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PREFACE

“HEY, JOHN, I’M ON TWITTER to tell people that we’re doing an interview. How many Tours have you covered?”

“Forty,” I answer.

“That’ll blow their minds,” says the winner of seven of those Tours de France.

He’s now part of the race’s history, but Lance Armstrong always wants to learn more; I tell him a story about one of its legendary champions.

“When I first saw the Tour, in 1963, my most vivid memory is being a spectator at the finish in Chamonix. It was the last day in the mountains, and Jacques Anquetil won the stage and took the yellow jersey. He walked right by me on his way to the podium. It was pouring rain, and when he was maybe five feet from me he took a comb from his back pocket and ran it through his wet, blond hair. He was like a movie star.”

Anquetil was the first man to win the Tour de France five times. In the next three decades, three more Europeans equaled that record before an outspoken American who had raw talent, no respect for traditions, and no limits came along. Lance, like Anquetil, has a deep chest and long, lean legs and races a bike like the wind. But that’s where the similarities end. Lance didn’t even know that professional cycling existed when he grew up in suburban Plano, Texas.

Today, everyone knows the heroic story of a cyclist who survived a deadly cancer and went on to win the world’s toughest sporting event multiple times. It’s a story that has inspired millions around the world and given rise to a cancer-awareness movement that is now becoming global. But few know how this once brash young Texan emerged from a modest childhood, grew up in a football culture, and worked his way to the top of a very un-American sport—even before he was diagnosed with cancer.

Lance, with immense fortitude, tackled cancer as he would later tackle the Tour: working with a team of friends, experts, and advisors to find the best solutions to the most challenging questions. That approach, combined with unparalleled dedication and discipline, enabled him to revolutionize a sport that has been dubbed the world’s most beautiful as well as its most brutal. Ultimately, by winning an unprecedented seven Tours in seven years, Lance laid claim to being the world’s greatest champion.

Who else can be considered for this supreme title? That’s a question I’ve thought about since I was very young.

Growing up in an England recovering from wartime, when the populace found relief by watching sports, my brother and I became sports addicts. We constantly discussed who was the best this or the best that in every conceivable sport. We played street soccer and cricket, ran through the woods, climbed what we thought were mountains, and eventually rode our bikes to Europe and the Tour de France.

Our parents took us to London, where we saw many of the champions we talked about. We watched the England cricket team play the national teams from Australia, South Africa, and the West Indies. We saw and learned about that sport’s legendary Don Bradman, and we wondered how he compared with American baseball greats Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb. We went to watch our country’s mythic miler Roger Bannister and Australia’s tennis star Ken Rosewall. Before television, our crackling radio brought us live commentaries of the World Championship bouts of Joe Louis and Rocky Marciano, and Formula 1 motor races starring Argentina’s Juan Manuel Fangio. We were ardent fans of our local soccer team and were awed by the skills of the immortal Pelé.

Could any of these men claim the title world’s greatest champion?

Today, the most frequently touted candidates are the ballplayers. Michael Jordan electrified a nation with his competitive fire and sheer athleticism; Pelé commanded a soccer field with unique on-the-ball skills, acceleration, and power to score goals that amazed; Tiger Woods can drive, chip, and putt a golf ball more spectacularly and consistently than anyone in history; Ruth dominated his era in baseball; and cricket’s Bradman, like Ruth, used his bat in the most punishing manner his sport has ever seen. Other contenders include Muhammad Ali, who transcended his sport with a combination of flashy showmanship, footwork, and counterpunching; runner Haile Gebrselassie, who, incredibly, set world records at every distance from five thousand meters to the marathon; and Formula One driver Michael Schumacher, who won a record seven world championships.

All of these athletes performed feats that dazzled the mind, but few conquered their sport’s leading event more than a handful of times and none faced an event as daunting as the Tour de France—which is so physically, mentally, and emotionally demanding it has even been called sadistic. In twenty-three days, the racers subject themselves to an Olympian test of endurance, completing twenty-one hundred miles of racing at blinding speed, battling fierce crosswinds across the plains, climbing like eagles over dozens of mountain passes, and racing downhill at the limit of human possibility. Their bodies must adapt to chilling rain and broiling heat, and one quarter of the starters succumb to crashes, injuries, and sickness before the finish.

