleep right now. I look at the clock—3 a.m. The GSM final starts in six hours. I really should be there, just to watch and take it in, cheer the guys on. At the end of the day, I’m a fan of the sport.

What do you do when you think you know what your purpose should be, but you still need to be true to yourself? I’ll feel like I know one second, then I get taken over. I gotta talk to Pat. If I could just have five minutes with him. I paid three thousand bucks for the seminar. You’d think that should get me a quick meeting. I just need a few minutes to explain everything that’s going on. I can’t put it into one sentence. I can’t explain it on the spot with everyone watching me.

Tomorrow, or today, I guess, is the last day of the seminar, a half day. They go until lunch, I think. They start at 8 a.m. but I know Pat will be up in a little over an hour like always. I walk around my room. There’s time. It’s not that crazy.

In his books, he always talks about being “out back” in his bus during seminars, talking with the crew and helpers. I don’t think they stay in hotels. They like to set up camp with buses and trailers.

I put on a black T-shirt and khaki shorts. Usually, security wears black shirts. I wish I had a walkie-talkie to clip onto my pocket.

I can catch him before he starts if I leave now. I write a note for Granny saying I’ll be back tonight. I look at the kitchen phone, and it’s crazy, but I wanna call Tammy. It’s too early, but I wonder if she’d want to watch the competition together. She’s so into strongman right now. I call anyway, and it goes to the answering machine. I leave a message saying I’m out of jail now, and I’ve changed my outlook totally. I’m full of gratitude and want to give back.

“I know it’s a long drive, but if you leave soon, you can still catch some of it.” I start to say something else, but the machine beeps. I hope she gets home soon or wakes up soon and hears it in time.

I leave and make sure I’m quiet closing the door. I get in the truck and take off. I go through the drive-thru of the twenty-four-hour Whataburger off Bayville and crush a Breakfast on a Bun, two orders of hash browns, orange juice, and a large coffee. I’m fueled up, and my pedal foot is heavy.

I try to think of exactly what I need to ask Pat. One thing I want to ask him is if it’s okay to do a few things at once. Isn’t it bad to put limits on yourself?

Pat says I do it because I’m mad at my family. He’s right, but I love it too, I think. It’s love too.
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I DON’T KNOW if I’m going crazy from no sleep, but I feel like I’m losing time no matter how fast I go. I’m hauling ass. I don’t think there will be any cops out at this hour on a Sunday. Plus, you never know what Houston traffic is gonna be like, no matter what day it is.

It’s not bad going through the suburbs, but it clogs up when I get close to downtown. The clock in my truck says 7:35. Jesus Christ. People going to the early service or something. I’m about to park and hoof it when it starts moving again.

It’s 7:45 when I finally park down the street from the convention center. I try to remember what I want to tell him, but I gotta go now. I keep my Oakleys on and start walking. I pass by a phone booth and stop. I go in and try Tammy real quick, and she doesn’t pick up. I hang up and get my quarter back and try again. She’s probably on the road headed here now. I leave her another quick message just in case.

There’s an alley behind the convention center, before a drop-off about ten feet down to a strip mall. There’s a bunch of trailers and a big tour bus about fifty yards down the alley. I step over the short metal barricade, and people are moving around everywhere. They’re getting ready to start. That’s what I need, a chaotic scene I can slip into. My heart is beating. Purpose and passion. I can tell him about the kid I helped last night on the beach. I helped him with my strength. It can inspire people.

I go down the alley slow and confident with a big smile on my face. People get scared fast when you’re this big, but it helps if you’re smiling. There’s people with clipboards running around, and they don’t pay attention to me mostly, but a couple are staring. I should’ve brought a clipboard. There’s a few security guys in black shirts just like I figured, and they notice me right away.

I pass a few trailers and don’t see Pat out here. I bet he’s in the tour bus going over stuff. I start moving that way when one of the security guys steps in front of me. He nods like what’s up. I smile at him and put my hand out and tell him I’m the new security guy they sent. It’s my first day.

“Are you okay?” he says and points at his face. He notices even with the Oakleys on.

“Oh, yeah. Just fell off my bike.” I say. Dumb.

He’s confused, then turns and looks back at the other security guy. He comes over, too, and I put my hand out again and say the same thing. He asks me my name, and I say Eddie. He says he’s gotta check with someone inside real quick—no one said anything about a new guy. He goes into the building, and the other one stands between me and the bus, watching me.

“It’ll just be a second,” he says.

“No worries,” I say and keep smiling. I have to make my move before the other guy comes back. I look around. It’s just this one guy in front of me and some assistant people running around who won’t do anything, I bet. One of them is staring at me. Oh fuck, it’s Tracy about ten yards away. She puts her hands out, like what the hell am I doing back here, and starts coming toward us. I hate doing this, but it’s gotta be now.

I push the security guard right in the chest, and he goes down hard. Damn, too hard. I tell him sorry and go straight for the tour bus door, and it’s unlocked. Tracy is yelling, telling me to stop, cussing at me. I shut the door behind me and lock it. I go up the stairs, and Pat is here, at a table, and I swear, it’s like he was expecting me. There’s three other people sitting at the two tables with him.

