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Headstrong
the football player has a name

this other. Headstrong, you call that other. That man you’re not, who
is also the man you are, who is also the man you cannot not be.
There’s nothing easy about this, yet it’s not at all hard.

You’re someone born into two lives. Always yourself, yet also always

Everything starts when you’re a boy of ten in 1978 and you’re big. You’re
huge. You’re a barn and a house of a body, you’re an ocean of boy, you're
your own continent. You’re a boy in Nebraska and if you’re big—if your
dad’s big, if your brothers are big, if you're even that whiff of big, and if
you're a boy, and if you’re in Nebraska: you play football.

There’s an equation:

Boy + Big + Nebraska = FOOTBALL

What fool dares argue simple math? What fucking choice?

Or there is a choice. You choose. Every road, every fork: you choose
FOOTBALL. You listen to Coach when the others don’t, and you study his
x’s and o’s through the dark hours of the night. You will each joint and
every muscle strong; you will your bones into titanium, your tendons into
steel; you will your Achilles heel not to be exactly that. To not be injured
is a choice, you decide. You choose practice, not parties. Locker rooms, not
libraries. You choose pain and sweat and burn and crushing your W inch
by goddamn inch. You choose the imagined urgency of victories, choose
the angsty terror of the L as feelings for pussies. You choose the life you
choose to see.

You are big and a boy and in Nebraska and you choose football or football
chooses you, so you’re a Husker. You bleed scarlet Husker blood. They call,
Go Big Red, and they’re talking to you. The sign above the tunnel to the
stadium reads, I PLAY FOR NEBRASKA, reminding you, all of you, exactly
who you are now. Who you always were.

Husker!

Power!

On Saturday you surge within a sea of red.

You are Headstrong.

Easy to be him. That relaxed, careless simplicity, easy as “falling off a
log,” as kindly dads and granddads say, chuckling at the lack of good sense
in falling off a log. You don’t get those kindly dads or chuckling granddads
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because you’re given panhandle Nebraska, people who stand with folded
arms and stern narrowness, eyes scanning the sky like hawks’ eyes; who
wait for the cloud to pass before speaking; whose minds move like an owl’s,
considering prey and darkness. Unhuman Nebraska people. Whatever they
see out there in the blue sky, gray sky, winter white sky, you pretend you
see it too. Let Headstrong look where they’re looking, let Headstrong take
that over, too. Easy as. Falling...off.
It’s no dream, you remind yourself.

“You read books?” they ask more than once. Heave your thick book across
the locker room to shut those voices the fuck up, but that voice never shuts
the fuck up. Dostoyevsky. Tolstoy. Chekhov. You take Russians and their
ravaged sorrow first, then other weighty classics. The books fly, pages
aflutter, and you imagine words spilling onto the tile floor, jumbled and
exposed. You buy your books dusty and used in downtown Lincoln, in a
lonely shop next to a windowless bar where despite being big and a boy,
you're allowed to sip club soda in silence and turn pages while wind moves
snow outside.

(There’s time to read because the schoolwork’s easy and the tutor does it
if you ask. You ask—to fit in with the rest.)

At the end of each book, you’re scraped hollow and also filled to the brim
overflowing, a reality you can’t explain, a sensation you can’t name or won’t
name or don’t explain because you intend to linger within that feeling until
forever.

After finishing a book, you set it on fire. One match, and devouring
flames crack and curl, remaking your book feathery ash. Stare in a mirror
as you swipe streaks of this particular blackness under your eyes, then it’s
all Headstrong, his turn to lift weights. To run. To be.

When you’re big and a boy, the girls find you. Not a bad thing. Your dad
taught you to be a gentleman or he’d whip your ass silly, so you play gentle-
man, opening doors, murmuring please and thank you, smiling at jokes,
answering every breathless question. Your politeness surprises them, these
girls pretty enough to think they deserve you. They don’t know what they
want, these girls. They wonder what they want, if not this. So do you, won-
der. What do you want if not this buffet of pretty girls?