Professional cycling is one of the few sports that’s contested by teams and yet results in an individual winner. A pure athlete can win the Tour, but to keep on winning, year after year, demands a different kind of sporting perfection. Lance displayed all the expected gifts and competence of a champion athlete; used technology, physical therapy, and innovative training to the maximum; and acquired a layer of executive skills that enabled him to assemble, prepare, and command the strongest team the Tour had seen in a hundred years. Those accomplishments, along with the utter confidence he displayed to overcome whatever stood in his way, resulted in Lance being a greater, more assertive champion than any of the Tour’s five-time winners, going all the way back to cycling’s first blond superstar, Jacques Anquetil, in the early sixties.

Lance’s story is interspersed with the people who influenced the course of his journey and allowed him to acquire the skills, the knowledge, and the assurance he has displayed throughout his athletic career and iconic life. Each of them, perhaps by design, entered his life when he needed them most and helped him grow, reach his potential, and finally become the world’s greatest champion.




PROLOGUE:
JUST AN IDEA

AUGUST 12, 2008. It was two weeks after the Tour de France ended. I was eating lunch at my laptop when an e-mail message from “Lance Armstrong” popped up on the screen. The subject line was “Chat.” Curious, I clicked it open to read: “John, You got a second to chat with bill and I? Thanks, L.” Bill would be Bill Stapleton, his business partner and friend. I had no idea what they wanted to talk about and was intrigued. I hadn’t heard from Lance since before the Tour. That was in late June, when in response to one of my questions about this book, he replied: “Sorry for the delay. I am in santa barbara with my kids for the summer (escaping the heat!) and just relaxing. . . .”

Relaxing on the beach was exactly what he said he’d be doing when he retired from bike racing three years earlier. After winning the 2005 Tour’s final time trial the day before the finish in Paris—where he planned to end his professional cycling career with a record seventh Tour victory—Lance talked to the media for an hour at the race winner’s traditional press conference. Sitting at a table on a high stage in a cavernous hall, he asked for one more question. A French reporter took the microphone and asked, “What will you be doing in July next year when the Tour is on?” Lance smiled. He seemed to relish the thought. “I’ll be sitting on a beach with my kids,” he said, “relaxing with a cold beer.”

No one doubted him. Nor did anyone question his sincerity when he spoke the next day in Paris. Wearing the Tour winner’s yellow jersey for what everyone believed was the final time, Lance grabbed the race announcer’s mic to address the thousands of spectators lining the world’s grandest boulevard, the Champs-Élysées. No Tour winner had ever spoken to the crowds in Paris before, not even Lance. But this was his last chance.

Few, if any, knew what he wanted to say, though most knew this would be no sentimental farewell. Lance, just as he was throughout his fourteen years as a pro cyclist, was assured and defiant. At first, like an Academy Award winner, he praised his competitors and thanked his friends, family, and colleagues who helped him in his career. Then, showing the hard edge he has had ever since he was a teenager racing against professional triathletes in the mid-1980s, Lance used the Tour podium as his bully pulpit to address the “cynics and skeptics,” specifically the journalists who, ever since he came back from life-threatening cancer to win the Tour in 1999, tried to paint him as a doper.

“I am sorry for you. I am sorry you can’t dream,” he said on that last Sunday of July 2005. “I’m sorry you don’t believe in miracles. But this is one helluva race, and there are no secrets. This is a hard sport, and it is hard work [that] wins it.”

That was it. He was quitting the sport at thirty-three—a year older than the retirement age of the Tour’s three previous dominant champions: Miguel Induráin of Spain (who last raced in 1996), Bernard Hinault of France (1986), and Eddy Merckx of Belgium (1978).

It’s said the Tour is so grueling that every time you ride it you cut a year from your life. Lance had raced the Tour eleven times; he didn’t want to cut any more years from his life. He told reporters he was mentally burned out. And there were other things he wanted to do.

Most importantly, he wanted to be a good father to his son, Luke, then five, and his twin daughters, Grace and Isabelle, then three. They stood next to their dad on the 2005 Tour podium, the girls wearing identical yellow sundresses to match their dad’s yellow jersey. He handed the winner’s yellow cellophane-covered bouquet to one of the girls and a stuffed yellow lion from race sponsor Crédit Lyonnais to the other. Luke waited patiently until his dad passed him the winner’s trophy, a gold-rimmed Sèvres porcelain fruit bowl. Their mother, Kristin, whom Lance divorced in 2003, watched from the sidelines.

