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DEDICATION

To Caitlyn, Alexis, and Raegan—though we struggle,
we overcome, by the grace of God. Glass ceilings are invisible limitations imposed by excuse-makers. Take joy in crashing through them on your way to fulfill God’s full and blessed purposes for your lives!
To Jeremiah and Ken—my story collaborators on “RESTORATION”—thanks for letting me play and dream-build alongside you both. Maybe let’s do a comedy next time!
To my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Dashiell, for giving my short story about breakfast foods with feelings an A+ and reading it in front of the whole class. At twelve years old that was greater than an Academy Award!
And finally, to anyone in the process of rebuilding their life after catastrophic failure or loss—I dedicate this book to you, the resilient ones, and I pray that today you’d have twice the hope and strength as yesterday, but only half as much as you’ll have tomorrow.
Strength of mind, strength of body!


















Prologue



Lightening spider-webbed across the darkened sky followed immediately by a loud crackle and a long ominous rumble as afternoon melted into a messy evening. This was not a light drizzle either, so reminiscent of those late-summer North Carolina storms. No, this was what Fayetteville locals referred to as a “duck drowner.”
Large drops pounded in sheets and CK Erwin knew that somewhere close the waterfall that cascaded off his roof, overshooting the drains, would be snaking its way back up under the shingles and into the house. Garage, most likely. Seemed like for a while there he’d patch one leak and two more would spring up during the next storm. Not that any of that mattered anymore.
CK sat down on the edge of the bed in his master bedroom and slid open the side table drawer. He lifted out a matte black lock box onto his lap and thumbed the tumbler to line up the access code. The only light in the room was a soft gray through the lacy window sheers behind him. Another double-flash of lightening threw shadows dancing along the walls. A heavier tappity tapping began on the windows, and CK turned to identify the noisy new culprit. Hail.
Minus the icy pebbles, this storm reminded him of Florida. CK had spent some time in Jacksonville as a young cadet for one of his first FBI assignments straight out of the Academy. In the rainy season, this type of monsoon would hit every afternoon about 1600 hours, as punctual as all the old folks showing up at the K&S Cafeteria. But then by 1615 or 1630 the rain would snap off like a faucet and completely dry up until the next afternoon. You could almost set your watch by it.
His wife, Claire, loved to tease him about their “cheese grater of a roof” and threatened on more than one occasion to bring in her father, the fix-it man, to patch it up. But CK had seen Peepaw’s functional, but ugly as sin handiwork—usually involving vast amounts of duct tape. One time Peepaw had fixed a dining room chair back that had snapped off after their oldest son Max had leaned back too far. By the time Peepaw was finished, the chair looked like it had been to an orthodontist because of the metal bracings. The kids called it the “Terminator” chair because it was more machine, they said, than chair anymore. CK could only imagine what a Peepaw fix to the roof would entail.
Another lightning strike preceded a loud peal of thunder. This had a sobering effect on CK, reminding him why he was there, perched on the edge of their king bed with a snub-nosed .357 in his hand. The whole house was empty, save for him. Not empty of furniture, no, the furniture was there just as it had always been, collecting dust for the past six months as if in a museum display. Ever since that day time had stood still.
CK had decided that a single gunshot during a thunderstorm would attract less attention from his neighbors, not that anyone would be outside anyway. But he had waited, putting this off long enough. He couldn’t wait any longer. Couldn’t muddle through another day under this dark void that consumed him from sunup to sundown; it plagued him long into the twilight hours, which was why he chose to self-medicate in the afternoons. He couldn’t drift asleep anymore, but he could force a black out. Tonight he’d only had a fraction of the Jim Beam as usual. Tonight’s sleep aid would be the pistol in his hand. And he was ready for the long restful, forever nap.
A picture on the nightstand caught his eye. He tried to ignore it, but the happy family in that frame was magnetic. It was a picnic they’d all taken up to Pullen Park in Raleigh. There was a little choo-choo train that ran a lap around the quaint college park that served as homework for most of the Forestry and Civil Engineering kids at NC State. This shot had been taken by Max just before the train ride began. He had always been the best with those long-armed selfies and caught everyone laughing at some crazy joke he’d throw out just before hitting the button. Not a whole joke, usually just a word or phrase like “duck farts!” He was the family clown and knew how to get little Amera giggling; she was nine years younger than Max and by far the more serious of the two kids, just like her momma.
Another crash of lightening.
CK took some deep breaths. Turning away from the picture and the distant memories, he stared into the bleak grey of the present that would usher him into nothingness. He raised the gun quickly to his temple and held it there. He had been shot before in the line of duty. Grazed, but still, it hurt like the dickens, as the metal cut past your flesh like a hot knife through butter. He wasn’t afraid of pain. He’d been trained to overcome it with discipline and a daily regimen.
More lightening. More thunder.
He slowly began to squeeze the trigger. It was now or never. This had to be done. Didn’t it? Or did it? So many thoughts ran through his head at once. Was this his life flashing before his eyes? It was as if his brain’s auto response when being confronted with imminent death was to instantly catalog a thousand memories per second.
More lightening. Fading thunder. The storm was on the move. Much further away now. How long had he been sitting there with the gun to his temple? Ten seconds? Twenty minutes?
Back in the FBI there had been many times when he was gut-checked by a curious inner voice that would help him second guess a witness or an evidence analysis or even a crime scene before him that didn’t quite feel right. That sharp instinct for something amiss was what had saved his life time and again. He had been narrowly missed by one bullet because he had been chasing a suspect down an alley. Rounding a corner, his so-called “spidey-sense” rang in his ears and he rolled to the ground before he fully registered the second perp who popped off a shot in his direction. He’d had no clue there were two men working together. Just the instinct, that intuition to drop to the ground.
And again that same gut-check was screaming in his head. Something was amiss, making zero sense in his mind’s eye. But thirty years of training would not allow him to just ignore it. CK slowly withdrew his finger from the trigger and shakily brought his hands down to his lap. Exhaling deeply, he flicked the latch open and dumped the cylinder full of slugs into his hand, tossing the gun back into the lock box. He picked up the family picture again, pinching the frame between his shaking fingers. A single tear landed on the glass and CK saw through it to his own sad reflection.
He scratched absently at his bushy, scraggly beard. He hadn’t bothered with trivial things like square meals or grooming in quite some time. He looked like one of those ice-road truckers with a thousand miles of deadly road in his stormy blue eyes.
This was not over. Far from over. But that nagging voice inside deserved some introspection. Whatever it was, it had bought him a little more time. He’d give it that much respect. Next time there’d be no going back.
He rolled the five .357 cartridges in his fingertips. They had been a practical gift to his wife. She wasn’t as excited about it as he was, but these were what had the best short-range stopping power in the case of a home invasion. A smaller weapon he and Claire could both use and had practiced with at the range many times. He let them roll out of his hand into the lock box as well and snapped the lid shut. As he slid the drawer closed the ice in his bourbon shifted and settled in the glass. It’s weird, the random thoughts that came to mind. Claire would flip out over him not using a coaster for his whiskey tumbler, how much more so if he’d painted their bedroom red with his brain tissue. CK drained the last of the brown liquid fire. It burned all the way down his throat. No, his wife most certainly would not have approved. But then again, she was dead.


















Chapter 1



The sun began to punch gorgeous shafts of crepuscular rays through the storm clouds even as the last of the rain down-shifted to a soft, steady misting. It was about 5:30 and cars wound their way home through the Longview Acres neighborhood, their tires carving through a thin layer of water still cascading across this stretch of road, puddling in dingy gray pools along the street side.
Sam Collins splashed through another puddle as she ran along, oblivious to the weather’s positive turn. She was on the final stretch of her three-mile circuit, trying to chase down a personal best (PB) that had eluded her going on two weeks now. She had cranked Skillet’s “Undefeated” in her wireless earbuds. The energetic song had been known to shave off precious run-time for the entirety of its rocked-out three minutes and thirty-two seconds.
Splish splash, splish splash.
Her worn-out purple-teal Saucony roadrunners kept in perfect stride, unbreaking rhythm. By any athlete’s standards, she was long overdue for a new pair, but she felt bad asking her mom for extra money for something silly like specialty shoes when they struggled to buy groceries week to week. Besides, there was a bunch of new wrestling gear she needed as the new season kicked off. New shoes could wait.