I puff out my chest, like don’t even get up or try anything. Pat doesn’t flinch.

“Daytona,” he says, then laughs. “You look like shit. What the hell are you doing?” He stands up slow. He remembers me. “You know you can’t be here.” He looks serious now. I hear people fumbling with keys outside. Security guys open the door and look up. I step toward them, and I could soccer kick the first one right in the face from where I’m at. He stops.

“It’s fine,” Pat yells. “Go back.” They look at each other and back away. Pat moves toward me, and I forget what I was going to say. “You’re gonna do just what they did,” he says. “Turn around and walk out.” He looks at me like I better do it right now. He doesn’t even want to hear me out. I don’t like how he said that. I came all this way. I don’t move. I have to talk.

“I just have to explain some stuff, Pat.”

He shrugs, like what is it.

“I’ve been thinking a lot. I was just in jail, and I hit my rock bottom. I know I can help kids. I helped this kid yesterday with my strength.”

He looks confused. I don’t know how to say it.

“I wonder if I can use strongman, if it’s my gift to the world.”

“Teddy,” he says and steps closer. “You don’t have to run anymore.” He shakes his head. “This strongest man in the world bullshit, it’s just running from pain.” He raises his hand and puts it on my shoulder. I feel tears coming. Goddamnit. It’s just like in the convention center. I can’t talk when I start crying. I can’t think.

“You’re not gonna love yourself any more if you win. You don’t need to win anything to be worthy of fucking love.” I can’t help but cry. He puts his other hand on my other shoulder and pulls me in for a hug. I cry on his shoulder. No. This is how he tricks people. He’s fucking with me, tricking me. He won’t let me explain.

I push him off of me, and he looks at me crazy. “You don’t know everything,” I say through snot and tears. He steps back and puts his hands out.

“Whoa, now. Easy, Daytona. It’s okay to cry.” He starts coming back to me and puts his hands out again. “It’s not anger. It’s hurt.”

He’s telling me how I feel, like he knows better than me. I step closer and get in his face and stare him down. He’s probably never had someone stand up to him like this. I take off my Oakleys so he can see my eyes. I bet he’s not used to someone looking down on him. It’s my turn to talk. I start telling him that when he suddenly ducks down low and wraps his arms around me. I fall backward. He fucking tackled me. What the hell is he doing? He’s on top of me, and his eyes are crazy. I can’t believe I’m fighting Pat Dupree. I didn’t want this.

He’s strong as an alligator, heavy on top of me, but he’s not throwing punches. I try to get my legs in front of him so I can push him off, but he won’t let me. I turn onto my stomach and try to get back to my feet, but he jumps on my back like a monkey. I let out a roar—roar like a lion—and stand up, but he’s still on my back, and he’s got his legs wrapped around my waist, and it’s hard to breathe.

I remember him talking about doing judo or jujitsu in one of his books. Something like that. He’s got his arm around my neck. He’s squeezing tight.
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I’M IN THE alley when I wake up, laying on the concrete next to one of the trailers. It takes a second to realize where I’m at. People are standing over me. I look up and see Tracy’s face. It’s all the security guys and helpers. They’re in a circle around me. “You’re okay,” one of them says. “Just stay down on the ground.” I feel my face. I didn’t get hit. I check out my legs and arms—no new cuts or anything. I sit up and catch my breath. I start to get up, but a security guy steps to me and tells me to stay down.

“Why?” I say.

“Just stay down.” I hear sirens in the distance. Shit. They’re trying to keep me here until the cops come. No way. Not now. I didn’t do anything. I look at Tracy and remember the firewalk.

“Y’all are lucky I don’t sue y’all for the hot coals thing. My feet are fucked up! Just lemme go.”

I start to get up again, but the same guy stops me, pushing down on my shoulder this time. I can’t take him touching me.

“Okay. Okay,” I say, then jump up to my feet real fast. They start yelling but don’t try anything, and I barrel over the security guard who touched me. I need a second to figure out which side of the alley to go out of. I run, and no one tries to stop me, but they’re trailing behind, jogging.

My truck’s only a couple blocks away. I run, and my feet feel like I’m running on broken glass. I jump in the Chevy and start it up. They jump behind it, trying to block me from backing out. I roll down the window a little and yell that I’ll run them over. I put it in reverse and hit the gas, and they get out of the way quick. I throw it into drive and flip them off. “I’m the strongest!” I yell and peel out. I don’t know where I’m going. I just need to get out of downtown. They know my truck and saw my license plate number. The cops have it already, I guess. I didn’t do anything wrong. Pat attacked me.

I keep driving and try to figure out where I’m at. I make it out of downtown at least and end up in one of those rich neighborhoods nearby, the Heights or Hyde Park. I make a mental note of the street names as I pass them, and I pull over when I see a small park.

I bang my head on the steering wheel. That was fucked up. I remember now what I wanted to say. I wanted to ask him what about if you have this burning desire you can’t ignore. What if it keeps you up at night?

