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Chapter 1: The Power Expo
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Dominic Fournier's massive frame hunched over the small folding table, dwarfing it. His thick fingers engulfed the Sharpie, carefully signing a poster for the wide-eyed boy in front of him.

"There ya go, kiddo," he replied, his rumble of a voice barely audible over the expo's din.

The boy beamed. "Thanks, Mr. Fournier!"

Dominic managed a small nod as the child scampered away, then scanned the bustling hall. It was a sea of bodies, seething and surging towards the popular athletes' booths. Camera flashes popped like lightning, punctuating the constant roar of excited voices. At the far end, "The Great Z" held court, his booming laugh easily carrying across the expo floor. A throng of fans jostled for position, phones raised high to capture a glimpse of the legend. Dominic's gaze drifted back to his own quiet corner, where a handful of people milled about, glancing his way occasionally. He shifted in his chair, the metal creaking under his weight.

A woman approached, clutching a program. "Ummm, excuse me? Are you Dominic Fournier?"

"That's me."

"Could I get an autograph?"

"Sure," he muttered, taking the program then pausing, his pen hovering over the page. "Who should I make it out to?"

"Oh! Uhhh, Sarah, please."

Dominic signed quickly, handing it back with a perfunctory smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. As Sarah walked away, he found his attention drawn once more to the commotion surrounding his fellow competitors. His massive fists clenched involuntarily, knuckles whitening. He could feel the raw power coiled in his muscles, the result of countless hours in the gym. As he watched the other athletes bask in adoration, a familiar heaviness settled in his chest. 

"I could be up there," he thought, jaw tightening. "If only I could... "

His pen trembled slightly as he reached for another poster. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, despite the air-conditioned hall.

"You okay there, big guy?" A lanky teenager peered at him curiously.

Dominic forced his features into neutrality. "Fine," he grunted, scrawling his name. "Just a little warm in here."

As the teen walked away, Dominic's mind raced. The constant noise, the expectant faces – it all pressed in on him, threatening to overwhelm. He drew a deep breath, trying to center himself, but the exhale following it was faster and more jittery than intended.

"Get it together, Dom," he muttered. "You're just as strong as any of these guys. That’s why you’re here."

But the doubt lingered, an unwelcome companion. He glanced at the clock, willing the meet-and-greet to end, desperate for the solitude of his hotel room.

A small figure approached Dominic's table, her eyes wide with admiration. "Mr. Fournier? Can I get a picture with you?"

Dominic nodded, rising to his full height. "Of course," he replied, his gravelly voice again struggling to cut through the background noise.

The girl's mother fumbled with her phone. "Smile, honey!"

Dominic placed a massive hand on the girl's shoulder, the weight of forcing his lips into what he hoped was a convincing grin feeling heavier than any barbell. The camera flashed, momentarily blinding him.

"Thank you so much!" the girl squealed, bouncing on her toes.

"My pleasure," Dominic replied automatically, his mind already drifting.

As the pair walked away, his thoughts turned to Marie. Their last argument echoed in his mind, drowning out the expo's chaos.

"And just what am I supposed to do, Dominic?" Marie had snapped, her eyes flashing. “What am I supposed to tell the rest of the family?”

He'd remained silent, unable to articulate the turmoil within him.

"I can't keep living like this!" she'd continued, her voice cracking. "It’s ridiculous."

Dominic blinked, hard, like a reset switch forcing himself back to the present. Another fan stood before him, poster in hand. He reached for his pen, feeling the weight of his failing marriage pressing down on him harder than any squat rack.

Dominic's focus wandered across the expo hall, settling on a group of athletes huddled near "The Great Z's" booth. They were laughing, slapping each other's backs, sharing inside jokes. A desperate pang of longing shot through him.

"Hey, Dom!" one of them called out, waving. "Join us for drinks later?"

Dominic raised a hand in acknowledgment, but couldn’t find his words. He managed a nod, despite knowing full well he wouldn't go. As the group turned back to their conversation, Dominic felt the invisible barrier separating him from them solidify. He was a castaway in a sea of camaraderie, adrift and alone. A young man approached, eyes shining with admiration. "Mr. Fournier, your deadlift technique... it’s... it’s incredible. Any tips?"

Dominic's mind raced, grasping for something profound. "Just... brace your core and drive through the floor," he mumbled, heat rising to his cheeks.

The fan's smile faltered. "Right, thanks."

As the man walked away, Dominic's thoughts spiraled inward. Why couldn't he connect? Why did every interaction feel like lifting a thousand pounds? His eyes caught onto a poster of "The Great Z," oozing confidence and beaming from ear to ear, clutching one of his many trophies. Something stirred in Dominic's chest. Admiration? Envy? Or... something else? He shook his head, trying to dislodge the thought. But it clung, persistent, adding to the storm of uncertainty raging within him.

Dominic's mammoth hand engulfed another fan’s. He shook it mechanically, his lips curving into a smile that felt counterfeit. "Thanks for coming," he rumbled, the words automatic, perfunctory, devoid of any genuine warmth.

A young woman thrust her phone at him. "Selfie?" she chirped.

He nodded, leaning in. The camera clicked, capturing a moment of false cheer. As she walked away, Dominic's attention returned to the bustling expo floor, his mind a thousand miles away.

"You're Dom Fournier, right?" A stocky man in his forties approached. "My son's a big fan. Mind signing this?"

Dominic took the proffered poster, scrawling his name. His hand shook slightly. He hoped the fan wouldn't notice.

"You uh, you alright there, big guy?" the man asked, brow furrowing.

"Fine," Dominic grunted. "Just... focused on the competition."

As the man walked away, Dominic's eyes were drawn to the commotion surrounding "The Great Z's" booth. The athlete was holding court, his booming laugh carrying across the hall. An adoring circle of admirers hung on his every word. For a fleeting moment, Dominic allowed himself to imagine being in Z's shoes. What would it feel like to be so... free? To not second-guess every word, every action? To not carry the weight of countless unspoken doubts? A flicker of pained envy crossed Dominic's features, but was quickly suppressed. He looked down at his own booth, sparse and quiet in comparison. The contrast was stark, a physical manifestation of the chasm he felt severing himself from his peers.

Dominic's hulking frame hunched slightly as another fan approached. It was a young boy, with wide eyes and a nervous smile. The strongman forced his features into a neutral expression, willing his internal turmoil not to show.

"Can... can you sign this, Mr. Fournier?" The boy's voice quavered.

Dominic nodded, his movements deliberate as he took the poster. "What's your name?" he asked, his deep voice barely above a murmur.

"Alex."

Dominic signed, his hand doing his bidding while his mind refused to. It once again replayed the argument he'd had with his wife that morning. Her words echoed in his head: "Sometimes I feel like I don't even know you anymore."

He handed the poster back to Alex. "There ya go, kid."

"Thanks!" Alex beamed. "Um... do you think I could be as strong as you someday?"

Dominic paused, his brown eyes meeting the boy's hopeful gaze. "If you work hard and stay true to yourself," he said finally, after a long pause, the words feeling hollow in his mouth.

As Alex scampered away, Dominic's gaze drifted to a nearby booth where two male athletes were laughing together, their easy camaraderie painfully evident. A strange ache bloomed in his chest, one he couldn't quite name. The expo's cacophony faded into a dull hum as Dominic retreated into his thoughts. He remained seated, a mountain of a man rendered flat by the weight of his uncertainties. In that moment, surrounded by the chaos of the event, Dominic Fournier found himself questioning everything he thought he knew about strength, success, and—most unsettlingly—about himself.
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