Their family had gotten a huge break after Pops offered to let them live in his home last year. He wasn’t their grandfather, but he didn’t have family of his own and had decided to open up his spacious five-bedroom home to boarders, people from the church in need of financial assistance, mostly, who rotated out about every eighteen months or so as they were able to make ends meet on their own again. Pops was the only one Sam would let call her “Samantha”—that name was a little too froofy for her liking.
“Froofy” was a term her dad had used to describe Sam’s Starbucks choices that were usually everything but coffee. Vanilla creamers, caramel, whipped topping or foam, and all the chocolate. All. The. Chocolate. It was an ordeal every time they went to father-daughter coffee together before wrestling practice. She would step up and order her venti double mocha caramel vanilla latte, half caff, extra whip, extra vanilla. Then he’d step up and say, “Coffee. Black.” Now, Sam had explained and explained to him that he couldn’t just say coffee black, they had like 187 coffees black, so he had to choose: Pike, Café Verona, Sumatra... And a size: tall, grande, venti.
But every time it was the same. “Coffee. Black.”
It was all that Army Special Forces training. He’d had twelve years of bad Army coffee, so Sam knew there was no changing her dad on that point. She ended up translating for him since she totally spoke Barista.
Splish splash, splish splash.
Jostling down her back between her shoulder blades were a pair of dog tags she always wore. The coolness of the metal tags danced atop her fiery skin, a constant reminder of their presence. The inscriptions read “Captain Daniel Collins, U.S. Army.” It was one of the few things that had returned from Afghanistan when her dad hadn’t on that last tour.
Sam rounded the home stretch on Eau Gallie Drive and dug deep into high gear for this last 400 yards. Her eyes stung and her lungs were burning. She very much expected her heart to burst any second, but she pushed and pushed and pushed. Other girls broke down. She did not. Other girls quit. She did not. Other girls were weak. She was not.
Push. Push. Push. Splish. Splash. Splish.             
She imagined a sonic boom as she passed Pops’ house at warp speed before throttling back, gasping for air. She hacked her watch to stop the timer. Huffing and puffing, she walked down to the McLamb’s house, wiping salt and rain water from her forehead. Her track suit clung to her body, completely drenched from the inside and out. As she finally rounded back to her house she plopped down on the front porch, happy for the thermos water bottle right where she’d left it. She tugged the cap open with her teeth and shot a refreshing blast into her mouth. It didn’t even matter that some dribbled down her face because between the rain and the sweat she had reached what she learned in Chemistry class was her saturation point.
Checking her run time on her watch, she grimaced. 18 minutes 35 seconds. She didn’t PB again. Way off her personal record. She had hit a wall. So frustrating. She was used to results and she was not getting them. She pulled the dog tags forward again, running her fingers along the raised lettering.
“Sorry, Dad,” she apologized. “I’ll get there, I promise.”
The screen door squeaked behind her. “Hey, Sam, dinner is just about ready. Come on in and get washed up. Got a towel right here for you.”
Sam took another swig of water, answering with a thumbs up at her mother.
Kayelyn wanted to say something to her daughter about getting out of the rain and out of those wet clothes, but she knew to give Sam some space after these workouts. It was less exercising and more exorcising with Sam—so driven and competitive. Kayelyn rarely had to scold the girl because she was always hardest on herself. And now with Dan gone, it was worse. Like Sam was chasing a ghost. Kayelyn shivered from a chilly breeze that cut through the screen door. She folded her arms across her chest, lingering another moment.
Sam favored Dan’s looks. His dark brown eyes, his dark olive complexion, his athletic build, and temperament. Even the way she leaned forward, perched there on the stoop, hunched over like that, was a total Dan move. He had spent many early mornings after his first combat tours sitting on their back porch alone with his thoughts after a workout. He too had used exercise to push back the dark thoughts. Exercise and prayer. And like Sam, he also required a certain amount of space after a workout to “come down” off the edge.
Kayelyn pursed her lips thoughtfully and headed back toward the kitchen.
Sam picked at the dog tags around her neck and noticed the black rubber edge was getting a little ragged on the second silver tab. She’d have to order some more. She didn’t the first time they’d broken, and discovered it sounded like a dog collar as she walked around school. Apparently the black rubber was tactical and it muffled the chinkling sounds and, for what it was worth, helped keep the full cold metal off her skin, which she appreciated. Especially now as she tucked the tags safely down the front of her shirt.
Collecting her water bottle, she groaned as she stood; she stretched out a kink in her hip before moving inside. She had just enough time for one of her infamous four-minute showers before the rest of the household would be herded together for the family meal. Especially Zeke and Ray. Those boys, as Pops was fond of saying, would probably be late to their own funerals.
***
The dining room and adjoining kitchen buzzed with activity. Pops carried in one of those large twenty-quart stew kettles. He moved slowly, holding it carefully in his big decorative cow oven mitts.
Zeke moved arms out with his own cow mitts, like an Olympic Gymnast spotter, spotting Pops but more importantly, the stew. “Easssy now, Pops, you’re doing great. Steady on. Almost there, I repeat the nectar of the gods has come home to roost—”
“Zeke, if you make me spill this, Kayelyn is gonna pinch your head off. And I’m gonna let her,” Pops warned, only half-joking.
“Almost there, Pops,” Zeke whispered reverentially, “in 5...4...3...2...touchdown.”
He said this last bit as Pops set the giant pot onto the center of the large buffet table. Pops had picked the table up at a yard sale one Saturday morning for a steal and refinished it, along with the two bench seats. The buffet and seats fit perfectly in the room and accommodated up to twelve people.
“I thank you for your service, Zeke,” Pops said sarcastically, snatching the cows from his hands.
Zeke saluted. “I want you to know I take Miss Kayelyn’s Brunswick stew very seriously!”
“Hot biscuits coming through,” Ray exclaimed, although his deep Southern accent made it sound more like “bee-yuh-scuts.” He set down the two baskets at each end of the table, making sure to put one basket nice and close to little Abbie, Sam’s five-year-old sister. She tended not to have a wide-ranging food palate. Most of her finicky diet consisted of bread and cereal and ice cream.
“M’lady.” Ray swept his arm across, bowing low to Abbie who cracked the tiniest of smiles at him. Otherwise she was quiet. Always quiet. Hadn’t spoken a dozen words in the eighteen months since their dad had died. Kayelyn had taken her to a speech specialist who assured her she was highly intelligent and perfectly capable of talking, she had just lost her voice somewhere along the way and wasn’t in a big hurry to pick it back up.
Everyone had settled into their usual places while Kayelyn ladled steaming, healthy portions of stew into each bowl and handed it back to each person. Sam, perfectly timed and wet-headed from the shower, slid into her seat beside Zeke and Ray as her mom handed out the last bowl. Sam liked to call their side of the table knucklehead lane because she felt like she was in a Three Stooges episode with those boys. Before they’d moved in with Pops, she’d known them from church, so really it was like having two dorky older brothers.
Zeke and Ray both worked at Pop’s Garage while they alternated classes at Fayetteville Tech. More importantly, they were all family. They had their fights, they had their good and bad days, but through it all they stuck by each other, encouraged daily by that big-hearted old gentleman at the head of the table.
Pops looked around the table as he did at the start of each meal and reached out a hand to the left and right. Sam took one hand and Abbie slipped her little hand into his other. Everyone else joined hands and silence fell over the table as they bowed their heads to pray.
“Father God,” Pops began, “we thank you for the bountiful blessings you poured out upon our family and this wonderful meal Kayelyn has prepared and ask your blessings on this food to the nourishment of our bodies. Amen.”
“Amen,” everyone echoed.
The silence broken, the table became a cacophony of clanking spoons and dishes, ice in glasses and six different conversations going around at once.
“Pass the biscuits.”
“Mmmm! This soup is my spirit animal!”
“Scoot over, nerd, you’re hogging the bench!”
“That’s my knife!”
“Don’t talk with your mouth full.”
“Who forgot the molasses?”
All at the same time. You could tell from the smile on his face, this warmed Pop’s heart. Sam always thought of him like a kindly shepherd, except with this group, it was more like herding cats.
 Pops cleared his throat loudly and the table quieted, expectantly. “Well, I hired a new mechanic today.”
This news had the intended effect. Everyone looked up at him surprised. This decision had not come lightly and it had been three months since they lost Larry Jr. who ran off to join NASCAR. But no one ever seemed right for Pops, Sam mused. Until now.