I get my Houston map out of the glove. I can still see the final. It’s getting ready to start. It’s not actually in Houston. It’s in Clear Lake. There’s a million Houston suburbs, but you just call all of it Houston. It’ll be a good place to lay low too.

He said it’s about hurt. It’s like he hypnotizes you, makes you believe in what he says. I didn’t get a chance to tell him it’s love. I think I know where I’m at. I start driving again and find my way to the loop, and that takes me to I-45, and that’s gonna take me all the way there. As fucked up of a day as it’s been, I’m excited to see what these guys can do.

It’s five minutes past nine when I get to Bay Area Park. It doesn’t look like they’ve started yet. There’s a marked-off area in the parking lot with a semi where they’re gonna do the truck pull. There’s about forty people standing around in the grass—looks like mostly people who are running it and the competitors and their families. Big dudes are walking around in regular clothes, the ones that didn’t make the final, I bet. There’s an older-looking couple sitting at a table with papers. They must be the organizers I talked to when I registered over the phone a few months back.

The guys who made it have their green T-shirts on and are feeling out the equipment. They’ve got the yoke out, the thing you carry across your back. I look closer at one of them, and I can’t believe it. It’s fucking Jorge. He made the final somehow. That’s crazy. He told me he wasn’t sure he was even gonna compete.

I turn away before he looks over at me. I look around for Tammy but don’t see her. That makes sense. She’s still on the road, probably. She’s got another hour or so, depending on when she woke up. I hope she wants to talk to me. I can tell her everything going on in my mind. She knows me better than anyone.

The organizer guy gets on his megaphone and asks the crowd if they’re ready to see some incredible feats of strength. Hell yeah! More people are arriving and wanting to get close up. I let them in front of me. I can see over everyone. There’s over a hundred now for sure. I look for Tammy, but I know she’s not here. I would’ve seen the Avenger pull up. I keep looking out for it.

They start with the yoke, 900 pounds. It’s who can carry it the farthest in sixty seconds. The first few guys barely get it ten yards before they quit. It’s brutal on your shoulders, just digs into them. Jorge struggles with it, grunting and hissing. I start yelling for him to dig deep. I don’t know why, out of habit. He ends up doing pretty good and takes it all the way down the course and does a turn before the horn goes off. It hypes me up, and it really gets to me. The way he fought through the pain. The guy has a lot of heart, I’ll give him that. We’ve fought through some stuff together at the gym! I’m so goddamn weepy today!

The next event is deadlift. They’re doing one-rep max. Whoever lifts the heaviest weight one time wins. You only get three lifts and the weight can only go up, so you gotta be strategic.

Every time I hear a car passing or a car door close, I look to see if it’s her. I can’t see everything going on, though, with people everywhere. One guy opens with 650, then they go up to 720, and everyone else tries that one. One guy fails, so he’s screwed. They go up to 760, and guys start maxing out. They’re hitting the smelling salts and bleeding out of their noses. It gets my dick hard, ha ha. Not in a gay way. I just love this shit.

When they get to 820, only Jorge and another guy are left. It’s a lot more than my PR. It’s Jorge’s specialty. The other guy can’t get it off the ground. Jorge gets it up, and his veins are popping out, but he can’t finish it. He drops it and goes down to his knees. Damn. The other guys help him to his feet and pat him on the back.

I hear car doors slam. It comes from the street, not the parking lot. I see it, and it’s not Tammy. It’s a cop car—two of them, and the cops are walking this way. They’re coming fast, like they’re on a mission. Fuck. How’d they know I’m here? If I make a run for the truck in the parking lot, I can probably make it.

They’re starting to set up for the next event. They go to unload the barbell, and I yell, “Wait!” People turn back and look at me, and I say excuse me. I move past them and go onto the course. “One second,” I say to the helper people and shoo them away. They look at me, confused, but they back off. I hear the organizers yelling at me, but I act like I can’t hear them.

I put my feet under the bar. You should be able to count your toes over the bar. I see the cops going through the crowd holding a piece of paper. People are pointing at me. The cops walk onto the course. I drop down and take a deep breath. I start my lift, and the bar feels cemented to the floor, but I keep pushing up with my feet, head up, like Dwayne taught me. The cops are standing in front of me with their hands on their hips. Blood drips into my mouth. The bar gets off the ground, and I drag it up my leg, and it tears my shins open.

The crowd cheers. I can hear them echoing in my head. They want me to get it up. I see Jorge, and I think he’s smiling. It’s sitting on top of my knees. I pull and pull and drive my hips forward. I lock it out. They’re going crazy. Ha ha. It’s not hard to hold once you get it locked out. My vision is blurry. They’re telling me to put it down, put it down. The cops. I’m not putting it down. I look out in the crowd, and there’s lots of blond heads. Maybe Tammy’s out there. Maybe Butkus is at her feet. I’m still holding it. They’re cheering for me. They love me. Granny loves me. Pam loves me. I’m Daytona Teddy Riggs, all-county. I’m shining like a fucking diamond.
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