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Introduction


Three pounds. I remember thinking, Three pounds of pressure is all it takes to pull this thing. Do you know how easy that ­would’ve been? I’d been staring at myself in the bathroom mirror for two days straight. Two days. A gun was in my hand and my finger was on the trigger and I was thinking, It would just be so easy. I felt like a snake charmer. I was headed down this dark road convincing myself it was a road I wanted to take. The weird thing was, I didn’t even remember bringing that gun into the bathroom. When did I pick this up? Was it in the safe? Did I have it in the car with me the other night? I bought that gun years ago to protect my family. A last resort. Was I really gonna use it for this?


I popped half a Xanax and took another swig from the big bottle of Captain Morgan’s I’d set on the counter.


The ­house was empty. Too quiet. I don’t do well alone. My kids ­were gone. My wife was gone. She had left before, but this was different. She didn’t want to fix things. She’d filed for divorce—­actually went to a lawyer and filed papers after twenty-­three years. My mind kept running through it all, over and over. My daughter thinks I’m the reason Linda left. There’s so much I want her to understand, but she won’t talk to me. She won’t hear my side of the story.


My thoughts drifted to my son, Nick. Nearly four months had passed since he got into that terrible car accident. And every day since, the details of that August night played over and over in my mind.


 


 


 


It’s not often that a man can pinpoint the moment when life as he knew it began to unravel. For me, it was just after seven thirty on the night of August 26, 2007.


After a long day out on the boat, I’d grabbed a quick shower and hopped in my black Mercedes to head to dinner. Nick and his three buddies had gone just ahead of me to grab a table at Arigato, this Japa­nese steak ­house a few miles away. I assumed they’d all gone together in my yellow pickup.


I was wrong.


The fast-­moving thunderheads that passed through that afternoon left the roads soaking wet. I remember my tires splashing through puddles as I left the big ­house on Willadel Drive. Just as I left, Nick’s friend Danny drove up in my silver Viper with his pal Barry in the passenger seat. Their windows ­were down, and they looked a little panicky as they pulled up beside me.


“Nick got in an accident!” they said.


Great, I thought. This is all I need, thinking that it was just a fender bender.


“Where?” I asked.


They told me on Court Street near Missouri Boulevard—­not much more than a mile from where we ­were.


For some reason it didn’t occur to me that it might be a life-­threatening situation. With all the stoplights on that road, I thought they meant that Nick had rear-­ended someone, or maybe someone rear-­ended Nick. I was a little confused as to why Danny was driving my Viper, but I still thought Nick was in my yellow truck.


So off we went. I turned east and headed down Court Street with the sun getting ready to set behind me. All the lights ­were green, so I was cruising along when all of a sudden I saw flashing red-­and-­blues up ahead.


What the hell?


I ­couldn’t have left the ­house more than three or four minutes after Nick. But as I looked toward the intersection of Court and Missouri there ­were police cars in the middle of the road blocking traffic in both directions.


That’s when I saw it: a yellow vehicle smashed up into a palm tree in the center divider.


Oh my God. Nick!


I panicked. I needed to get closer. Traffic was stopped, so I turned into the oncoming lanes and raced down Court Street the wrong way.


As I hit Missouri I just stared at this mangled yellow wreck on the tree, thinking, Holy shit. It didn’t look like my truck at all. I was confused for a moment. I had this weird little flash of relief. Danny and Barry got it wrong. That’s not my truck. Phew! Nick’s okay.


Then all of a sudden it hit me. Oh my God. That’s my yellow Supra!


My stomach clenched up in a knot. I pulled the Mercedes up on the curb, got out, and started running toward the car. “Nick? Nick!?” A cop tried to hold me back, but there was no way. “That’s my son!” I yelled as I pushed past him.


The yellow Supra was the car Nick loved most. I had no doubt he was behind the wheel. But I ­couldn’t see him.


I could see his best friend, John Graziano, slumped over in the passenger seat. Nick was nowhere to be found. I thought he’d been thrown from the car, so I’m looking up in the tree, on the ground, across the street. By this time another police car is pulling up, and I hear sirens from the fire trucks coming up the road.


The car had spun around somehow and hit the tree backward. As I reached the front of it a policeman pulled John back. I saw his head. His skull was cracked open at the top of his forehead. It was awful. I almost fainted. It buckled me. John was like a member of my family. And the bleeding was bad—­like it ­wasn’t gonna stop.


I was right there leaning on the side of the car with my hands when I finally saw Nick—­my only son—­folded up like an accordion with his head down by the gas pedal. “Nick!” I yelled. I could see he was alive. He turned his head, stuck his hand out, and gave me a thumbs-­up. For a second I was relieved. Then the chaos set in. The sound of engines. Sirens. A saw. Paramedics pulling John from the passenger seat. So much blood.


I ­can’t even describe to you how panicked I was. The police and firefighters seemed panicked, too. The Supra’s removable targa top was off, and you could see that the cockpit of the vehicle was pretty intact, but the rest of the car was just mangled. The fiberglass shell on this thing had crumpled like a toy. 


All of a sudden the firefighters started cutting the side of the car to try to get Nick out, and I was standing right there when I heard my boy screaming, “No, no, no, stop! Stop! You’re gonna cut my legs off. Dad! Just unbuckle the seat belt. I can get out!” So I reached in and pushed the button on his seat belt, and Nick just crawled right out. His wrist was broken. His ribs ­were cracked. None of that mattered. He was gonna be okay.