“Yeah?” Kayelyn said buttering half a biscuit and returning it to Abbie’s plate for her, “who is he?”
“Well, his name’s CK and he starts on Tuesday.”
“Oh yeah, that Clint Eastwood-looking feller that came by today?” Zeke asked.
“He does not look like Clint Eastwood,” Ray chimed in with a scowl.
“Does too! They could be twins! And not the nocturnal twins either,” Zeke said proudly gesturing with his index finger, “the other kind that look the same.”
“It’s fraternal, genius,” Sam punched his arm. “So, he must know his stuff to gain your approval, Pops.”
“You might say he passed the ‘Pop’ quiz with flying colors.” He winked at Sam. A collective groan went up from everyone, except Sam who could always appreciate a solid pun.
“I see what you did there,” she nodded approvingly.
“You get it?” Pop nudged Abbie. “Pop quiz?”
Eyes down, Abbie picked slowly at her biscuit and did not respond. Pop sighed at another failed attempt to break through.
“What’s his story?” Kayelyn asked, blowing on a steamy spoonful of turkey and potatoes.
“Just a man looking for work,” Pop shrugged, biting into a butter biscuit.
Kayelyn eyed him more closely. She knew a dodge when she heard it. “What about family?” she pressed.
“Don’t know,” he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin.
Kayelyn pointed her spoon at him. “Is he a Christian?”
“Don’t know that either,” he answered plainly.
“Pop, what do you know?” She furrowed her brow.
“I know enough. He had strong references,” was all Pop would admit.
Kayelyn was like a dog with a bone. “Do you know anything about his past? Do we need to Google him right now?”
Zeke and Sam rolled their eyes at each other. They knew mama bear was easily riled.
“Listen,” Pop said, “sometimes you can tell everything you need to know about a man by the way he shakes your hand.” He turned aside to Abbie and added, “Or lady.”
He held out his hand and she nodded shyly, accepting the handshake. Pops grinned at the small success.
“Don’t worry about a thing, Miss Kayelyn. I’ll keep an eye on this fellow,” Zeke thumped his chest proudly. “Remember, these hands are registered weapons of mass destruction!”
On “destruction” he demonstrated a karate chop which knocked the bread basket out of Sam’s hand and biscuits went flying. “Zeke!!” Sam snarled at him. “Not cool!”
“Biscuits down! I repeat biscuits down!” Ray said, lunging for a rollaway biscuit.
Zeke apologetically helped them pick up the escapees. “Sorry! Normally I do that move standing up, you know! Sorry! Five-second rule. This one’s good as new!” He brushed it off, returning it to the basket. Sam gave him the evil eye.
“Anyway,” Pops shook his head and continued, “we agreed to a two-month trial. CK will work at the garage and help me run errands here and there. Other than that, well, he’s a private person and I agreed to respect that privacy.”
“Sounds secretive,” Kayelyn’s eyes narrowed. “Like he’s hiding something.”
“No, dear,” Pops shrugged. “I think if CK wants to share more about himself with us, we must first prove that we are trustworthy ourselves.”
Kayelyn took out her iPhone. “So he goes by CK? Why do I feel like those initials may not stand for ‘charming’ and ‘kind’?”
Sam laughed, “Are you seriously checking the National Sex Offender website?”
“No! What?” Kayelyn covered her phone from their view. “That’s crazy. No.”
“Bottom line,” Pops said tapping a finger to the table, “I really feel that God is placing CK here for a reason, Kayelyn. Just like he brought each of you here for a season. I just don’t know what that reason is yet.”
“Biscuit?” Zeke offered the basket to Sam.
“Ew.” She grimaced. “I don’t want your dirty floor biscuits.”
“What?” Zeke brushed it off casually. “They’ve been blessed.” He stuffed one in his mouth as if to prove his point. “See?”
“Again,” Sam leaned in closer. “Ew.”


















Chapter 2



Pops had secured a prime location for his garage off Ramsey Street right up the road from the house. He loved the fact that he could be home some nights in five minutes, although he wasn’t driving as much these days; he’d had some issues with his peripheral vision and was unable to convince the DMV to let it slide one more time. Fortunately, between Zeke and Ray and Sam, he had his own private army of Uber drivers at his disposal.
The location there on the 401-Bypass ensured quite a bit of walk-in business from customers needing routine maintenance: tire rotations and oil changes. They accepted as many of those jobs as they could manage, but their real core business was restorations. They had a nice ’74 Mustang and a ’40 Ford Hotrod that were almost finished reupholstering and replacing a fender, respectively. And he had some other customers that had asked for price quotes recently on some more time-consuming procedures, so there was no shortage of work to be done, which is why having CK on board would be such a huge asset.
The weather this day was so nice and the temperature perfect. All four of the garage bay doors were wide open, letting the Fall breeze in and the oily grease and exhaust smells out. Zeke was doctoring some coffee from the Keurig machine while Ray was cracking open a box of donuts. They didn’t do donuts except for special occasions. Having CK join the team was certainly apple fritter worthy! Besides, the Krispy Kreme “hot” light had been on when they passed by and it’s practically illegal to drive past and not get a hot glazed donut. If not illegal, it was certainly a sin of omission!
Either way the team had met their spiritual and legal obligations that morning. Ray was on his third pastry by the time Pops rounded the corner with CK.
“Good morning, all! Allow me to introduce you guys to Mr. CK Erwin. CK, this is Zeke and Ray. They have both been with me a number of years and they do tremendous work. At least that’s what they tell me. More than that, they’re like family.”
“Gentlemen.” CK smiled politely and shook both their hands.
Zeke’s handshake was a lot more enthusiastic. “Welcome to the gang, CK!”
Ray wiped flakes of frosting from his hands before extending it. “Glad to have you, CK! I have taken one for the team and sampled the donuts and happy to report they are not poisonous but they are super delicious!”
“Ray”—Zeke smacked his arm with a frown—“you got the man covered in frosting crumbs!”
“It’s okay.” CK smiled good-naturedly and wiped his sticky fingers on his jeans, then turned to head back to the shop when Pops pulled out a Bible.
“Okay,” Pops began, perching himself on the stool, “today’s devotional comes from Matthew 18:12–14.”
CK turned back around, caught off guard by the impromptu religious entrapment. He couldn’t get by Pops without causing a commotion, so he just leaned back against the wall.
“‘What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go look for the one that wandered off,” Pops read, and then continued, “‘And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off. In the same way, your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these ones should be lost.’”
Pops set the book down and then looked to Zeke and Ray. “Okay, break it down,” he said.
“God is concerned for everyone,” Zeke said. More of a question than a comment.
“He will go after the lost like a heat-seekin’ guided missile,” Ray said adding a whooshing sound effect and some hand motions to it.
“And it gives Him great joy to find the one that got away,” Zeke looked around the room for nods of approval.
Ray added a small explosion sound.
“Yes.” Pops smiled back at them. “And we should do the same. Look for opportunities to guide people that are lost to the truth. Amen.” He clapped and stood. “Okay let’s have a great day, boys.”
Pops, Ray, and Zeke jumped to their feet and headed out to work. Ray and Zeke each grabbed an extra donut for the road. CK headed straight for the coffee machine. He was gonna need more caffeine to make this first morning work. Stepping up to the table, his foot hit something squishy. He backed up. Dillard, the laziest bluetick coonhound on the planet, just lay snoozing away.
“What have I gotten myself into?” CK shook his head slowly.
Dillard smacked his lips a couple times, farted, then was motionless again.
“Feeling’s mutual, I’m sure.” CK waved the noxious fumes away.
***
The sun had run a full day’s course across the sky and now set up just above the tree line. In the first bay, CK was elbows deep into the engine of a powder blue Impala when Pops walked up. “How’s the first day?”
CK straightened up, wiping his hands on a rag over his shoulder. “Can’t complain. About to wrap this job up.”
“That’s great,” Pops said as he checked some things off his clipboard list. “I know Zeke and Ray already like having an extra set of hands around here.”
“Amen, brother!” Zeke shouted from beneath the Mustang in bay two.
“They seem like”—CK pursed his lips—“good guys.” He had wanted to say goofy but changed it last second.
“Quirky, but good,” Pops agreed. He searched CK’s face and considered something before adding, “Hey, I’d like you to meet the rest of the family tonight if you don’t mind.”
“Oh, Mr. Hodge, I don’t know—” CK shuffled awkwardly.