“Girls are trouble,” Coach warns in high school. At Lincoln, Coach warns,
“Don’t derail your future over one dumbass girl.” The player development
guy waves thick folders of legal paper and warns, “No means no.” Each girl,
warning: “Do you love me?”

You try. But when you’re ready with the words—*“I love you”—it’s that
voice, “Don’t get trapped. You want out of this fuckhole town. You want to
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be somebody. Are you too fucking stupid not to know you should want to be
someone, anyone, absolutely anyone who you’re not?”

Don’t you know that, you wonder, are you without the horse sense to
know this one thing?

Fuckup. Fuuuuuck.

Guess who never (not once) wonders. Guess who never (not once) fucks
up? That’s right. Headstrong. So more and more, and more, and more, you
rely on him, his thick skull and broad back. Let him lead. You simply follow,
dancing and tiptoeing through the holes that big Nebraska boy punches
open, that headstrong boy. You follow. Easy as.

Your heart believes that once you’re somebody, once you’re clear of the
fuckholes and every last fuckhole town, once you stop wondering, you’ll
gun it up and outrun that boy, fast and finally free. You’ll leave him behind,
good old Headstrong, abandon that one who brung you, that other you, the
you you didn’t know was going to be you, you’ll leave that boy standing
alone in the dusk, the blank glint of his stare piercing that flat Nebraska
sky.

Finally free.

Your heart believes that, still.

the football player dreams

Rings. Tall trophies. Hardware with glitter and heft and shine and Roman
numerals. Hunks of metal to anchor a shelf, ten shelves, a room. Rings,
rings, rings. Diamonds arranged in the shape of a football, rubies popping
a logo. “World Champions” circling all the way around or halfway around
or stacked top and bottom of a square. Part flashy, part private with sym-
bolic flourishes we voted on. Something we can wear to the best restau-
rants. Something we hide in a safe. Something we can sell if god forbid.
Something tangible we earn, that lasts.

Checks and direct deposits. An accountant we trust. Financial wizards
who shake our hands right and prove they’re honest through and through
and to the end. Agents with associates and easy parking at their office.
Commissions that don’t kill us. Contracts. Guaranteed contracts. Signing
bonuses. Ivy League union lawyers who also aced B-school.

Endorsements, local. Endorsements, national. Shilling for insurance,
pizza, car rental, credit cards. Tostitos, Doritos, Cheetos. One line, one
word, the catchphrase that all America repeats, that’s slapped on T-shirts,
memes, and op-ed headlines.

Photo op at the White House; the team at the White House to meet a
president who’s worth a shit and a first lady we’d bang.
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TV jobs. The booth. The field. Anchor chairs. Color commentary. Weekly
radio call-in. Talking for a living, our tongue the crucial part of our body,
our brains. The brain.

Canton-fucking-Ohio.

Telling the commissioner what we really think, the refs, the owners, the
media, the fans Twitter trolling from their basements, the doctors, and the
trainers. A middle finger shoved into the face of every coach who cared
too much about his fucking clipboard, who told us “no,” who fucked us up
in any way, who microaggressed our spirits sour. Whistling in the whole
world’s fat fucking faces until they listen.

Trust. How sacrifice builds a team.

A parade of equipment that fits. A suit that fits. Shoes that fit. A tie that
doesn’t hang short. A chair so comfortable we might die right there. Doors
we don’t duck through. Cars with space and acres of leather. Miles of tape,
so many miles of tape encasing every joint we’ve got.

Food. Not all of it, only enough of it. Flavor, not calories. Taste, not nutri-
tion. Forkfuls, not handfuls. Food that’s love.

Perfect hair.

Girls. That we want, that we think we want. All of them wanting us. All
the sex in the world. All the girls in the world. All of everything a body can
feel with a girl. Or a boy. In a dream, a guy who wants to is allowed to see
“boy” when the word spoken is “girl.”

Our stories, someone else’s stories. The grit of each detail.