Stepping down from the stage and from his career in cycling, Lance didn’t expect to become any less busy. Besides spending more time with his kids and enjoying his then two-year relationship with singer Sheryl Crow, he planned to expand his workload with his eponymous cancer-awareness foundation, build the associated Live-Strong brand with various business ventures, and continue to fulfill multimillion-dollar endorsement contracts.

But less than a month after the 2005 Tour, Lance’s world was suddenly threatened. On August 23, the front-page headline of the powerful French sports newspaper, L’Équipe, was stark and accusing: Le Mensonge Armstrong (“Armstrong’s Lie”). Inside was an exclusive story written by the paper’s doping expert, investigative journalist Damien Ressiot. The sensational piece claimed that six of Lance’s urine samples from the 1999 Tour, retested as part of an experimental program, showed traces of the banned blood-boosting drug recombinant erythropoietin (EPO). A test to identify this drug in urine wasn’t approved by the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) until August 2000, so the agency allowed a French testing facility to look at old samples to increase scientific knowledge about the EPO test.

Lance denied the accusations, and an independent investigation by the former head of the Netherlands’ anti-doping agency, lawyer Emile Vrijman, exonerated the Texan in a report to cycling’s governing body, the International Cycling Union, which is known by its French acronym, the UCI. But soon after the story in L’Équipe appeared, Lance half-joked that he was going to come back just “to show the French” that he was a clean athlete. Some took him seriously, so he held a conference call with journalists to clarify his position. “I’m sick of this,” he said. “Sitting here today, dealing with all this stuff again, knowing if I were to come back, there’s no way I could get a fair shake—on the roadside, in doping control, or the labs. I’m happy with the way my career went and ended, and I’m not coming back.”

Those words seemed to definitively end Lance’s Tour career. He now turned his attention to the high-profile life he led as an icon in the cancer community and as an A-list celebrity. For the next three years, Lance focused on promoting cancer awareness: He spoke at fundraisers; participated in charity bike rides and marathons; visited with cancer patients; and even courted presidential candidates to advocate for more research dollars for cancer. By the time the 2008 Tour came around, the Lance Armstrong Foundation had raised more than $250 million.

One of Lance’s biggest non-cycling challenges came in the fall of 2007, when he campaigned in Texas to help pass a statewide proposition that would raise $3 billion over ten years to fund cancer research. To promote the passage of such a historic bill, Lance worked his native state like a politician, advocating the proposition with an emotional speech in the Texas Senate and making a whistle-stop tour on a campaign bus, giving stump speeches in towns and cities around the state. Despite its high price tag, the measure passed by a surprisingly clear margin.

The expansion of his foundation’s LiveStrong brand—which started with its ubiquitous yellow wristbands—continued with such major projects as an annual cancer-awareness summit, a “healthy living” Web site, and a planned global initiative to combat cancer. And just in case Lance needed more to do to expend his unlimited energy, he opened a boutique-style bike store, Mellow Johnny’s (Texas speak for maillot jaune, French for “yellow jersey”). The store in Austin, his hometown of two decades, displays some of the offbeat artwork he loves buying at auctions for the Spanish-style mansion he owns there, the home he was buying in Aspen, Colorado, and a beach house in the Caribbean.

Lance flies much of the time in a chartered jet, and contacts on his BlackBerry include everyone from fellow activist Bono to President Barack Obama. In the years since his farewell Tour, the private life of the multimillionaire Texan—born in the backstreets of south Dallas—had turned not so private. The tabloid press loved his engagement (and subsequent split) with Sheryl, closely watched his long-distance relationship with fashion designer Tory Burch, and furiously photographed his two-month fling with movie star Kate Hudson.

Lance and Kate parted ways the same weekend that Spanish cyclist Carlos Sastre won the 2008 Tour de France. Less than two weeks later, Lance entered—for fun—a rugged 100-mile mountain-bike race through the Rockies, and he shocked everyone when he came in second to famed Colorado mountain biker Dave Wiens. It was four days after that race that Lance sent me his “Chat” e-mail. After receiving my affirmative response, he wrote back late that evening: “Thanks, John. We just want to run an idea by you.” I went to bed curious about his idea. Perhaps it was another project like his Austin bike shop, but why include Stapleton in the conversation? And why run it by a writer?