“Already have plans tonight?” Pops pressed.
“Well, no, but—”
“Perfect!”
“Mr. Hodge, really, I can’t.” CK squirmed even more.
“I tell you what.” Pops tucked a pencil behind his ear. “You come tonight and I promise I won’t ask again if you don’t like it.”
CK sighed. He felt trapped. Again, this was a little above and beyond what he had agreed to, but he didn’t want to upset his host and boss by starting off on the wrong foot. Pick your battles, he used to teach the new recruits. Maybe going tonight would earn him a get-out-of-preachy-religious morning, cult powwow devotions tomorrow. “I’ll go get cleaned up,” CK said finally.
“Now you’re talking!” Pops punched the air triumphantly.
***
CK pulled his Black Ford Raptor pickup into a parking spot at Pine Forest Senior High School. He and Pops climbed out, the locks chirping as they walked away. The lot was only half full and there were whistles and crowd noises coming from the gymnasium near them.
They entered the side door and scanned the large space for any familiar faces. There were already a couple of wrestling matches in progress on the main floor.
“Kayelyn’s oldest daughter, Samantha, attends school here. Their little family moved in with me a while back. Going through some rough patches in life. Sam is on the high school wrestling team. She’s a great little athlete.” Pops waved to Kayelyn and the others in the bleachers and headed that way. “Look, they’re saving us seats.”
CK couldn’t move his feet. His eyes were focused on the match closest to them. One of the boy’s faces was hidden in a half nelson, and when he broke free, CK did a double-take because it looked just like his son, Max. He blinked hard twice and realized it wasn’t. His mind was playing tricks on him.
Pops returned. “CK?”
“Mr. Hodge,” CK started to explain but knew he’d just sound crazy, so instead he stammered, “I d-don’t think—”
“Nonsense! They’re saving us seats! Come on!” Pops lead the way a second time, gesturing at CK to follow.
CK cleared his head and regulated his breathing. Focused. He sure could use a drink right about now. He forced his one foot in front of the other and followed Pops up through the bleachers. They crossed in front of Kayelyn and Abbie. Zeke and Ray were even there. The guys were all wearing “Sam-Slam Club” novelty t-shirts.
“Ya’ll just barely made it! The Slam-inator is up next!” Zeke filled them in excitedly.
“Sambo!” Ray hollered and they bumped fists.
“My fault,” Pops apologized, settling into his seat. “Kayelyn, this is Mr. CK Erwin. CK, this is Kayelyn and her lovely daughter Abbie.”
CK and Kayelyn nodded at each other, exchanging pleasantries. Courteous, yet guarded. CK noticed Abbie’s hand held out for a handshake. He smiled and took it. She pumped once, very firmly and then withdrew. Very official. CK smiled at the little oddity. Kayelyn noticed, too, and raised an eyebrow to Pops who was equally surprised at Abbie’s formal mannerisms.
“Wooooooo, Saaaammmm Slaaaaaammm!” Zeke shouted, breaking up the sweet little moment.
Down on the gym floor, Sam smiled weakly up at the Sam Slam gang in the bleachers while she continued stretching and loosening up for the match. It always took her a minute to clear her head of all the school stuff and home stuff to get her mind in the game. And she had less than thirty seconds to do it because her next opponent, Alex, was pacing back and forth in the center circle like a tiger that had cornered a tiny mouse.
It wasn’t fair because she was at the lower end of the 170-pound weight class and this Son of Hercules was clearly at the top of the weight class which could be as much as 195. Sam swallowed hard. Ordinarily this was the perfect moment for a wrestler’s coach to step over and give some encouraging words, a last-minute pep talk. But Sam’s coach wasn’t even there today. So, all she had was her best friend, Pic Stevens. They’d been friends since fifth grade, although at this moment, Sam could not remember why. 
“Holy Moly,” Pic said looking out at Alex, “that boy looks like if Captain America and Duane ‘the Rock’ Johnson had a love child! Wow! Look at those biceps, gurl! He is ripped! I mean—”              
He stopped mid-sentence when he caught Sam’s incredulous look. “Do you mind! G’aw!” she said, annoyed.
Pic patted her shoulder. “I dunno, sorry, maybe if we could get our hands on some horse tranquilizers we could even this match out a little.”
“Pic!” She punched his arm.
“Ow! Hey, save it for Captain America Junior!”
Sam threw him the evil eye again and headed out to show center. She checked once more to make sure the pink laces in her otherwise black Asics wrestling shoes were solidly tied. Then she slid her mouthguard into place. She couldn’t remember if she’d washed it or not. Maybe, if she was lucky, a germ-related plague would strike in the next ten seconds.
Up in the bleachers, the Sam Slam Club was getting all riled up. “Okay! Here she goes!” Zeke cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Come on, Sam-I-Am!”
“Sam has been wrestling for years now,” Pops narrated to CK to bring him up to speed. “Finished in the middle of her conference last year and she is absolutely determined to be first this year.” He also put a hand to his mouth and yelled out to the floor. “Come on, Sam! Show them what you’ve got!”
“This is a big match,” he continued back to CK. “Her opponent, Alex, won conference last year. And then this year he dropped down a weight class.”
“She doesn’t wrestle other girls?” CK checked the sidelines, but Sam was the only girl out there.
“Occasionally for practice, but there’s not enough in her weight class in the whole district,” Pops explained.
“Well, the kid’s got guts,” CK observed, taking it all in. He watched Alex in his shiny red singlet confidently shake hands with Sam. He watched Sam pull self-consciously at her own black singlet at the thigh. It might have fit her perfectly last year, but CK’s guess was that as she was growing up and filling out, she needed a bigger size. In fact all of her gear and her shoes seemed to have a lot of wear to them. It could be she hadn’t even bought them new. CK chanced a look down the row to Kayelyn and Abbie who were clapping. Seemed like this whole family was in need of some new clothes. CK was no fashion guru, but his family had always been big contributors to their Goodwill store and these were the types of clothes that would be marked “Gently used” and put up on the racks for sale. 
The ref’s whistle drew CK’s attention back to the floor where Sam jumped in quickly. CK knew she’d have to rely on her speed and agility to survive this colossus. She was doing well at first as she grappled for the upper hand, but Alex began to frustrate her with what CK would call some shady moves to throw off her game. A grab that turned into a pinch. A headgear slap made to appear accidental. CK saw it all. The ref did not.
Alex evaded every takedown and almost had Sam locked up once, but she escaped, thrusting her hips to the floor and arching her back to roll out. By the end of the two minutes, Sam was behind in points as the whistle blew. That meant for round two she’d be the bottom. Sam got down on her hands and knees to be the underling. Alex knelt beside her in the over position, reaching his arm around her waist and his other hand grabbing her elbow. CK saw Alex’s lips move but had no clue what he would have whispered. Judging by the color rushing to Sam’s face and neck, CK could only imagine what he’d said.
The whistle blew again and the two were in motion instantly. Sam really wasn’t a match for Alex and he appeared to be done playing around. She broke a couple of holds valiantly, but was just too tired as she struggled. She was losing focus, too, which was hurting her even more. Being angry just made her sloppier. And made Alex’s job easier.
CK looked down to the sidelines where Pic was rooting Sam on. CK could have sworn his son Max was sitting there in his own blue wrestling uniform looking straight back at him. Eyes unblinking. Face completely devoid of emotion. CK shook his head and looked again. The apparition was gone. He knew this had been a bad idea. This world was just too overwhelming to him. Too familiar.
The whistle blew and CK looked up to see Sam pinned beneath Alex. They pulled apart and stood up. CK also stood and left the bleachers without saying a word to anyone. He headed toward the door. Kayelyn threw a questioning look at Pops who shrugged it off.
Down below, the ref checked the score table for confirmation, grabbed both wrestler’s hands, and raised Alex’s in triumph. The crowd went nuts. Alex was obviously a local favorite. Sam unsnapped her headgear, throwing it to the floor and stomped off the mat. She knew her team risked being penalized for her poor sportsmanlike conduct, but she didn’t care.
“It’s okay, Sam-a-lama-ding-dog!” Zeke yelled. “Keep your head up!”
Kayelyn put a hand on Zeke’s shoulder. “Ooh boy, Zeke, you’re gonna want to dial that back a notch or she’s gonna throw you in a headlock.”
Sam plopped down into a folding chair on the sideline, scooped up her water bottle and blasted a stream into her mouth, swishing furiously and swallowing.