Silence. No more clock-ringing; no more rushing or crunching or snap-
ping; an end to the twinging and twanging pounding our eardrums all day,
all night, all week; goodbye to the collision of sound, the sound of colli-
sions, the cacophony of flesh meeting force.

To move without involuntary, disfiguring grimaces. To move absent bon-
fires of pain. Permitting a grimace, being allowed to show an ache. Allowed
to grimace, to let our faces melt from wintery steel into something warmer.
Our faces relaxing into simple wonder. A body that loves us back.

Softness.

Warm water. Our bulk submerged in warm water, the only ripple the
distant, steady, slowing thump of our hearts. Floating. Weightlessness.
Stillness. Breath. Being.

Drugs. Lots and lots of legal drugs. All the drugs. All the world’s drugs,
legal in every state. No drug tests. No peeing in a cup. Handfuls of drugs.
Bags of drugs, the clickety of pills rattling a bottle, the smooth syrupy draw
up a syringe, a rainbow of blister-pack pills, the lighter’s beckoning flicker,
a pyramid of powder, inhale, snort. Drugs, drugs, drugs. Drugs that work.
Illegal drugs. Booze bottles. Top shelf. Bottom shelf. All the bottles. All the
cans. All of it.
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Not needing drugs.

Sweating out pain, sweating it numb. Our knotted muscles, flaring
nerves, our splintered bones and joints consumed in hellfire. Our lost
cartilage. The seismic calculations needed to lift a limb: to shake a hand,
wave goodbye, kneel at the national anthem or stand. To cross ourselves
at the heavy wooden door of a Catholic church, to pull that door wide
enough to sneak inside. Ambulances. Doctors. Needles. The pain of never
being good enough. Not being appreciated. Not being seen. Being seen too
much. Of headlines and headlights and the kaleidoscope twirl of red and
blue topping every cop car barreling toward us. Of fathers and brothers
and grandfathers. Of sons and daughters we never know, who disappear.
Of no children, and no one with a nose looking just like ours. That simple,
exquisite pain of being surprisingly alive after a lifetime.

Drugs that work. Drugs that annihilate.

Perfect strength. Strength through the play, the quarter, the rep, the
game, the meeting, the film, the talk, the day, the week, the season, the life,
this life. Enough. Enough strength to get through the life after, that life we
long for and fear and hate and pity and eventually, always, find ourselves
tossed into.

Courage to ask questions.

Answers to the questions asked and unasked. Answers. Reasons.
Explanations. Logic. Karma. God. Who, exactly, is taking care of us? Who,
exactly, will remember what we’ve done? Who, exactly, can tell us what for?
Can remind us what we did? Tell us who we were? Who we are?

Highlight reels. One good play. This play in that game. The nubbled skin
of the ball. Real grass, the innermost green, grass that’s alive, that quakes
as our churning feet tear it up, rip it apart, as we shred that living thing.
How it grows back.

What we remember. What we remember remembering.

Surrendering to failure. The possibility of failure. Failing. Mostly,
Headstrong dreams of failing.

the football player says enough

Have you had enough?

No, we say, no, never. Never enough. Whatever it is, it’s not enough. No.

We want more.

More reps, more time on the field, more women, more money, more cars,
more sons, more chances, more games, more weights, more throws, more
blocks, more time, more water, more time, more, more, more.

More pain.
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Had enough? Barked and howled, shouted and snarled. It’s a threat, a
promise, a refrain, a circle looping through our damn hard, fucking heads.

What it’s not: a quiet, rational whisper slipped lovingly into one ear.

What it’s not: a rhetorical question.

What it’s not: a question we ask ourselves.

Pain tells us we’re in the game. Pain proves we’re living and breathing.
Pain is the most literal fucking thing on earth. Pain is what we fight and
fear and love, what we embrace.

Pain makes us matter.

Harder, deeper, farther, faster.

(They tell you that in office buildings, blazer-boy?)

More massages, more shots, more pills, more tape, more ice, more heat,
more doctors, more opinions, more surgery, more rehab. More time, more
time, more time.