But not John. John ­wasn’t moving.


 


 


 


I pressed the gun to my cheek. I tried not to look in the mirror.


In between flashbacks I kept obsessing about Linda. How could she leave in the middle of all this? How could she?


I even turned the pity party on myself. I’m a mess. I’m in so much pain. My hip. My knees. I don’t even know if I can wrestle anymore. What the hell am I gonna do? My back hurts so bad I have to sit just to brush my teeth. In this damned chair. Right ­here.


I ­can’t get out of this thing.


My God. Look at me. . . .


 


 


 


As the paramedics tended to Nick, I called Linda. She was out in L.A., where she had been living for months. No one knew we ­were separated then. No one knew how bad things ­were between us. But she was my wife, and she was still my first call.


“Linda, you’re not gonna believe this, but Nick wrecked the ­Supra,” I said, expecting her to ask if he was okay. Instead, she lost it.


“What the fuck!? What the hell was he doing?”


I tried to get her to listen, but she just kept screaming. When the cops came up to try to ask me questions and she ­wouldn’t let me get a word in, I had no choice but to hang up on her.


I called Brooke instead, who was off in Seattle working on her music. Nick’s her baby brother. They’ve always been close, and she broke down crying just listening to the sound of my voice. She was happy to hear that he was okay, of course, but when I told her that John was in real bad shape, she started bawling. She hated being so far away. I told her to get on a plane, and she said she would be there as soon as she could.


I was pacing like crazy at this point, just freaking out about the ­whole situation. For all I knew Linda still didn’t understand how serious this accident was, so I called her back, and she started screaming at me again for hanging up on her the first time.


By now a couple of medevac he­li­cop­ters ­were landing on the scene. I ­couldn’t hear a thing. So I hung up again and turned my attention to Nick. He really seemed fine, and he kept telling the EMS people that he was okay, but they ­wouldn’t budge: They insisted he get into one of the helicopters—­and told me I ­couldn’t ­ride with him.


I lost it. I was woozy. The ­whole thing played out in this weird way, like slow motion and all sped up at the same time. I looked over and saw John laid out flat, strapped to a gurney as they lifted him into a chopper. I turned and saw firefighters pulling that mangled, cut-­up car away from the tree. The press was there. There ­were video cameras and flashbulbs going off. It was all just crazy.


As the he­li­cop­ters took off I called Linda back, and she finally calmed down enough to ask if Nick was okay. I told her, “He’s walking around. He’s talking to me. They’re flying him to Bayfront Medical Center to check him out, but I think he’s fine.”


Then I told her about John. She ­couldn’t take it. I could hear her break down right over the phone.


“Linda,” I said, “just get on a plane and get back ­here. Nick needs you.”


At this point I was running back to my car, but a cop stopped me before I could get in. I guess he saw me all wobbly and pacing and didn’t think it was safe for me to drive. He offered to take me to the hospital instead. I was ­glad. I’m not sure I ­would’ve made it in that condition.


I climbed into the back of that police car, and he just took off. We ­were flying down all these back roads with the lights going and the siren blaring, running red lights, blasting through stop signs. The world was a blur. And as I sat in the backseat of that cop car, alone, the ­whole thing started to hit me.


What if Nick has internal injuries? What if he’s in shock? Is he hurt more than he’s letting on? How had this happened? And what about John? I’ve never seen someone’s head busted open like that.


I felt sick to my stomach. John had to pull through. I prayed to God that he’d be okay. And I prayed to God for my son.


 


 


 


Here I was, nearly four months later, consumed with thoughts of John Graziano, who was still barely clinging to life in a hospital bed.


What if he never recovers?


I took another swig from that bottle of rum. I got angry at the cops and the media and everyone who blamed my son for hurting John. It was an accident. A horrible accident. Nick didn’t set out to hurt anybody. He feels so guilty. I wish I could help him.


Slowly that anger gave way to pain and this feeling of helplessness.


Why ­can’t I make this all stop?


I could feel the life draining out of me. I could feel myself bleeding. That’s what it felt like: bleeding. Not from a cut on my body, but a wound somewhere deeper. It had me curling my index finger on the trigger of a loaded handgun and putting it in my mouth.


For all my strength, my will, my ability to excel and be the best, I ­couldn’t control that feeling. That depression. What­ever you want to call it. I ­couldn’t control it any more than I could control the craziness that seemed to be crushing my family.


I hit bottom, bro. And I stayed there for two straight days. I even slept with my head on that counter. If I got up to go to the bathroom once or twice, I sat right down again and stared at myself like some fool looking for answers that ­weren’t coming.


And that voice in my head would not stop.


Maybe I should just do it. Only cowards commit suicide. My family would be better off without me. What about the kids? I’m gonna do this. Just pull the trigger. Why not end it? Just do it, Hogan. Do it.


 


 


 


That could have been the end of me right there—­that night in early December 2007, in the bathroom at the big ­house in Clearwater that everybody’d seen on Hogan Knows Best.


I could picture the crime scene. The news stories. The ­whole thing.


Obviously I didn’t kill myself—­but I came damn close. And if it ­weren’t for a completely unexpected phone call that snapped me out of that stupor, I might have followed that dark road all the way to its end, and I might not be ­here writing this book today.