Alex approached with Sam’s headgear. “Stick to playing with the girls, Sam. Before you get hurt.”
He smiled smugly and tossed the gear into her lap then turned and walked away. Sam threw her gear into the bag at her feet, which knocked the dog tags loose. She picked them up and sighed heavily, running her fingers along the indentations. “I’m sorry, Dad,” she whispered. “I’m trying.”
In the bleachers Pop and the gang watched Sam gather her stuff and began to collect their own belongings.
“I know she has to be so disappointed,” Kayelyn said. “But she’s really at a disadvantage here.”
“We need to help her keep her head up,” Pops replied. “Alex not only has the size advantage, he is a strong wrestler.”
Zeke chimed in. “She can lose a few matches and still make conference, right?”
“Maybe,” Pops answered thoughtfully. “If Alex changes weight class!”
“Burn!” Zeke said with a snap of his finger.
“What’s up with CK?” Kayelyn suddenly changed the subject, hands on her hips.
“I’m not sure.” Pops scratched at his grey goatee. “He seemed a bit uncomfortable.”
“Mm. Well, I don’t like him,” she stood to her feet.
“Oh, he’s fine Kayelyn.” Pops waved it off. “Probably just needed some fresh air.”
“Humph!” Kayelyn growled as she helped Abbie into her jacket. “Oh, I almost forgot. Sam’s car wouldn’t crank again this morning. Can you give her and Pic a ride home? I have to pick up Abbie’s new medicine then run a few errands.”
“Sure, no problem. See you soon, Squirt.” Pops kissed the top of Abbie’s head and then they all managed their way down the aluminum staircase.
***
Sam and Pic rode in the King Cab of the Raptor. CK and Pops were up front. Most of the family knew to keep clear of Sam after a match—especially one she’d lost so dramatically. Pic was not wired that way at all. Not even a little bit.
“Are you insinuating my attitude is bad?” Sam seethed.
“No, Attila the Hun had a bad attitude. Thanos had a bad attitude. Darth Vader had a bad attitude. You are outta control, my friend. Throwing that headgear cost your team some points!”
She just shook her head, annoyed, and turned out the window. Pic took a Bible out and thumped her. “Here! Getcha some of this. Some Psalms. Some Habakkuk, perhaps?”
“Give me that.” She snatched it from him, tossing it at her feet.
“Oh, Jesus take the wheel.” Pic clutched at some imaginary pearls at his chest. “Outta control.”
Pops pointed to a nearby building. “Park right over there, CK. We’ll run Charles up and make sure he gets home safely.”
“Yeah, Charles,” Sam taunted Pic who was not amused.
“You’re on thin ice, Samantha,” he wagged a goner at Sam.
CK pulled up and stopped.
“Thanks for the ride in the Terminator Truck, Dude!” Pic slapped CK on the shoulder and then exited after Sam.
“Uhm,” Pops turned back once Pic was out of earshot, “Keep your eyes open, would ya, CK? It’s not really the best of neighborhoods. As you can see.”
CK nodded as Pops closed the door behind himself. Finally CK breathed a long sigh of relief. After six months of solitude, this much time with one group was exhausting. He had a feeling he’d go right to sleep tonight. Maybe sleep the whole night for the first time in months. And boy did he need a night cap. First day on the job was kicking his butt. Not the cars. Not the physical labor. That was just like he’d thought it would be: therapeutic to be out and working with his hands again and solving very basic automotive problems. He could do that all day every day. Just, this family! Wow.
CK scanned around the truck, checking every mirror and approach vector. He wasn’t expecting any trouble of course. The Glock .380 pistol tucked into the small of his back holster was chambered and ready for action. But so much would have to go wrong to get to that point. All the various scenarios CK regularly played out in his head, which was a habit he’d learned in the FBI. The what-if game. If you could think like the criminal or the attacker, you had the advantage. And most perps were so highly predictable that they would— CK sat up. He realized several minutes had gone by. Pops and Sam hadn’t returned yet. He grabbed the keys and slid quickly out of the truck toward the alley way he’d seen them go into.
Rounding the corner he saw a local thug blocking Pop’s and Sam’s escape.
“Everything okay here?” CK asked slowly and clearly.
The thug jumped at the sound of CK’s voice.
Pops pulled Sam behind himself. The look of fear on Sam’s face told CK everything he needed to know.
“Mind your own business!” the gang-banger spat.
“We’re okay,” Pops said evenly. “Just a little misunderstanding, that’s all.”
But this only riled the kid even more. “The only misunderstanding here is you not understanding what’s going to happen to you if you don’t hand over that wallet.”
Pops stood his ground.
“Listen”—CK moved closer—“we’ll just be leaving now—”
“Perhaps you didn’t hear me, old man.” The kid’s eyes darted this way and that, “Mind your business or—”
“I heard you.” CK smiled thinly. “I’m just not listening. Mr. Hodge, Sam, let’s go to the car now.”
CK continued sliding closer to Pops and Sam, but the thug cut in front of him and forced him to back off.
“You and me ‘bout to have a real problem, bro!”
“I doubt that. Sam? Mr. Hodge? Please.”
“Man, you disrespectin’ me?! What part of this you not understanding?!” He pulled a knife out. “Now I’m gonna take your wallet as well as the old man’s. And I really want you to try something cute! You listening now, Holmes?”
Pops pulled out his wallet. “Look, that’s not necessary. Here, take what I have.”
CK stepped closer raising his hands and spoke even calmer than before. “We don’t want any trouble.”
“Too late for that!” The thug swiped his knife at CK who stepped back out of range. The blade flashed again. CK trap-blocked the attack and countered with a punch to his attacker’s stomach. The kid went down and CK twisted his arm, forcing the knife out of his hand in an arm submission.
Sam’s eyes were wide with surprise. This had soured so suddenly and turned back in their favor just as quickly.
Pops took out his phone. “I’d like to report an attempted robbery.”
“Tell them they can take their time,” Sam added, seeing CK totally in control here.
“Pops, you and Sam head back to the car. I’ll just be a minute.” CK pointed with his chin.
Pops hurried Sam past the scuffle and the gangsta-wannabe down on his knee groaning. Not so tough now.
“Say, I didn’t catch your name,” CK said applying some more pressure to the kid’s wrist.
“Ow!” He hissed through gritted teeth, “It’s none of your—”
CK lifted him, throwing him into the wall, his arm twisted up behind his back. The calm ease he’d been projecting for Pops and Sam had dissolved. He was all business now.
“Maurice,” the young man yelped. “Man, ease up!”
CK leaned close to his ear. “Look, Maurice, we all have bad days. I get it. But just to be clear, if I catch you anywhere near my friends again, I won’t be so nice about it the next time. Do you understand?”
“Yes!” The kid grimaced painfully.
“Yes sir,” CK emphasized.
“Y-yes s-sir!” Maurice echoed more demurely.
***
CK opened the door to the Raptor and slid inside. Pops and Sam were already seated and the lights from the police cruiser ahead cast red and blue flashes on their faces. Sam watched CK with a whole new level of respect.
Pops sighed a relief. “That was quite a bit more excitement than we usually run into when we take Charles home. Terrible neighborhood for a young person. I’ve been trying to talk his mother into moving in with us. Maybe this will help convince her.”
Sam looked at CK through the rearview mirror. “Could have used some of those moves in my match today.” She leaned up closer. “Where did you learn to—”
“It’s personal,” CK cut her off. “Not important.”
“You have a pretty special skill set for a mechanic,” she sat back with one eyebrow cocked up, mischievously.
CK locked eyes with Sam.
“Sam,” Pops interrupted, “Mr. Erwin likes his privacy. He prefers to keep his past, well, in the past.”
Sam wouldn’t break eye contact with CK. She was not going to lose this staring contest. Finally CK broke the awkward silence. “When I was younger, Sam, I decided I wanted to do something to make a difference. Make things better. I knew that sometimes in life to be a peacemaker, you had to make peace. So I made sure I had the tools to do the job when necessary.”
They all sat in respectful silence, chewing on this. CK cranked the truck.
“Well,” Pops said folding his hands in his lap, “they sure came in handy tonight and we are much obliged.”
CK gave the slightest nod into the mirror. Sam returned the gesture and sat back in her seat. Tucking some ear buds into place, she turned out the window as the music kicked in. CK studied her a moment more and then pulled the truck away from the curb.