His call came the next evening. “Sorry I didn’t call before,” he began, sounding a little hesitant, which is unusual for Lance. “I was traveling. I was in Aspen for a week of riding. Now I’m back in Santa Barbara. I wanted to talk because I think my idea will affect the book you’re writing.”

By now I was even more intrigued. Maybe it was something personal.

Then he said, “I’m thinking of riding the Tour de France next year. What do you think?”

As I dealt with the shock from his words, Lance continued, “I’ll be thirty-seven next year, but I don’t think I’m too old.” I agreed and noted that Italian cyclist Davide Rebellin at age thirty-seven had just won the silver medal in the Olympic road race at Beijing.

“And,” he continued, “there’s all this publicity right now for swimmer Dara Torres winning medals. She’s forty-one, so there should be a lot of interest in my idea.” I told him that if he came back to race the Tour, there would be huge interest. The media would be stunned, I said.

Lance told me that he had discussed the idea with very few people—basically, his inner circle of Austin friends along with his long-time personal coach Chris Carmichael, his team director Johan Bruyneel, and his ex-wife Kristin Armstrong, who gave him her enthusiastic approval. “She’s my number one fan,” he said. “If she hadn’t said yes, I wouldn’t be doing this. Our kids are too important.”

Lance now began to warm to the idea of riding the 2009 Tour. “I’ll kick their asses,” he said, sounding like the old Lance, the one who relished a fight and a challenge. “The Tour was a bit of a joke this year. I’ve got nothing against Sastre . . . or Christian Vande Velde. Christian’s a nice guy, but finishing fifth in the Tour de France? Come on!”

“I haven’t decided 100 percent yet,” he added, “but, to be sure, I’ve already signed up with the UCI, WADA, and USADA [the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency], and I’m already on their testing programs.”

Lance then turned to the sport’s reputation and the bad image he felt was being perpetuated by Versus, the American TV cable station that owns the North American broadcast rights to the Tour.

“Did you see the Versus coverage?” he asked about their 2008 Tour de France programming. “They had this ‘Take Back the Tour’ campaign, as if the past Tours were all won by dopers. And I was pissed they had all these references to Triki Beltran and Tyler Hamilton and Roberto Heras and Floyd Landis—all these guys who were once on my team [and have since served doping suspensions]. Versus doesn’t want to take back the Tour; they want to take back the ratings they had in ’04 and ’05!”

The more Lance talked, the more it seemed he was convincing himself that he could come back to bike racing at an elite level, he could ride the Tour again—and he could win. But, I asked him, why did he want to? When he revealed that he was thinking of posting all his anti-doping results on the Web, being totally transparent with the media, and creating an out-of-competition testing program overseen by an independent anti-doping expert, I realized that he’d be racing to clear his name, to prove to all those skeptics he addressed from the podium in 2005 that he could win the Tour indisputably clean.

But what was the real reason?

Lance went quiet for a moment. Then, clearly from his heart, he said, “I’m doing this for my kids. With news so accessible these days on the Web, they’ll be able to read any story they want. And I don’t want them growing up and reading all these things about me and doping.”

It’s just an idea, he’d said.

Sure, I thought, knowing that whenever Lance has an idea—from breaking every Tour record to creating a worldwide cancer foundation—he immediately rolls into action.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” I asked.

“Going for a four-hour training ride.”
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In the following weeks, Lance and his foundation CEO Doug Ulman recognized the opportunity his comeback could offer to take his cancer project to a global level. That’s what he later told the media was the prime reason for his return to racing. And, he pointed out, it didn’t matter if he won or lost; either way, cancer awareness would be raised.

This was all true, but it didn’t negate the deeper, simpler truth he had confided on the phone. To be a good father and role model means everything to Lance. It’s something he felt he never had. In a way, that’s where it all began.




CHAPTER 1
ORIGINS

She instilled in me a sense of hard work and sacrifice,
and with the hard work comes toughness.
And she would say every day, “Go git ’em!”

—LANCE ARMSTRONG

LANCE’S MOM IS SMART and spunky, just like her son, and they have the same long face. But while Lance impresses with his athletic physique, Linda Armstrong Kelly has a petiteness that belies her fierce spirit. And she seems almost tiny sitting at a long breakfast bar beneath the lofty ceiling of her north Dallas home.