In the days after I sat there with that gun in my hand, I realized something: I was sick and tired of feeling sick and tired. If I was gonna keep living and breathing, I had to change things. I didn’t know how I would do it. Maybe I’d have to change everything. I just ­couldn’t take it anymore. I wish I didn’t have to sink that low to get to that point, but that’s what it took.


Slowly but surely in the weeks and months that followed, I opened my eyes to a ­whole new world. And it worked. I’m choosing to live life differently in the second half of the game.


That ­doesn’t mean everything’s perfect. Far from it. As I’m sitting down to write this, my soon-­to-­be ex-­wife is dragging the divorce into a second year. Hell, she’s spending time with a nineteen-­year-­old boyfriend—­in the ­house that I pay for. Not to mention I’m facing a civil suit from the Graziano family that seeks more money than I’ve made in my ­whole career. So no, not everything is perfect. The difference now is how I handle this stuff; how I look past those things to see the bigger picture; how I’m actually grateful that these things are happening because I know that something greater is right around the corner. If that ­doesn’t make a lot of sense to you right now, I’m hoping it will by the end of this book.


The main thing I want you to take away from this is simple: If I can get through everything I’ve been through in the last couple of years and be happier and stronger than ever, then you can get through what­ever terrible things might happen in your life, too.


Despite what some people might think, I’m not writing this book to make excuses for anything I’ve done or to try to change anyone’s opinion of me or my family. All I want to do is tell the truth and clear the air so you’ll be able to understand where I’m coming from, and where I’m headed. ’Cause believe me, once you breathe clean air, you never want to go back to breathing anything ­else. That’s how I’m living now, and that’s why I want to use the lessons I’ve learned to help other people. I hope that ­doesn’t scare you off. In fact, I hope that you’ll be one of the people I help—­even if it’s just in some small, unexpected way.


If not? Well, that’s okay, too. I’m ready to open up about everything in my life. And there’s plenty to tell! So I promise to be as open and honest in these pages as I possibly can—­occasionally about some heavy stuff that I’m sure you never expected to hear from the Hulkster. I don’t know, maybe you’ll laugh at me. Or maybe you’ll see a little bit of yourself in me. Either way, if you want to read this book for the sheer entertainment value of it, that’s fine by me, too. Let’s face it, brother: My life’s been one hell of a trip, and I’m more than happy to take you along for the ­ride.










Growing Up










Chapter 1


From the Beginning


I hate confrontation. I’ve always hated confrontation. The thought of a truly violent physical confrontation scares me more than just about anything ­else in life. I know that sounds strange coming from the most famous professional wrestler that ever lived—­but it’s the truth.


It’s a truth I need you to understand because it cuts to the core of who I am as a man.


I was born Terry Gene Bollea in Augusta, Georgia, on August 11, 1953. I certainly don’t think of myself as a Georgian because I was only one or one and a half when my parents moved to Florida. To get specific, we moved to Paul Avenue in Port Tampa, Florida—­two blocks south of Gandy Boulevard.


Many years later I’d realize that living south of Gandy makes you an official “SOG” in Tampa-­speak. S-O-­G, for “South of Gandy.” The perception is that’s where all the poor people in Tampa live, that it’s full of football players and wrestlers and all kinds of redneck tough guys. That’s not a negative thing. If you’re from Port Tampa, there’s a certain mystique about it. So people always assumed that I was a ­whole lot tougher than I really was—­just because of where I grew up.


In many ways, Port Tampa was like its own small town. Most of the big roads in the area ­were dirt back then, and there ­were red brick streets between the rows of ­houses. They still exist, actually, which is a pretty unique sight to see.


Like it or not, you knew your neighbors. You ­couldn’t help it. The ­houses ­were no more than a stone’s throw from each other on any street. I drove back through there a couple of times in recent years, and I’m surprised how small everything seems. As a kid, it really was my ­whole world.


My father, Pete, my mother, Ruth, and my older brother Alan and I all lived in a little white two-­bedroom home. You probably ­wouldn’t believe it if you saw it. It was very humble. I’m not saying it’s like the ­house that Burt Reynolds and those guys walked up to in Deliverance. But when I watched the movie Ray, about Ray Charles, and they showed him growing up in a little wooden ­house? It’s kind of like that. Just a little square box. When Alan and I ­were teens we had to sleep catty-­corner on the floor because we ­couldn’t fit two twin beds in the room that we shared.


My dad was a pipe fitter, and he was great at it. I remember he did big jobs—­installing drainage systems for the malls and high-­rises that ­were being built around Tampa. After a few years he was promoted to foreman. When the road was all dug up and they ­were laying big six-­foot pipes and messing up traffic, he’d be the guy standing in the sun with his arms folded overseeing all that work—­then jumping in to do it himself when it ­wasn’t coming out just right. He ­wasn’t a real big guy, maybe five foot eleven, but he was real strong, with strong hands and a good grip. That seemed to be common among the Bollea men, going back to my grandfather.


Now, my grandfather was a real old-­school Italian guy who lived in New Hampshire and worked in the forests. Legend has it that one time he picked up an eight-­hundred-­pound rock—­just rolled it right up onto his thighs into a squat. Years later I’d think about that when I bodyslammed André the Giant at WrestleMania III. André was the biggest he’d ever been. He was pushing seven hundred pounds that night—­a hundred pounds less than my grandfather had lifted—­and it still tore the muscles in my back to shreds.