***
Orange-red colored street light spilled in through the open upstairs blinds. The sodium vapors were the only light in the room. A shadowed figure stepped forward accompanied by the tinkling of ice in a tumbler. CK took another swig of Jack Daniels and stepped over to a shelf on the wall. There was quite a collection of sports trophies and in the middle of them all a photo of his son, Max, in full wrestling gear holding his first place medal proudly over his head.
CK traced his finger along some of the medals, removing some of the dust buildup. He’d spent a lot of time training with his son. They’d built out half the garage into a gymnasium with weights and bags and floor mats. Max was a voracious learner, and CK constantly had to step up his own game to keep ahead. One time they were on the mats messing around before dinner in their street clothes, they had just kicked their shoes off and circled each other cautiously in their socked feet. Max came in quick and CK was ready to spin away, but was suddenly caught off guard when Max ducked the other direction and got a quick hold on his wrist. CK didn’t even have time to think about his own reaction, he just ducked quickly, reversed his stance, and before Max knew what happened, he had thrown him over his shoulder and onto his back, landing on top of him in a neat little pin.
“Whoa, what was that move,” Max said after he had recovered his breath.
“It’s from back in the day.” CK winked at Max as he climbed back to his feet. “Combat training.”
“All right then, old man.” Max jumped to his feet and held his arms wide in challenge. ”Show me!”
CK smiled at the memory. Even though he knew that whatever he taught Max was going to be revisited on himself during a future match—and quite painfully—CK would take Max through the paces. It was the first time he had not held back against Max; his son had grown so strong and fast that CK’s long-standing reign as house champion had been in serious jeopardy.
The smile and the memory faded. CK drained his glass and stood, letting the warmth from the alcohol slowly envelop him and dull his senses. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a .357 slug and rolled it around in his fingers. Then set it on the shelf with the rest of the trophies.


















Chapter 3



Zeke mumbled with a garlic breadstick dangling from his mouth, “Lunch is served!” He set two pizza boxes down on the break room table and gobbled the rest of the salty, savory morsel.
Ray opened the top box. “Hey, there’s a breadstick missing!”
“Taxation without representation.” Zeke smiled as he licked his fingers and smacked his lips.
“Oooh-eee! Brooklyn makes the best pizza pie.” Pops scooped a slice out onto a paper plate.
“Amen to that.” Ray nodded, gently pulling out a slice which left a long, gooey mozzarella trail back into the box. He broke it off with a single finger swipe. “I could eat this err’day!”
“Hey where’s—” Zeke began and then CK wandered into the room finally to join them. “There he is! Man of the hour! We heard about you taking down some jockamo last night. I heard he had a knife!”
Ray spoke through a mouth full of pizza, “I heard he had a whole Mexican Yakuza ninja sword!”
Zeke smacked his arm, “Mexican Yakuza?! Bro!”
“Bro!” Ray countered, firm in his conviction.
CK looked to Pops who shook his head that it was not him who had narc’d on their adventure.
“It wasn’t a big deal. Just a young, confusedpunk.” CK shrugged it off.
“Mm-hm.” Zeke was unconvinced as he sopped up some grease from the top of his next slice with a paper towel.
“Hopefully,” Pops interjected,” this will convince the police to patrol that area a little more often.”
“You know, I was almost a police officer.” Zeke threw out there as he folded his slice in half and took a big bite. “Yep, I got pretty natural detective-like instincts.”
“Yeah right, Zeke.” Ray snorted. “You have to actually be able to detect things to be a detective.”
“What are you trying to say?” Zeke feigned a hurt look.
Ray leaned in. “If you can’t figure it out, I think I just made my point.”
“I’ll have you know I would have made a great detective. I see myself as a cross between Sherlock Holmes and John Wick.” Zeke nodded with an extra helping of bravado and a hint of delusion.
Ray patted Zeke’s shoulder sympathetically and said, “I see you more like Nancy Drew meets Mr. Bean!”
Zeke rolled his eyes at Ray. “Whatever.”
“Actually,” Pops said, chewing thoughtfully, “Zeke came very close to making the police force. It was your eyesight that kept you out, if I remember correctly.”
“That’s right.” Zeke sighed. “I was cursed with Old Man eyeballs! Legally blind in my right eye. I mean, I can see just fine, but they said it was not good enough.”
“Well, it’s their loss.” Pops squeezed his shoulder.
“Thanks, Pops.” Zeke smiled, genuinely moved, and nudged him back.
CK watched the group interact, just happy that the conversational spotlight had shifted to Zeke. They all ate in silence after that, but CK noticed that Zeke was not quite his chipper self afterward. Washing out of the Police Academy had obviously been a bigger deal than he had let on.
These meals were a nice touch that Pops threw in as a work perk. But CK was still trying to keep his distance, albeit respectfully so. He wasn’t trying to build or burn any community bridges. He just wanted to come in, do his work, and go home. The broken cars were his therapy. So, any time spent talking or chitchatting was just getting in the way of progress—that’s the way he felt, anyway.
Even this morning, Pops had approached him in the middle of a Honda carburetor rebuild, very concerned. “Missed you at devotions this morning, CK.”
“If it’s all right with you, Mr. Hodge, I’d rather not intrude on your time with the boys,” CK said diplomatically. He added a smile to take out some of the sting.
Pops was undeterred. “Oh, no intrusion at all, we’d love—”
“I mean”—CK stopped him with a hand up and put it a little more bluntly—“it’s not really my thing.”
Pops studied him then smiled. “Of course. No pressure, CK. If you ever feel like you want to join us, you are more than welcome.”
CK was just about to respond when an atrocious sounding vehicle pulled up into the parking lot, rattling loudly. CK and Pops peeked around the hood to see Sam climbing out of her little ’02 Dodge Dart. It had been a salvage that had seen better days.
“What in the world is that?” CK asked, wiping his hands on a greasy rag.
“That’s Sam.” Pops sighed, already heading towards the bay door. “She brings Abbie by in the afternoon during wrestling season when Kayelyn is working.”
Sam and Abbie climbed out of the car, grabbing their school stuff.
Pops leaned in and lowered his voice to CK. “She refuses to let me help her get that thing in proper running condition. She insists working on it herself.”
“Oh. She an aspiring mechanic?” CK wondered.
“No, I don’t think so.” Pops hooked his thumbs through his suspenders. “It’s something her and her dad worked on before he deployed to Afghanistan.”
CK glanced at Pops. He felt like he’d just received another mystery puzzle piece explaining the history of this family. He wanted to ask more, but Sam and Abbie entered the bay.
“How’s the car, Sam?” Pops asked.
“Humperdink?” She jammed a thumb over her shoulder at the beater. “Oh, he’s running. Which is better than us walking.”
“Where’s Pic?” Pops asked, checking over Sam’s shoulder.
“Oh, he’s still in the car listening to that sci-fi nerd podcast he loves.” She modified her voice into a mock Deejay tone. “This week the top 138 things we love about ‘Hysterical Popsicle.”
“Historians Proper!” Pic yelled from the passenger side of the car.
Sam rolled her eyes and placed a hand on her chest. “Not a fan.”
Pops took Abbie’s book bag from Sam and slung it over his own shoulder. “Come on, Abbie, let’s get started on your homework. See ya, Sam!” He held out a finger and Abbie took hold of it and they walked toward the offices.
“See you later, Pops.” Sam waved. It was just her and CK in the bay. CK nodded at her awkwardly and then returned to his work on the Honda.
“So,” Sam said, casually rounding the front of the car, “what did you think of my match yesterday?”
She picked up one of the socket wrenches on the tray and fiddled with it absently spinning the ratchety part. But her eyes were on CK, watching him like a hawk. CK looked up at her. She caught a hint of annoyance and knew she was in his space.
“What makes you think I thought anything about your wrestling?” CK grabbed a wrench and began to loosen the top of the carburetor.
She shrugged back at him. “Some things you just know in your knower.”
CK stopped cranking on one of the bolts. “Your knower?”
“Yeah, your gut. Instincts.” She aimed the wrench handle at him as she circled closer. “I could see it in your eyes. Plus, it’s obvious you have some sorta special forces Jedi training, am I right?”
CK let the tool clatter into the tray and then snapped for the wrench in her hand. Super happy to be of assistance she handed it over with a flourish as a waiter might display a bottle of wine to a patron.
“It’s personal,” was all he said, snatching up the tool.