She has prepared a light lunch for us to eat as she talks about her life and her only child. In her mid-fifties, Linda has a soft lilt to her Texas drawl and an unexpectedly hearty laugh.

She says that her husband, Ed Kelly, is “a super guy, the man of my dreams.” Linda married the Irish-American Kelly, a retired IBM executive, in 2002. It’s her fourth marriage. And the best one, she says, adding that she has never been as happy. Their modern brick house backs onto a golf course, and when the phone rings, it plays “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.”

Their home in the suburb of Plano is less than an hour’s drive, but a lifetime away, from where Linda grew up in south Dallas, on the wrong side of the Trinity River. She lived there with two younger siblings, Debbie and Alan, and their single mother, Elizabeth. When they were growing up, their father, Paul Mooneyham, was just back from the Vietnam War. His subsequent alcoholism and abusive behavior led to an early divorce.
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“The drinking was an unfortunate, big part of our lives,” says Linda’s sister, Debbie Glanville.

Debbie is taller, louder, and more Texan than her sister. Her mouth is wider, her blonde-streaked hair less coiffed, and her lipstick’s a brighter red. Married to a Baptist minister, and the mother of three girls, Debbie has worked as a high-school teacher in suburban Maryland for three decades.

After picking me up in her sporty sedan from Baltimore’s Penn Station, Debbie seems uneasy driving through an inner-city neighborhood. Perhaps it reminds her of the hardscrabble Oak Cliff area where the Mooneyham children grew up in the sixties and early seventies, when crime and gang activity were rampant following school desegregation and white flight to the suburbs. “South Dallas is kind of old, just a very poor area,” she says. “There’s a lot of different ethnic groups. We were in the minority.”

“We lived in apartments, always in rentals,” Debbie adds, cradling a cup of coffee at a neighborhood café. “My mother moved so many times—I’m sure it was finances. My father sometimes sent child support; most of the time he did not. The last move we made was the lowest. It was probably all she could afford.”

Debbie then leans in toward me, lowers her voice in deference to two black women chatting at the next table, and whispers, “But being the racial climate the way it was there. . . . It was a different scene—if you know what I mean—and I could remember getting off the bus at a different stop and walking, so people didn’t know that’s where I lived. Embarrassing.”

Embarrassed or not, the dirt-poor Mooneyham sisters were still typical teenagers. Linda was on the drill team at Adamson High. “She was very popular in high school,” Debbie says. “That’s where we got our acclamation, from other students. And then, suddenly, Linda was pregnant. She just said, ‘I got caught.’ Because all the girls were having sex, all her friends. Of course, my mother didn’t have talks about going on the pill; that was not the conversation they had back then.

“Linda told my mother first, then she told me. She was sixteen, I was fifteen. It was a very big shock. One of her really good friends had recently gotten pregnant and had to fly to Mexico for an abortion—because that was the day, you know, ’70, ’71.”

Debbie says there were mixed feelings in the family about what to do. Their mother was upset that Linda had gotten herself “into trouble,” but in the end they decided that Linda would have the baby. “I remember very clearly,” Debbie says, “my vote was, two wrongs will not make a right. I was adamant that abortion was not an option.”

And so it was agreed there would be a baby. A future champion was on his way.

“The biggest shock was Lance’s father,” Debbie says. “Eddie Gunderson was not the most desirable young man. They met at the high school. He was on the edge; he wasn’t the cool guy; he was kind of a bad boy. But even at that age, a very young Linda was pragmatic: ‘You know, it is what it is.’ And I remember my dad—he lived nearby—saying to Linda, ‘You’re gonna get married.’ So real quick we put a little wedding together, and I was like maid of honor.”

They married on Linda’s seventeenth birthday, February 12, 1971. “Linda wore one of her friend’s prom dresses, and they had a fabulous church wedding,” Debbie recalls. “The place was packed. All the high-school kids came.” But the excitement didn’t last for long.

“A lot of Linda’s good friends abandoned her when she was pregnant,” Debbie says. “Our little family tried to work together and make the best of it. She wore my dresses for maternity as I was always bigger than Linda, a lot bigger. My mother was never able to help financially, and Linda couldn’t afford to buy anything. She left school and started work as a cashier for a grocery store, little jobs like that. Eddie threw newspapers. So she and this husband were able to get an apartment, a little rental duplex over there in Oak Cliff, and have the baby.”