We focus. We isolate our pain with exquisite care and attention, like
taking tweezers to sand; we outmaneuver pain’s relentless trudge through
the landscape of our bodies and minds. Vanquish. Crush. Destroy. Control.
Master. Conquer. Overcome.

We play through.

Our sole secret: what we always want is more, though what we always get
is more pain.

Tears are the terror of being for that single moment—regrettably, awk-
wardly—human.

What is there if there isn’t pain?

We see you, your shapeless shapes morphing, drifting, floating, ambling.
Briefcases. Memos. School drop-off lines. Starbucks grandes huddled deep
into the curve of two miserable hands. We wonder about you as we might
occasionally wonder about fish suspended in an aquarium.

We wonder about lives beyond this insistent knife-stab we chase, desire,
respect, adore, worship, need, need. What carries importance into this
other-world world of yours, if not gorgeous, unyielding, ever-present, utterly
reliable pain?

Had enough?

Why ask, why even ask, when we’ve known our answer since that first
day someone, some dad, some brother, some uncle or “uncle”—or any man
who happened to be there—tossed a ball our way, and we threw and we ran
and we tumbled breathless into the grassy field until the sun went down
and someone, maybe that man, called across the darkness, “Have you had
enough?” Even then, even then we knew the answer—and that it was dif-
ferent than yours.
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the football player smells fear

You can change. This voice clutters our heads, an East Coast whine, a bot-
tomless drone, not encouragement nor prod but out-and-out accusation.
You can change, Headstrong, you dumb old jock. That goddamn voice never shuts
the fuck up.

That goddamn voice makes us decline marriage counseling when she
suggests it, when she begs, when she threatens, when she declares it’s the
only thing that maybe can save whatever the two of us is. “Pass,” we say,
politely, each time.

“You're afraid,” she says, imagining she’s drilling in, riling us with the
threat of fear, roiling our blood. In the old days, sure. In those old days
and ancient times out on the field, we were afraid to be afraid. We feared
fear—feared someone, anyone, who might sniff fear’s sweaty stench cloud-
ing our limbs.

Tell her: Nothing scares us now.

Fuuuuuck.

Instead, we lock eyes onto hers. Slow our minds to still, as we did on the
field, that way we’d take a deep, intimate, leisurely dive through whatever
soul our opponent wasn’t smart enough to armor up. That corner, a scrap,
one tiny vulnerability proving that humanity, such as it is, ain’t dead yet—
that’s precisely where we’d bear straight down, like now, with her.

Seconds only...but time glides otherwise outside these few seconds.

She knows every trick, and she’s not buying: huffing, sighing, folding and
unfolding her arms against her chest like laundry, rolling her eyes, talking,
talking, talking (“Can you just please give it a chance?”).

We watch, focused, focused, focused on our opponent. No breathing.
No blinking. The heart taps one whispery beat. Blood settles to stillness.
Muscles melt and droop while everything inside burns through the embers
of our eyes. Everything directed onto, into her. This...focus. All we need is
this...control.

“Stop it,” she says. “I know what you’re doing.”

Planets stop spinning, Earth hangs suspended, the universe halts its
rocketing expansion. Colors drain to mud, ideas and thoughts drift misty.
No sense, no logic, no language. Only us, only here, eyes locked. She thinks
she’s as damn stubborn as we are, thinks she’ll never look away.

“Yeah, yeah,” she says. “Nothing scares you. What about me? I'm so
scared. What’s happening to you? To us?”

She might cry. Like seeing right there inside her brain, watching the
debate: Cry? Don’t cry? Cry? Don’t cry? Poor thing can’t decide.

She blinks back all that weakness.
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We’d never marry a sob sister. We married her because why? She married
us because why? Because, love? We’re emotional orphans who want the
ordinariness that should’ve been ours from the beginning. Love her, accuses
that voice; love me! that voice demands.

No therapist necessary.