Of course, when it came to life in Tampa, being strong didn’t pay much. I remember asking my mom how much dough Dad made. I think I was twelve when I first got curious about money, and she told me straight up: $180 a week. When he got his promotion, which was a huge deal, he went up to $200 a week. That was it.


My mom was a ­house­wife, so that’s all the money we ever had, but it never seemed to me that we didn’t have much money. Everything seemed normal. Heck, every Friday my mom would pull out these little frozen minute steaks for dinner. So every Friday we’d get to eat steak!


Life was good. Life was simple.


I remember playing in the dirt in the backyard, just pushing these little toy trucks around while my dad tended to his grapefruit and tangelo trees. I had this weird habit of stuffing rocks up my nose. Little rocks that I’d find in the dirt. I’d just stuff my nose full of them until my parents made me blow ’em out. It’s weird the stuff you remember.


I’ve never been very good at comparing my life to other ­people’s lives. I’ve always just lived in my own world, I guess that’s what you’d call it. For instance, I remember my childhood being really happy even though there ­wasn’t a lot of outward affection at home.


Put it this way: Many years later, just before I got married, the first time I met Linda’s mom she gave me this huge hug—­and it shocked me. I just ­wasn’t used to being hugged like that by anyone in my family at all.


I think about how Linda always hugged Nick and Brooke when they ­were kids, just over the top with all kinds of affection, and how my mother ­wasn’t like that with me. Maybe there was a kiss on the forehead when she came in to tuck me in at night. I probably hug her more when I go to visit her now, as an adult, than I ever did when I was a kid.


As for my dad, I don’t remember him saying that he loved me. He was just old-­school New Hampshire Italian, like his father. I know that he loved me, though, and he was there for me. He took me to baseball games and always came to watch my games and threw the ball around whenever I wanted—­all that stuff. Again, it’s not a bad thing that my parents ­weren’t all lovey-­dovey. That’s just the way it was.


Even without that outward affection, we ­were tight. My parents’ marriage seemed really strong, too. They stuck together through some really rough times, especially as my brother, Alan, grew older and got into some major trouble.


Signs of Strength


Some of my earliest memories of childhood involve getting bullied by the older boys in my neighborhood. Especially by this one red-­haired kid who was meaner than a snake: Roger.


Roger lived maybe three ­houses down from us on Paul Avenue. I remember one day, I was six or seven, and I was out in the yard collecting caterpillars from the trees and putting them into glass jars. All the kids used to collect those yellow caterpillars. It was a big deal for some reason. I put my jar down for one minute, and next thing I know, Roger has taken all my caterpillars and put ’em in his jar.


That was it for me. I got all pissed off. I just ­wasn’t gonna let that happen. So I stormed over to pick up his jar, and as I was trying to turn the cap off he came up from behind and pushed me down. Smash! The broken glass nearly cut my index finger clean off. When Roger saw my finger hanging there and the blood gushing out, he got real scared and started running home. So I bent down and picked up a rock, like David and Goliath, and I threw it so hard—­I just launched it all the way down the street and hit him right in the back of his head. Dropped him right there on the pavement. Blood was everywhere.


I was shaking like crazy after I did it. I felt horrible. In the end he was fine, and I was glad I didn’t hurt him too bad. I tell you one thing, though—­I never got bullied again after that. And for that I’m thankful, ’cause I get real emotional just thinking about that kind of confrontation.


Alan liked to get in fights all the time—­brutal fights, just for the fun of it—­and I could never understand it. I’m not afraid of getting hurt. I’m not afraid of pain. It’s the aggression that leaves me shaking. I mean, if wrestling ­wasn’t fake, I never would have done it. Seriously, if wrestling ­wasn’t predetermined and was some kind of actual fight, I ­wouldn’t have gone anywhere near it. I was only attracted to it after I discovered that it was entertainment.


 


 


 


In the years after my run-­in with Roger, I learned to put my throwing arm to much better use—­primarily in baseball and bowling.


Yes, you heard it ­here first: Hulk Hogan used to be a bowler. I had a friend named Vic Pettit who lived in the neighborhood and whose dad owned the local bowling alley. That made it pretty easy to find practice time. So Vic and I became partners and got really into it. From ages eight to twelve, Vic and I ­were state team bowling champions. Even back then, when I was into something, I gave it my all, but Vic was the real reason the team won. I’ve seen that kid bowl three back-­to-­back 300 games. That’s thirty-­six strikes in a row!


Vic played baseball with me, too. When it came to playing ball, I had a natural advantage over everyone: my size. I was six feet tall at twelve years old. There’s an old team photo where you can see it clear as day. Not only was I taller than the other kids, I was taller than the coach. Combine that with my expert throwing arm (sorry, Roger), and I jumped to the front of the Little League ranks.


Every time I got up to bat it was like a special occasion. I hit the first home run over the electric scoreboard. I hit the first home run over the lights. We went to the Little League World Series, where I got up to bat fourteen times—­and I went ten for fourteen. I had a .714 batting average in the finals of the Little League World Series! It was unheard-­of.


I’m not sure if it’s still there, but for many years there was a plaque hanging at the Interbay Little League baseball fields down near the entrance to MacDill Air Force Base noting that Terry Bollea had the most home runs in a single season.