Born on September 18 that year, the baby boy was hefty, just under ten pounds. It was a difficult birth for a young woman as small as Linda. They named him Lance, after famed Dallas Cowboys wide receiver Lance Rentzel, and Edward, the middle name of Linda’s father. (Ironically, the Cowboys let go of Rentzel that year, following an arrest for indecent exposure.)
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“Lance brought such joy and happiness and stability to my life,” Linda says, “because I just didn’t ever have that. But it was a struggle. . . .”

She never told her son about her struggles growing up in south Dallas, nor about his difficult entry into the world, or the hardships during his early years. He found out when he read her book, No Mountain High Enough, in 2005. “I was like ‘Oh. My. God,’” Lance tells me. “That’s poor, that’s desperate, that’s tough, that’s a struggle, that’s no hope. Her book blew me away, really rocked my world. So when I read that—man, I never knew we had it bad. I was always provided for.”
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At first, there was a “let’s make this work” attitude among the Mooneyham and Gunderson clans. Linda’s dad bought the teenage parents a washer/dryer for their apartment, “and Eddie’s mother, Willene—we called her Mamie—was pretty helpful,” Debbie says. “She was very poor, but she would help with babysitting, and I would too. Their apartment was just up from us. They were such kids.

“I used to go over there and help Mamie get baby Lance to the nurse when I was a senior in high school. . . . You know, Eddie wasn’t into sports, and Linda was never really athletic. So I’ve often wondered: Where did Lance get all that athleticism from? Eddie liked to ride bikes, but just for recreation. I played some sports, and my brother played some sports, but never at the same level as Lance did. And my parents? Nothing at all.”

Eddie’s family, though, came from hardy stock. His great-grandparents, Martin and Marie Gunderson, were born in Oslo, Norway, in the mid-nineteenth century, and they immigrated to a colony of Norwegians in tiny Prairieville, Texas. Prairieville is an isolated farming community fifty miles southeast of Dallas. It had a population of only two hundred at the turn of the twentieth century and just fifty people when the elderly Gundersons died there during the Great Depression.
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Both of Lance’s parents came from low-income families, but Eddie was less mature than Linda and much wilder. “When he offered me a ride to work at Dunkin Donuts,” Debbie says, “I walked. You prayed if you drove with Eddie. He drove eighty miles an hour. He was very young and messed up.”

Marriage and fatherhood at age seventeen didn’t sit well with Eddie Gunderson. He felt deprived of his teenage freedom, and he took out his frustration on his young bride. “I admit that I wasn’t an angel, and I’ve done a few things in my life that I’m not proud of, but I never beat Linda as she has suggested. I only remember slapping her once,” Eddie said in 2005. “What I did was crazy. I’m sure Linda’s told Lance a lot of things about me, and I’m sure most of the things are true.”

Anger and altercations didn’t provide the best environment for a marriage or for raising a baby. “Linda left Eddie once and moved in with my dad in a little one-bedroom apartment,” Debbie says. “When she went back to Eddie, Dad told her, ‘You can move one more time and that’s it.’ She knew he meant it. But then it all fell apart again, so she calls my dad, ‘I need help. I gotta get out of here.’

“It was traumatic when Linda left Eddie the second time. I was always the big person, I was the muscle, so I went to help Dad move them. We had to go over and get the washer/dryer—along with Linda and Lance. And carrying the baby out, that was that.

“Eddie was just hurt. He wasn’t physical, but he used vulgar language, the most vulgar language you can imagine, calling my father all this vulgar stuff to a point that I cried. My father didn’t say anything to him, and Linda was like, ‘I don’t wanna talk to you.’ And I think he knew that this was it. That was the end of Eddie. That was it.”

The marriage had lasted less than two years. In the divorce settlement, it was agreed that Lance would live with Linda and stay with the Gundersons every other weekend. Eddie would pay $20 a week in child support.

Debbie, then a high-school senior, recalls, “Our father made Linda save money—you’re earning this, you save this—and she got a little apartment. I’ve gotta commend him for that.”

Eddie’s child-support checks didn’t always arrive, so Linda soon began thinking like a single mom. “Even though I was young and didn’t know any better, I thought, ‘I’m the barracuda mom and nobody is gonna mess with me,’” she says, displaying the feisty attitude she would pass on to her son.