“Right, I forgot.” Sam studied him. He was gonna be a tough nut to crack. But she’d gotten him to spill some details the night before. Maybe he had a chink in the ol’ armor after all. He was obviously a rules person and she appreciated that. She just had to rephrase it so he could help her, without breaking his dumb super secret personal boundary rule.
“Well,” she said, clucking her tongue thoughtfully, “asking you what you thought about my wrestling isn’t personal is it?” And before he could object, she threw in casually, “I’m just curious.” She looked back up at him. He was staring right at her.
“Persistent aren’t you?” Was all he’d say. CK looked past Sam and saw Pic sneaking into the garage. Pic made eye contact with CK and signaled him not to give him away and added a finger to the lips. CK just shook his head and went back to dismantling the carburetor.
“Persistence”—Sam held up a finger like one of those lawyers she’d seen on TV—“is part of what makes a good wrestler a great wrestler.”
She scrunched up her face. It had sounded better in her head.
“Your wrestling was fine,” CK finally answered without even looking up.
Sam perked up and had a foot in the door. She wasn’t about to lose that advantage. “That’s it?” she said incredulously. “You did notice I lost the match, right?”
CK wiped some sweat from his brow and leaned a little closer to her. “You lost, he didn’t beat you. There’s a big difference. The attitude didn’t help.”
“Okay, fair point,” Sam conceded. She folded her hands together atop the roof, leaning against the car. “I just—uhhgh—I just reeeeeally hate to lose.” Her shoulders slumped a bit.
“Good! Another part of what makes a good wrestler,” CK added, poking her shoulder with the end of the wrench. “You’ve got to hate losing more than you even love winning.”
Sam winced a little. “And I totally get that.”
Behind her, in the background, Pic tip toed back toward the car, unwrapping some contraband—a Nutty Buddy ice cream—as stealthily as possible.
“See!” Sam side eyed CK and grinned mischievously. “So you do know something about wrestling! Did you wrestle in the military or—”
“Personal!” CK bellowed, cranking angrily on a bolt.
“Come on!” she whined, stomping her feet a little. It was a tactic that used to work on her own dad when she needed to bend him to her will.
“I need to get back to work,” CK said simply, indicating the car beside him.
“Sure,” Sam said changing tack again, winding back up to send CK on the guilt trip of a lifetime. Another fail-safe. “Just looking for a little advice.” She let her voice trail off as she started to turn away.
Pic kicked a loose hubcap and it clattered around on the floor loudly. Sam knew the culprit before she even turned her head. “Charles!”
“Y-yes ma’am,” Pic said sheepishly, carefully hiding the ice cream behind his back.
“You know that is Abbie’s ice cream and only Abbie’s ice cream,” she arched an eyebrow at him.
“Yeah, what in the freezer?” He laughed nervously. “Yeah! Pssht, everyone knows that. Off limits! No confusion here! No ma’am!”
“Really”—she crossed her arms—“then show me your hands.”
Pic pulled one empty hand out from behind his back. And then, almost magically, pulled another empty hand out front. Sam waited. Suddenly the cone slipped from Pic’s pocket, falling onto the floor between his feet with a plop.
“Oops?” Pic shrugged. A couple more drops fell down. “You know what? I’ll just clean all this up real fast!” He ran to get some towels.
“Can’t take him anywhere.” Sam giggled.
Pic ran back over to scoop up the mess and brought the whole thing to the trash can closest to Sam. “Five second rule?”
“Ew! Don’t you dare,” she chided, her lip curled up in disgust.
Pic slowly and sadly let the whole thing drop into the trash, humming a song that clearly sounded like Whitney Houston’s “I will always love you.” Moment passed, he peeked around Sam to address CK. “Hey, Mr. Erwin!”
“Hello, Charles,” CK smiled politely.
“Oh, don’t call me Charles, that’s what Sam-bo calls me when she is, you know, in a mood. You can call me Pic.” He snapped with both hands and pointed to his face. And made a camera sound “kk-chkkk” and smiled real big.
Sam noticed ice cream on the back of his pants. “Pic, you’ve got ice cream all over you. Go clean that up. You’re not getting in my car like that!”
“Oh right, oops!” he said. Jogging toward the bathroom, he called back over his shoulder, “We wouldn’t want to wreck its curb appeal!”
Sam turned back to CK. “So, how about it? Some wrestling advice. Just this once, please,” she said, straight up begging.
CK let out a sigh and wiped his hands with the grease rag from his shoulder. “Tonight at home find a quiet place. Relax, close your eyes, and replay the whole match in your mind, every detail. Focus on what you were thinking, how it impacted every move you made. Every thought. You’ll be able to figure out what I saw.”
This was not the killer advice she was hoping for. She scrunched her face up, “Okayyyyy, but how do you know I’ll—”
“Some things you just know deep in your knower, right?” He smiled.
Touché. She narrowed her eyes to slits. Oooh, she did not like this guy. He was a slippery one. “Riiiiight,” she said. “Well, I’m off to practice, then.”
She turned to leave and CK returned to his work. She looked back hoping he’d be like the guy in the movies that was always like, “Oh and there’s just one more thing…,” and then toss her the wrestling secret of the universe.
Tink, tink, tink went CK’s ball peen hammer as he cajoled a stubborn part into place.
Sam sighed. She got nothing.
***
Pops had his readers down low on his nose so he could see the computer screen in front of him. He cradled the phone on his right shoulder as he punched in some numbers scrawled on a Post-It note at his cluttered desk. Every now and then he’d glance over to the corner chair where Abbie sat at another small desk working on a school project.
“Yes,” Pops said cheerily as soon as someone picked up. “This is James Hodge. I need to speak with someone regarding a parts order that we have not received.”
Abbie coughed a couple of times and then reached into the front of her backpack, popped the lid off her inhaler, and sucked down a dose. She’d had asthma her whole little life, so she had gotten good at feeling that funny feeling in her throat and lungs which meant it was time to take her medicine to feel better.
“You okay, Abbie?” Pops said, covering up the receiver on the phone.
Abbie nodded her head yes.
Pops smiled and went back to his call. “Yes, ma’am, the part number is NP30857. Yes, two-day delivery. Sure, I can hold.”
Pops leaned back in his chair, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Abbie could see he’d be a minute on the phone, so she slid down off her chair and snuck out the door.
CK was knees deep under the Honda on a creeper when he saw a couple of small saddle shoes and some rainbow-colored leggings walk up. Curious, he slid out from under the car, and there was Abbie hovering over him, merrily munching on one of those Nutty Buddy ice cream cones.
Abbie smiled and waved at CK. He waved back. A big drip of her ice cream fell and landed on his face. Abbie held her hand to her mouth, giggling.
“Mmmm,” CK said, wiping it from his face with his grease towel. “Vanilla, my favorite. Usually I prefer it in a bowl.”
Abbie giggled again. “Sorry,” she said, no louder than a mouse when she spoke.
“Oh, that’s all right.” On the final wipe, CK cleaned up the ice cream, but left a large grease smudge in its place.
“Your face.” Abbie laughed even more.
CK noticed the dirty rag he’d grabbed out of habit. Seeing how much Abbie was enjoying this, he wiped his whole face this time with the grease rag, smearing oil everywhere. “How’s that,” he deadpanned. “Better?”
“You look funny.” Abbie couldn’t stop giggling about it.
“Thank you.” CK laughed this time.
He watched her for a moment as she checked over his handiwork on the car. There was a moment of silence but neither of them seemed uncomfortable by it. She ran a finger over the headlights.
“You like cars?” Abbie asked finally, her big blue eyes taking in CK’s work space.
“Yes, very much,” CK answered.
“Me too.” She took another bite of ice cream cone with a soft crunch.
“I bet you really enjoy coming to the shop, then,” CK ventured to the shy little girl.
Abbie looked around as if divulging some big secret, whispering to CK, “It’s one of my favorite places. I like to see broken things get fixed.”
“Yeah,” CK was quite taken with this four-foot-tall philosopher. “That’s pretty neat, isn’t it.”
Abbie thought for a moment. “Sam said you’re a hero. She said you were strong and saved them last night.”
“Oh.” CK could feel his cheeks flush a little. “I think she is exaggerating just a bit.”
“My daddy is a hero,” Abbie said, matter of fact. “He died.”
This dropped like a ton of bricks in CK’s lap. Wasn’t this the kid that supposedly never talked? And here she was telling way too much information to a total stranger.
“Your daddy was a soldier, right?” He guessed correctly.
“A hero!” Abbie corrected, very seriously.