Don’t get the wrong impression, though. I ­wasn’t a jock or a big-­man-­on-­campus type. In fact, I didn’t get along with the jocks at all, and when I say I was big, I don’t just mean I was tall. I mean I was fat.


I loved playing baseball. Loved to pitch. Loved to play third base. Unfortunately, I ­couldn’t run to save my life, and more embarrassing than that was my gigantic head—­and I’m not talking about my ego. My head was so big that there was only one helmet on our Little League team that fit me—­this bathtub-­sized helmet that nobody wanted to wear. The team only had four helmets to begin with. So if the bases got loaded and somebody ­else had that helmet, or if the coach left the helmet in the trunk of his car when it was time for me to get up to bat, we’d have to stop the ­whole game just to make sure I got that special helmet.


The issues with my big head went all the way back to first grade. It was the first day of school and I was scared to death, and my tablemate, Sarah, looked at me funny and said, “Has your head always been that big?” That’s the first thing a girl said to me on my very first day of first grade. Poetic justice being what it is, Sarah had her sweater tied around her waist, and she pissed on it before the first day was over.


Even people I considered friends made fun of my big head. Butch Smith, whom I liked, used it as a nickname. “Hey, Fat Head, you wanna play baseball? Hey, Fat Head, you wanna come over? Hey, Fat Head, you wanna go to the movies?”


By the time I was twelve it ­wasn’t just the head. I was six feet tall and weighed 196 pounds. Sure, I made the All-­Star baseball team. Sure, I could hit home runs. But do you think any girls would be interested in that guy? I was an outsider. Even with the abilities I had, I ­couldn’t run worth a damn—­so PE class was always embarrassing.


PE


The two things I remember most about fifth and sixth grade at Ballast Point Elementary School are first, the day that Kennedy got shot—­I was sitting in Mrs. Crittaball’s fifth-­grade class when they told us—­and second, just how much I dreaded PE class on Fridays.


The class was taught by Coach Hatch, who wore a big lift on one shoe to compensate for his one short leg. The legend was that he got shot in the war—­whichever war that may be, probably World War II—­as he was coming down on a parachute. That was the story, anyway. He was a big, mean-­looking guy, but that ­wasn’t why I dreaded going to his class. I dreaded it because he’d make us dance.


Coach Hatch had a big wooden rolling cart with a record player on it, and he’d set up speakers on the basketball courts outside, and we’d all have to do a circle dance, or skip as we danced to “Skip to My Lou” and all of those old songs. I hated it! The only upside was there ­were always more girls than guys in Hatch’s class, and it was up to the girls to pick the guys they wanted to dance with. I would just pray that I ­wouldn’t get picked. The majority of the time, that prayer was answered. Like I said, I had a big head, I was fat, and girls didn’t like me—­but my feelings ­weren’t hurt by it at all on those days. Those of us who didn’t have a partner would get to go out on the football field and kick a ball around instead of dancing.


Coach Hatch made everyone run around the goalposts, from one end of the field all the way down and back. I was so slow, he would start me at the far end and make me run back just once. The other kids would go all the way down the football field and round the goalpost and come back and pass me before I’d covered one lap.


PE was even worse once I got into high school. First of all, because of my size, everybody wanted me to play football. I actually played a little, but when they put me on the varsity team in tenth grade, I hated it so much after two games I quit. All the football players hated me for that. So did the coach. This big, mean, three-­hundred-­pound guy named Coach Mann. He never forgot it and never let me forget it, and I swear he had it in for me the rest of my high school years—­me with my hippie long hair.


Coach and the football players ­weren’t the only ones who hated me. The wrestlers hated me, too. Believe it or not, I wanted nothing to do with high school wrestling. Coach Mann never let me live that down, either.


Maybe it was just my bad luck, or maybe it was Coach Mann’s doing, but when I got to se­nior year, I got stuck in seventh-­period PE class—­the class with all the jocks in it. It was the end of the day, so it was basically like an early start to football practice and basketball practice and wrestling practice—­all the jocks would just keep practicing after the bell rang, you know?


One day, Coach Mann brought this kid in who had graduated the year before, Steve Broadman. Steve was the wrestling champion of all champions. He was a hero to all these guys, and a heavyweight. Just to teach me a lesson, Coach Mann said to me, “Boy, get your ass over ­here,” and put me on the mat to wrestle Steve. This ­wasn’t out in the gym, it was in the locker room. I was scared. I thought for sure Mann had brought him in there to kill me, or at least hurt me real bad. So I did everything I could to end this thing fast—­and ­wouldn’t you know it, I pinned him! I pinned Coach Mann’s number-­one guy right there. With zero training, I just did it out of pure fear.


Boy, was Mann pissed. Coach threw his hat down, and he was mostly bald-­headed with these weird patches of hair. He had some disease. I think it’s called alopecia. But he threw his hat down and threw his clipboard, and he was just steaming.


“All right, Bollea, try me!” Coach Mann actually got down on all fours, in position. “Get on top of me! Come on!”


So I got on him, and I hooked him right away, just pulled his arm out from under him and took his weight right with me. I chicken-­winged him, and I pinned him, too! Right there in front of the ­whole PE class.


Everyone started laughing and hollering. Except Coach Mann.


Dude, I went runnin’ for my life! I ran right out of the building, and big Coach Mann chased me all the way down the street in front of Robinson High School. I was sure he wanted to kill me!


My parents went and talked to the principal the next day, and they let me out of PE class for the rest of the year.