Besides bravado, Linda relied on her faith to get through what was the toughest period in her life with Lance. It helped that her little boy was especially loved by Eddie’s mother and Linda’s family. “Lance was a blessing,” says Debbie, “and regardless of what’s going on, a baby is a blessing. For ten years, he was the only grandchild.”

It also helped that Lance was strong, healthy, and precocious. He was walking by nine months, and he soon showed he was a quick learner. “When Lance was two years old he was going to a Christian daycare, and they had a Christmas play. I’d gotten him a little suit outfit from Sears,” Linda remembers. “He got up on the stage, and he was so smart he quoted a whole Bible verse. And he was younger than all the other kids. That was a big deal.”
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By this time, Debbie says, Linda was slowly getting her life together. “She worked her way up to receptionist at a car dealership. And she did get her GED certificate later on.”

She was concerned, though, about Lance growing up without a live-in father, something her faith and core values made her feel was essential. She had that in mind when she met Terry Armstrong, the adopted son of Raymond Armstrong, a First Christian Church minister in Paris, Texas. Terry had taken a job right out of college working for a company that sold corn dogs and barbecue beef. He was the kind of man, Linda thought, who’d be a good role model for her son.

Their meeting wasn’t an accident, Terry tells me. “A friend of mine said, ‘I’d like to introduce you to this girl I know.’ We went to the car dealership where she worked and I thought, yeah. . . . And so later I went over to her apartment and knocked on the door. She said to wait a minute—she had a babysitter—and I walked in and saw this kid in a crib, and it was so, so phenomenal because it was a boy and I was a young man,” he says, explaining that he was then looking for stability in his life. “It was such a flash because Linda was real cute, but it was a family—and the attraction I had to Linda was more the fact that she had a son than just her.”

Terry Armstrong is speaking to me in the conference room of a modern office building in Plano, where he runs a regional sales office for Monterey Mushrooms. An avuncular figure in his late fifties, he has thinning gray hair and is wearing black wingtip leather shoes, neatly pressed gray pants, and a starched white shirt. Until now, he’s avoided talking publicly about Lance. He speaks with a rich Texas twang.

“When I started dating Linda, she was still involved with Eddie,” Terry says, since Linda’s ex-husband was taking Lance to his mother’s home every other weekend. “There were lots of times where Eddie didn’t bring him back on time, and Linda was just in chaos. By then I knew that Eddie had a, uh, police background, so I was worried about this. In fact, I remember Linda telling me that when they were married, Eddie once threw a screwdriver at her, and it lodged in her leg.

“I saw all this and I was thinking about this little family: ‘They live in a one-bedroom apartment in Oak Cliff, she doesn’t make a lot of money, she has this problem with this kind of wacky ex-husband, and she doesn’t get child support.’ I could see the pain.”

Seeing that pain and knowing that he was making a good living as a traveling salesman, Terry proposed marriage to Linda, and she accepted. “I still remember asking Paul [Mooneyham] for Linda’s hand,” Terry says. “We were in her apartment, Lance was in a crib, and I said, ‘I’ll protect your daughter.’ Paul said, ‘I know.’”

They married in 1974. Terry’s father officiated at the young couple’s wedding. Terry was twenty-two, Linda, twenty, Lance, two.

Despite having a new husband, Linda was not happy that her son’s name was still Gunderson. It was a constant reminder of a man she did not want to remember. Adoption was the solution, but Eddie would first have to sign away his parental rights to Lance.

“One weekend, Eddie decided not to bring him back,” Terry remembers. They called around frantically and got the police involved. “I kind of went ballistic. He had not paid child support for a long time, and I met him in the parking lot. After I took Lance, he and I had a confrontation.

“To me, he could have been nine feet tall and it wouldn’t have bothered me. Because when you’re dealing with a baby, which is now under your roof, and you’re in love with his mother, I don’t care how big he was. He was not going to do that to her. . . .

“So I said, ‘Sign up, sign these papers, you’re off the hook, you don’t have to pay anymore.’ And I told him, ‘Don’t ever come around again.’” Lance was just three years old; Eddie was twenty. They have not seen each other since that day.

After Eddie signed the papers, there was no holdup in the adoption process, which came to a simple conclusion. “The day that Terry adopted Lance, I went with Linda and Lance to the office,” Debbie says. “No one else was there. It was just like a gathering. Change Lance’s last name to Armstrong. And Eddie just went on his merry way. His mother tried to stay in contact, but Linda was like a light switch: ‘Okay, done.’”