In her head, her stepfather’s crowding in, memories she’s trying to push
back out, but triggered, in he’s stumbled, that drunk asshole, punching
fist-first, face smeared with a furious sneer, and she’s racing to her “happy
place”—a beach, like every happy place imagined, beach or mountain—and
we’re there too, on that beach, right there, a different brand of asshole;
inside her head; there, and here, we’re right fucking in front of her, smelling
wine on her breath, close enough to smell the vintage. Our eyes jam her
soul, icepick her heart. Mine. She’s ours. This woman is ours. If that isn’t
love what is this acute knowledge?

She steps back.

Step forward.

She steps back.

This familiar dance. Step forward.

She bumps ass-up against the wall.

We could smile but don’t.

Maybe she thinks she wants out of this marriage, but here she is, afraid.
Of us.

Imagine that.

“I just,” she says. “I just....”

We close our eyes so gently. Everything we need is in this victory. “Pass,”
we say, yawningly polite. “But you go. You should see a therapist if you
want. If that’s what you want? Is it? Is that what you want? What do you
want?”

The silky swish of her hair as she shakes her head. The earth takes up its
rotation. The heart thumps hard and deep, such a rich sound. Breathing is
the sweetest thing.

“I don’t know,” she says, a catch in her voice. “I don’t know what I want.
Just...”

“Just what?”

“Just not this,” she says.

“Just not this?” we repeat. “What is this?”

“I mean....” She trails off. In the silence our lungs expand then contract
as if we have nothing to do with any of it. More silence, then she says, “I
mean, I guess?”

Eyes open. Say, “Love you.”

She repeats back: “Love you too.”
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Like a parrot, but okay. Because victory never gets old, any goddamn
fucking victory at all never gets fucking old. That’s what we were taught.
That’s exactly what we learned.

The crazy-wild sex after is goddamn fucking gravy.

noise

The football player lives alone, in a land of whispers.

People like you think it’s all shouting and grunting, yelping and yelling,
barking and boasting, whistles and bullhorns; a land of hacking up phlegm;
of hard bodies smashing each other; of profane language screamed into
faces, reverberating in the locker room, across a field, at early practice, at
late-afternoon practice, in the weight room, over meals, in our dreams.
That’s what we let you see. That’s what there is, we say, all there is. Noise
and commotion. Organized chaos. Careening hellbeasts. The endless, loud
sound of a team; a roar, this roar you worship.

We watch you watching us. You want more noise. We give it.

Outstders.

It’s whispers that matter here, their stealth. We learn quick: stay alert,
poised on edge, endlessly expecting—and we’re surprised every goddamn
time.

In the pile recovering the fumble: “Dirty fucking motherfucker.” “We
fucked your cocksucking wife.” “Fucked-up piece of shit has-been never-
was nothing.” “Imma fuck you up, pretty boy.” (All’s fair at loose ball.) The
who who’s whispering is no one and anyone and everyone (other team, our
team, guy cut from our team, guy who showed up yesterday swinging his
dick around). The what matters: they’re words our minds won’t say, words
our secret hearts believe. Each whisper we hear is fear out loud.

“You sack-of-shit, limp-dick, old man.” “Other knee snaps, your shoulder
pops, and surgery benches you another season.” “One more pill, one more
needle, one last time.” “Not makin’ it through one more round of rehab, are
ya?” “Practice squad’ll murder brothers for your spot on the team.” “You
cog, you plantation slave, you pit bull, you fool thinking you’re anywhere
in this billionaires’ race.” “Dumb fucking jock, stick to throwing your little
ball.” “Your dumbass brain’s Jell-O sloshing in a glass bowl.” “Sign here
already, sign the fucking paper, and remember, you pay us to read it for
you.” “Cut.” “Retire.” “Who are you without ball?” “Luck runs out.” “No
guarantees.” “What if you don’t remember any of it? If they don’t remem-
ber you? What happens when it’s gone? What’s next?”

We don’t talk about these whispers we hear. Talking’s only noise.

We’d never say that whispering voice is our own.
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