So I ­wasn’t in with the football players or the wrestlers or any of the jocks. Not at all. I had all kinds of heat with everybody.


My Escape


Those school years ­were pretty tough on me, but not nearly as tough as they ­would’ve been if I didn’t have an outlet to take me away from it all.


That outlet was music.


We always had a piano in that tiny ­house of ours, and my mom was always playing. So I developed an ear for music without even trying.


For some reason, right before ju­nior high, I suddenly got really interested in guitar, and I remember asking my parents if I could take lessons.


Even though we didn’t have much money, my parents ­were always real supportive of stuff like that. So they hooked me up with a teacher, and as soon as I showed some talent my dad bought me my first guitar. Not a cheap department store guitar, either. It was a Guild, and it cost like three or four hundred bucks. Looking back on it now, I have no idea how they afforded it. It was a real nice electric guitar, and I certainly got every penny’s worth out of it.


Music just made sense to me for some reason. I was always real good at math, and music was kind of like math to me. So I picked it up pretty quick, and had several guitar teachers, and before long I started playing in bands.


My very first band was called the Plastic Plea­sure Palace. Very ’60s, right? We never played anywhere, but it was good practice. We had a drummer named Chet and a guitarist named Danny. Danny and I both had such big egos that neither one of us wanted to give up the guitar to play bass. So the band was just two guitars and drums. We ­were the greatest garage band that never got out of the garage.


Just a few months after joining up with those guys, I stepped out on my own and joined a real band, with real gigs.


Infinity’s End looked like a professional group, but we ­were all just a bunch of kids. (I was still in ju­nior high!) Still, we ­were a pretty slick or­ga­ni­za­tion. The keyboard player was named Gary Barris, and his father, Bob Barris, would drive us all around in this station wagon with a trailer off the back to haul all of our equipment. Mrs. Barris used to paint peace signs and daisies on our pants with black-­light paint that would glow onstage. She also made us wear socks with our penny loafers, and if we didn’t we’d get fined five dollars. It was a big deal to her for some reason.


I remember Mr. Barris was a real stiff kind of guy and took the ­whole thing real seriously. What­ever the gig was, we would play forty minutes, then take a twenty-­minute break. We ­couldn’t be late; we ­couldn’t break too early. He kind of took some of the fun out of it with all that discipline, but the thing was, we ­were ju­nior high kids and we ­were actually making money at this on the weekends. We played all the local rec centers and a lot of high school dances, and we’d drive up to Gainesville or wherever to play fraternity parties at colleges. We even had gigs in the clubs attached to some of the Big Daddy liquor stores down ­here, which was a real big deal.


I don’t remember what those gigs paid, but I do know that every once in a while we’d play a private party or some corporate gig and we’d pull in like five hundred dollars. It ­wasn’t much after you split it all up and took out the expenses, but it was still good money in ju­nior high.


I guess it was right around this time when I first started to notice that my family didn’t have as much money as some other families. Even my friend Vic Pettit—­his parents had a big color TV in their living room and always seemed to be getting new cars every few years. Other kids seemed to have cooler clothes or newer clothes than I ever did. They certainly had more clothes. I remember wearing the same pair of pants to school over and over. Maybe it was because I was a teenager now and hyperaware of peer ac­cep­tance, but it really started to bother me thinking that other kids would notice.


So having that extra money coming in from the band was a godsend. It allowed me to go out and buy a new shirt or a new pair of pants, to help me feel like I fit in a little better, you know? I loved having the freedom to do that with my own money instead of always having to ask my parents for something.


Don’t get the wrong impression and think I was turning into some cool rocker dude just because I was in a band playing gigs so young. It’s kind of like how I ­wasn’t a jock even though I could play baseball. Infinity’s End was just a bunch of nerds. We ­were these totally nerdy guys in our black-­light pants and penny loafers doing synchronized dance moves with our guitars while we played Iron Butterfly and Steppenwolf songs. We ­were like a live jukebox. People loved the music. But we didn’t get any attention from young girls.


So that ­whole notion of “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” didn’t really exist for me. If we looked like hippies with our long hair, trust me—­we ­were hippies who didn’t smoke pot. I didn’t so much as see a joint back then. I don’t even think I saw one in high school. I was oblivious to that stuff. Even with my older brother, Alan, I didn’t understand what he was into at the time. I just thought he was crazy. Years would go by before I realized what kind of drugs he was taking. I’m sure everybody ­else was doing it, but I didn’t know anything about drugs. I didn’t know anything about sex, either.


For the most part, I was way too ner­vous to make a move on a girl. A girl like Sherry Mashburn. Man oh man! I was in love with her all the way back in the sixth grade. I would ­ride my bike all the way to her ­house just to see her. She had long dark hair, like Cher, and these long legs like a pony. She was just gorgeous.


As we got into high school she started to hang out with all the cool kids, you know? She ­wasn’t a cheerleader because she didn’t have to be. She was more like an Angelina Jolie type. She would play harmonica before school in the mornings, and I just ­couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was so gorgeous. But the idea of ever asking Sherry out was just way beyond anything I ­could’ve handled back then.


Sue Clark was another girl who was a little more approachable, and I was crazy about her, too. I totally blew it with her, though, because I tried to kiss her one time, and I had no idea that you ­were supposed to open your mouth and use your tongue. It was so embarrassing. And this ­wasn’t in ju­nior high or something—­this was high school! I was a slow learner in that department.