Two decades later, Eddie’s mom, Willene, said this about Lance: “I’ve cried so many times and prayed so many tears. I don’t want anything except to see him, put my arms around him, and tell him that I love him. He’s my grandson. Even if you have others, you don’t ever quit missing one.”

[image: Image]

Lance would remain an only child. “Not too long after Linda and I got married,” Terry says, “we were at a friend’s house, and Linda was saying, ‘Let’s have kids! Let’s get pregnant!’ And I said, ‘No, I have a son. I have a responsibility, and I’m fairly young and I don’t think we need another kid.’ I guess it was almost like a selfishness, you know. I had my son—and he had my name.

“In my very young mind, I thought if I have no other children then Lance can get all of it . . . all the birthday presents, all the college education . . . everything. So why have another child? It made perfect sense. And I knew that Linda had gone through a childbirth that wasn’t good. Why put her through another pain? For ego?”

So young Lance remained the center of attention, especially at holiday times. “Being the only child and only grandchild, they spoiled him to death,” Linda says. She recalls one Christmas spent with her sister and brother, who had moved in with their father, just up the street in Oak Cliff. “Christmas was a fun event, and Lance completely loved Santa. My brother’s friend dressed up as Santa and came knocking on the door. He was really believable. And that was the year my dad gave Lance his first bike that he learned to ride without training wheels.”

Debbie remembers that time as well. “My dad had stopped drinking, and he worked at the post office,” she says. “Once he stopped drinking, he started to get us back together and tried to help the kids in any way he could.”

Debbie also remembers that Lance was real cute, which led to his first photo-op. “There was this big poster of Lance eating a corn dog, he could have only been three, promoting one of the items that Terry sold.”

“The biggest place for us to sell that product was the schools,” Terry explains, “because they have corn dogs on the menus in every school in the state. So I got a photo shop to get Lance holding this corn dog, and every show we went to we had a picture of Lance.”

During those years, one of Lance’s rare trips outside Texas was to visit Aunt Debbie in Maryland. “He came here with his mom and dad and spent a week,” she says. “He had never seen a basement before. He was like, ‘What’s this?’ They don’t have basements in Texas. And he opened the door and fell down the stairs. Down he went!

“We were living with my husband’s father at the time. He was an older guy, retired, very fit, wore a gardening hat—and Lance just took to him. Followed him around in the garden. We’d say, let’s go to the amusement park, let’s do this or that, but he was content just hanging out with my father-in-law. One day, my father-in-law started gardening and had his bathing suit on, and Lance comes up to me and goes, ‘Aunt Debbie, how come Grandpop’s got his underwear on?’ He just called him that; I didn’t ask him to.”

Lance doesn’t remember these incidents. In fact, he recalls hardly anything from his early childhood. One of the few memories he retains is an unpleasant one. “I was about four,” he tells me. “I fell off this little Tonka toy truck and fell on my elbow, and I had to go to the hospital. I remember all that because the hospital was so scary, and I needed stitches.”

Like his mother, Lance would later break off all contact with Terry Armstrong. But Terry’s memories of his adopted son are warm ones: “After going on the road to sell my product, I’ll never forget coming home and seeing him run across the grass, grab my jacket, and saying ‘Daddy’s home.’ I remember what a joy it was to see his eyes light up when I’d buy him things, toys and stuff.”

“He made pretty good money as a salesman,” Debbie remembers, “and my mother often says, ‘Terry really helped with money.’” With that help and with Linda working and making more each year, they were eventually able to fulfill Linda’s longtime dream of leaving the run-down Oak Cliff neighborhood. The young family moved across the Trinity River to northeast Dallas, to the fast-expanding suburb of Richardson with its strip malls, country clubs, and neat subdivisions.

“I believe that when Linda moved,” says her sister, “she made a conscious choice to move to the Richardson area, and that really began a chain of events. You could see it upped the level there—the higher degree of what people did and the things they achieved. It was a whole new ball game, and they got involved in all that. A nice home . . . and Lance eventually got in with this group of kids—they all had everything, the designer clothes, the society. . . . I think rubbing shoulders with all those people, Lance rose up to that rather than like, ‘No, I can’t handle this.’

“I think if they had stayed on in south Dallas,” Debbie says, “it might have been a different story.”
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