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Part I - The Collapse (The Diagnostic Phase)

The Hill I Couldn't Climb

A hill in Gloucester applies an honest load and reports exactly

what the engine can deliver.

When a Modest Incline Became a Mountain

There are collapses you can hide - the quiet ones, the

private ones, the ones that happen in bathrooms or dressing

rooms or behind closed doors. And then there are collapses

that follow you into public spaces, under bright skies, in

front of people you love. Those collapses are harder to

ignore. They expose the truth you've been trying to outrun.

One of mine happened on a hill in Gloucester,

Massachusetts. For eight or ten summers, Debbie and I

made the same pilgrimage: a drive to Gloucester to meet

friends, watch the Greasy Pole contest, listen to blues

bands, eat, drink, laugh, and soak in the kind of joy that

only comes from tradition. It was one of those perfect New

England rituals - ocean breeze, cold beer, good food, and

the easy comfort of familiar faces.

The festival took place in a park near the famous Greasy

Pole - a telephone pole mounted horizontally twenty feet

above the ocean. Contestants would run across it, slipping



through thick grease, trying to grab a flag before falling

into the water below. Most didn't make it. It was

ridiculous, dangerous, hilarious, and we loved every second

of it.

The parking lot sat about half a mile from the stage, at the

top of a modest incline. Getting down to the venue was

easy - downhill, carrying chairs, coolers, hats, whatever we

needed. No problem. Getting back up was another story.

The Climb Begins

One particular year, as the music wrapped up and we

gathered our things, I grabbed two chairs - one for me, one

for Deb - and our cooler. Everyone else in our group of ten

grabbed their gear, and we all started up the hill toward the

cars. Within minutes, the group began to spread out. Some

moved ahead. Some fell behind. I was in the group falling

behind. By the time we reached the base of the hill, I was

already soaked in sweat. My heart was pounding. My

breathing was shallow, rapid, desperate. I felt like I was

overheating from the inside out.

The incline wasn't steep. It wasn't long. It wasn't

dangerous. But to my body - a body carrying 300 pounds, a

body swollen and inflamed, a body operating on the

metabolic equivalent of a failing power grid - it might as

well have been Everest.



The Stops

As we climbed, I had to stop. Not once. Not twice. Several

times. I'd set the chairs and cooler down, sit on one of

them, and try to catch my breath. Every time I stopped, the

group got farther away. They'd turn and yell down the hill

to check on me. I waved back. I couldn't yell - I didn't

have the air.

I felt like I was watching myself from outside my own

body - a 300pound man struggling to climb a modest hill,

carrying chairs and a cooler like they were boulders. I

wasn't just tired. I wasn't just winded. I was collapsing.

The Public Nature of Failure

There is a particular kind of humiliation that comes from

failing in front of people you care about. It's not the

embarrassment of strangers - it's the quiet ache of knowing

the people who love you are watching you suffer.

Nobody said anything. Not at first. But later that evening,

one of the group asked, gently: "So... what was going on

with you getting back to the car?" I lied. I said, "Asthma."

It wasn't asthma. It was collapse.

The Engineering Truth

In engineering terms, the hill wasn't the problem. The load



wasn't the problem. The chairs weren't the problem. The

cooler wasn't the problem. The system was the problem.

My cardiovascular engine was operating at a fraction of its

intended capacity. My respiratory system was

compromised. My metabolic flexibility was nonexistent. I

was operating on the metabolic equivalent of a failing

power grid. My body was running hot, inefficient,

overloaded, and unstable. The hill didn't break me. It

revealed me. It showed me the truth I had been avoiding -

the truth the boat photo had already whispered, the truth the

urinal incident had already shouted: The machine was

failing.

The Moment That Stayed with Me

I eventually made it to the top. I always did. But the climb

stayed with me. Not because it was dramatic, but because it

was diagnostic. It was the moment I understood that

collapse doesn't just happen in private. It follows you into

the world. It shows up in front of friends, in front of

strangers, in front of the life you're supposed to be living.

Collapse doesn't stay hidden. It becomes visible. It

becomes undeniable. It becomes the story your body tells

whether you want it to or not. That hill wasn't a mountain.

But it became one. And it marked the beginning of a truth I

could no longer escape: If I didn't rebuild the system, the

system would break me.



ACTION STEP

Find your hill and climb it once, honestly. Record what

happens.
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