In fact, not a mile away from Sue’s ­house there was this other girl, I ­can’t remember her name, but we used to sit on her couch after her parents would go to bed, and we would just kiss and make out for hours and hours. No sex. No nothing. Just kissing. When I stood up to go, I ­couldn’t figure out why I’d have a wet spot in my underwear. I didn’t have a clue. I didn’t know anything about masturbation, none of that shit. There ­wasn’t any sex ed in those days, and no one ever talked to me about it.


For some reason my friends figured it out. My buddy Ed Leslie, later known in the wrestling world as Brutus “the Barber” Beefcake, was having sex all the time—­and he’s younger than me! But not Terry Bollea.


I lost my virginity so late, I’m not even gonna reveal it in this book. It’s just too embarrassing.


What can I say? I was naive. I was just too focused on other things. In those days, baseball and music ­were just about all I could think about.


Brother, Brother


My brother Alan, whom I shared a room with in that little ­house on Paul Avenue, was about eight years older than me. So he was a big kid, even a teenager, by the time I start having real memories of him. While nothing stood out much in the early years—­we ­were like normal brothers, I guess—­the thing I remember most is him putting our parents through so much crap in his teen years.


Alan was always drinking, and always fighting. It’s nothing to brag about, but he had a reputation in Port Tampa of being a crazy motherfucker. He was a big guy, like me, but he didn’t hide behind the perceived “SOG” persona like I tried to. He was a real tough guy. And while I didn’t do any drugs, Alan and his buddies ­were into everything.


I didn’t realize it all at the time, but what they liked to do was drop acid, get drunk, and then fight. That was their deal. Every Friday and Saturday night, that’s what they did: get drunk, drop acid, and go out looking for fights. Alan was always getting put in jail, always getting in trouble. It just drove my parents crazy. It was a nightmare for them.


At seventeen, Alan up and married this girl named Martha Alfonso, and they moved from Paul Avenue like two streets back and six blocks down to a ­house on the corner of Ballast Point Boulevard. They ended up having three kids, and even that didn’t slow Alan down. Only now, instead of him bringing his trouble directly to our ­house, Martha would come over to tell us the news: “Well, he’s not home!” “He’s drunk.” “He’s down the road and he’s in a fight and the guy’s eye got knocked out!” So we’d all go down to wherever he was, and it was always just a drunken mess with all kinds of cussin’ and blood. I mean just over and over, every weekend it was something.


It seemed to me like Alan loved the drama. Like he somehow fed off of that craziness. Like Alan needed that anger in his life to keep living.


I remember when I was about sixteen years old, he almost sucked me into it. I was at the ­house, and out of nowhere Alan came crashing through the front door. It looked like a movie scene. His eye was swollen shut and blood was everywhere, and he was really selling it. “Oh, my eye! Look what he did to me. You need to come with me!” I was a real big kid by then, right? So Alan tried to rope me into helping him go fight back. “This guy down ­here at the Trophy Room hit me in the eye with a cue stick!” he said.


Because he’s my brother, and I didn’t know any better, I hopped in the car and drove down there. The two Bollea brothers go power-­walking into this bar with our chests all pumped up. I’m sixteen looking for some guy that hit my brother in the eye with a cue stick at a bar!


By the time we got there, the guy and his buddies had all taken off. Thank God. But it was stuff like that all the time.


Somehow we all just knew that it would end real bad for Alan someday.


It almost happened before I was out of high school.


 


 


 


One night, I’m pulling into my parents’ driveway in this Dodge Mopar Road Runner I had at the time. It must have been near midnight. Before I even turned off the ignition someone comes pulling up in a car and starts shouting at me. “Your brother’s just been shot! Your brother’s just been shot at the MacDill ­Tavern!”


I ­couldn’t believe it. I backed the car out of the driveway and hauled ass down MacDill Avenue goin’ eighty, ninety, a hundred miles an hour. I got there within two or three minutes—­and I could see all the cops standing outside. I thought that was it for my brother, you know?


But my brother was nowhere to be found.


From what I could piece together, Alan had been down at the Silver Dollar, one of these real hard-­core bars by the docks. He had gotten in a fight, like usual, and beat up a couple of people real bad. He and his buddies ­were high as kites, doing that LSD and drinking thing they always did. As soon as they left, someone at the Silver Dollar called the MacDill Tavern and warned, “Alan Bollea’s headed your way, and he’s really, really messed up.”


When Alan walked into that bar and asked for a drink, the barmaid refused to serve him. So he grabbed her by the back of the head and threatened her. And when she told him to get out of the bar, he pushed her head down on the counter. Now, I don’t know if he “pushed it” or “slammed it” down. There ­were different accounts of what happened—­there are always different accounts in heated situations like that—­but everybody that I talked to agreed that her face hit the bar.


So the barmaid pulled a gun from under that counter and shot Alan.


My brother, tough guy that he was, took two bullets, fell down in the dirt, picked himself up, brushed himself off, and drove himself to the hospital before the cops even arrived.


Like I said, Alan was one crazy motherfucker.


The doctors managed to get one of the bullets out, but they ­couldn’t remove the second one. It was too close to his spine. So it stayed in Alan’s back the rest of his life.


That didn’t slow him down, though. A few months later, right when he was getting ready to go to trial, Alan disappeared. I found out later that he’d moved to Houston, Texas, where he hung out for a while and held down different jobs. He changed his name, but he didn’t change his attitude. He got in all kinds of trouble there, too.


The fighting just never stopped. He kept in touch with my parents, and I’d hear from him every now and then, but I never really saw Alan again until my wrestling career was in high gear.


 


 


 


I didn’t see my other brother, Kenny, until my wrestling career took off, either. I realize I ­haven’t mentioned Kenny until this moment. I guess it’s because I barely ever knew him.


Kenny is my much older half brother. My mom was married once before she married my dad. By the time I was born, I guess her Kenny had moved out or was living with his father or something, because I don’t remember him living in that ­house on Paul Avenue at all. I heard about him from time to time, though.


My mom was real proud of Kenny. He got into the air force and went to the Virginia Military Institute—­if I’m remembering this right—­and he graduated as a lieutenant. By the time I started wrestling with the WWF in late ’78, ’79, he was working in the bud­geting department at the Pentagon, and he was a full-blown major, or a col­o­nel, or what­ever his rank was—­he’d done real well in the air force.


When things really got going with the WWF, I wound up wrestling at the Capital Centre in Mary­land about once a month, not far from his place up there, and we started to get in touch with each other. I’d even stay at his ­house when I was in town. This went on for about two years. It was nice having some other family to connect with in another part of the country like that. It was a nice break to staying in hotels night after night, too.


Then this one time Kenny asked to borrow some money from me. I don’t remember what he needed it for, but it was something pretty urgent, as I recall. He came down to MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa on a government plane, and the amount he wanted to borrow was five thousand dollars.


At that point it could have been fifty thousand dollars or more and I ­wouldn’t have said “no.” He’s my brother. He’s family. But he was real insistent. “I’m gonna pay you back in 30 days, don’t worry,” he said.


I said, “Okay, no problem.” And that was that.


Well, thirty days went by, then sixty days, then ninety days. I remember my mom asked me if Kenny had paid me back yet. I don’t remember if I told her about the loan. I’m pretty sure he didn’t. Anyhow, one way or another, she knew, and I guess she kinda called him on it. He said to her, “Oh, don’t worry, I’m gonna get the money to Terry.”


But it never happened. Instead, he quit communicating with me. Just quit. Basically to this day we don’t talk, over that small amount of money. I mean, if ­we’re not talking anymore he might as well have gone to half a million, you know? That was a cheap lesson for me in the long run. Money does weird things to people.


If Kenny had told me he ­couldn’t pay me back, that would have been fine, but I just never heard from him again. I had a real problem with that for a while. As years went by and Hulkamania started taking off, there must have been a dozen occasions when some random fan would come up to me and go, “Hey, you got a brother named Kenny?” I was so freaked out by what happened between us that I’d usually just say no.


“Oh, you know, your brother—­he works in the Pentagon. He says his brother’s Hulk Hogan, the champ!”


I’d just go, “No, I don’t know him.” I went on with that ridiculous crap for ten or fifteen years before I finally got over it.


Many years later, when my father was dying, Kenny came down to Tampa with his ­whole family. We ­were all gathered at Tampa General, and they took my dad outside in the wheelchair—­so he could get out and see the water there—­and I remember when I tried to say hi to Kenny’s wife, Susan, she just turned her head. I don’t know what I ever did to her. But the ­whole thing’s just strange. Except for a few words right after my dad passed away, Kenny and I ­haven’t spoken at all. He’s based in Dayton, Ohio, now. He must be sixty-­seven, sixty-­eight years old. And it hasn’t changed.


I basically learned to let it go. But ­here I am writing about it. So I guess maybe it still bothers me. I just don’t understand how a little bit of money could rip a hole like that in what’s supposed to be one of life’s strongest bonds—­the bond of family.










Chapter 2


Finding Faith


While Alan was getting high and throwing punches, I actually turned my attention in a ­whole different direction.


I had gone to Ballast Point Baptist Church off and on since about the first grade. The church sat catty-­corner to the elementary school, and my parents (more likely my mom) would sometimes bring me on Sundays. Now and then I’d go with Vic and his parents—­the ones who owned the local bowling alley. Then later on I’d go with these two ju­nior high football buddies of mine, Don and Ron Satterwhite—­two brothers who coincidentally enough are both ministers now.


Church never had much of an impact on me as a little kid. My dad was really hit-­or-­miss with the ­whole religion thing, and I think that probably rubbed off on me. We would go on Sunday, then come home and never talk about God or religion during the week at all. I asked about going to Sunday school a few times, mostly because I saw all the other kids going and making things out of clay and painting them, and it looked kinda fun. But my parents ­were always “No, no, no.” Dedicating an hour a week to church was enough of an incon­ve­nience already.


Things changed when I was about fifteen. I had just gotten my learner’s permit, and I already had my first car: a 1965 Ford Galaxy. Green with red interior. It looked like a Christmas tree. But instead of the regular shifter it had this three-­speed Sparkomatic in it that some previous own­er had installed. So it was almost cool! (Almost.)


I don’t remember if I was still playing football at that point or if I had quit already, but I remember it being just after football practice that the Satterwhite brothers finally convinced me to come with them to the Christian Youth Ranch. They’d talked about it ever since ju­nior high. But they finally suckered me into coming by saying they needed someone to play guitar so everybody could sing along. They knew that music was my sweet spot.
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