CK nodded respectfully just as Pops rounded the corner.
“There you are, Abbie.” Pops seemed relieved to find her. “I should have known you were on an ice cream break.” Pops smiled at CK’s dirty face. “You two working or playing around here”
Abbie let out a shy giggle.
“You better head back up front,” Pops suggested. “Your mom is getting off early today and she’s on the way to pick you up.”
Abbie ran to the door, stopped, and waved to CK. CK waved back and she turned and skipped off to the front offices. Pops was quite surprised. He looked back at CK and his greasy face.
“There is some Gojo and clean rags in the cabinet,” Pops offered, making a circle gesture to his face.
“Pardon?” Then CK remembered the dirt on his face. “Oh, right. Thanks.”
CK climbed to his feet and began to pack up his toolkit.
Pops headed away, but then seemed to remember one more thing. “You’re still welcome to come over to our place Sunday for lunch,” he said casually.
“I appreciate the offer,” CK said, holding firm, “but I’ve got plans.”
“Okay then.” Pops nodded. “I’ll see you next week, then. Have a great weekend, CK. Thanks for all your hard work.”
“Of course. See you next week,” CK echoed.
As Pops headed back to his office, CK saw an ice cream spot on the floor and squatted down, wiping it up. It made him smile once more at the odd little girl.


















Chapter 4



CK’s home was dark except for the stove light in the kitchen. He stood motionless, staring into the kitchen sink lost in thought. The oven timer dinged and snapped him out of his deep reverie. He grabbed a dish towel, swung the door open, and pulled out a steaming hot Marie Calendar pot pie. Fancy. This was as close to cooking as he ever got. That, and oatmeal in the morning.
He steadied the meat pie on the towel, put a fork between his teeth, and grabbed the bottle of Johnny Walker, which was his liquid therapy of choice this evening. He made his way down the hallway and stopped outside Amera’s bedroom. He slid down slowly to the floor. The door was opened, and just like Max’s room, this one was untouched, just as she’d left it, down to the pink Crocs at the foot of the bed. She always had no less the fifteen stuffed animals on the bed. She even slept like that, piled beneath them. He could never kiss her good night until she’d completed building her little nest.
“Seems a little crowded in there,” CK would tease her. “Are you sure you need the whole Zoo to go to sleep?”
“Daaaaaaad!” she’d say, giggling, and smack at his arm playfully.
“Noah didn’t have this many animals and he had a big ol’ boat!” CK scooped up one of the animals, “Look at this guy, he seems new. Where’d he come from?”
Amera snatched the brown bear from him and kissed it on the head, snuggling it closest of all.
“That’s Doug,” she said proudly. “I got him from Sunday school for perfect attendance.”
“Ohhhhhh, bribery! That’s a good tactical move!” CK winked at her.
“Oh, Dad”—she looked up at him with her own sad puppy dog eyes—“when are you going to church with us? What about tomorrow!”
“I have all the stuffed animals I need, thank you very much,” he said, dodging her question.
“Dad.” Her face scrunched up. This seemed very important to her. “Why don’t you believe in Jesus?”
“Look,” he said scratching Doug behind the ears, “me and Doug, we just have a lot of questions and there aren’t enough good answers there.”
“It’s kinda more of a faith thing, Dad,” she explained picking absently at her blanket.
“Oh, well see that’s the thing, Pumpkin. I’m an FBI man, I can’t just operate off of faith and fairytales. I have to have evidence.” He worked his tickle finger through to her belly. “I need the facts, ma’am!”
She squealed with delight, but wouldn’t be deterred. “Hold on, hold on.” Amera laughed, catching her breath. “Don’t you have to look for the answers before you find the answers?"
“Well, I…” CK chuckled softly, then narrowed his eyes at her. “How did you get so smart?”
“Mom says I got it naturally from her.” Amera beamed.
“Oh yeah?” CK cocked his head to the side, “And what does she say you got from me?”
“Hard headedness.” She threw her head back, laughing, showing the gap in her front teeth where she’d lost her latest incisor.
“Oh, ho hoooo is that right?” CK laughed with her. He pulled a pair of purple glasses off one of the animals and put them on his own face. “Tell me more, Professor.”
“Anyway,” Amera said, smoothing down Doug’s shiny collar, “that’s why I’m gonna keep at it until you come around and see the truth.”
“Oh boy.” CK pulled closer to Amera and held her small hands between his own. “I tell you what, you give me the proof and the facts on why I should believe, and then we’ll discuss it! Deal?”
Amera perked up, “Deal! I accept the challenge! I’m gonna write a whole book for you!”
“Already talking book deals? We’re gonna be rich!!” CK pumped a fist into the air as Claire walked in the door with a laundry basket. “Did you hear that, Sweetie?”
“What I heard was Mr. Clock say it’s way past bedtime, Dad!” Claire tossed a couple of things into Amera’s top drawer and then bent down to kiss the sweet little girl good night.
“’Night, booger!” she said, booping her nose with a finger.
“Eww! I’m not a booger!” Amera crinkled her nose. “I am a Princess!”
“Okay, then,” Claire continued with a wink, “goodnight, Booger Princess!”
“Hey!” Amera picked up a turtle to throw, but Claire was back out the door before she could launch the attack.
CK checked the door to make sure Claire was gone, then leaned in conspiratorially to Amera. He held out his hand.
Amera pretended to check both ways to make sure the coast was clear then laid hers inside his giant mitt.
CK took his other hand, opened up her palm, and then lightly scratched three times. “I. Love. You,” he whispered with each stroke.
Then, Amera turned his hand over and did the same. “I. Love. You,” she said sweetly.
Then they both closed their “I love you” hands quickly into a ball and then tossed the invisible message into their mouths making gobbling sounds and swallowing quickly!
“Our secret is safe!” Amera whispered and CK nodded.
“Goodnight, Booger Princess!”
“Heyyy!” she protested as he jumped up and moved out the door and out of firing range.
The giggles still echoed in CK’s ears as he sat there on the floor with the half-eaten Potpie beside him, still staring at Amera’s empty bed with all the animals piled in the middle. And on the top of the pile, Doug. CK guzzled some more of the whiskey and laid his head back against the wall.
***
In his office Pops sorted some receipts and invoices into his filing cabinet. The space itself was kept as neat as the shop on the other side of the doors because that’s how things needed to be for Pops to function day to day. That’s one of the things the Army had taught him over forty years ago. Everything had a purpose and a place to be.
The biggest threat to his clean room standards was all the oil and grease that would spread daily like a runny nose in a daycare. Neatness and order required constant attention. Even the corners of the invoices sometimes had grease fingerprints on them after one of the boys had received and opened a parts shipment. But some of that you just had to expect. He wasn’t trying to have the immaculate clean room standards of, say, the Talecris drug manufacturing laboratory just up the road in Clayton. Literally dust free. On the other hand, he didn’t want Abby to go home looking like a chimney sweep.
His thoughts were interrupted when Ray poked his head in the door with a very concerned expression on his face.
“What is it, Ray?” Pops asked.
“What’s he doing back here?” Ray motioned back toward the garage.
Pops looked through the shop blinds and saw a muscular dude in a tight red t-shirt poking around. He knew before he even turned his scarred face around that it was Cecil.
“I’m sure we’re about to find out.” Pops sighed. “Where’s Zeke?”
Ray shook his head. “Where else? Hiding in the bathroom.”
“Just continue what you’re working on. Everything will be okay,” Pops said as much to himself as Ray.
Ray wasn’t convinced but scooted off quickly, avoiding contact with Cecil as the big man waded into the office. “Ray. No hug for me, man?” Cecil leered at him, holding his arms out wide.
Pops stepped around the desk. He wanted to get a better look at Cecil because if he was under the influence again, there’d be no reasoning with him. He had tattoos up and down his arms, all of which were meant to intimidate his competition in the Mixed Martial Arts competitions he frequented. Some of the ink appeared fresh. At one time, Cecil had been on his way up the ladder, but could never seem to juggle even the slightest bit of fame and success.
“Cecil. I’m very surprised to see you back here. It’s been a while.” Pops extended a hand of friendship.
“I’m a little surprised myself.” Cecil shook the hand and backed off a little. “Nothing’s changed. Not even Dillard that dumb dog.”
Dillard paid him no mind. Some guard dog he was.
“I can never tell if he’s dead or sleeping,” Cecil added, looking closer.
“Are you well, Cecil?” Pops tried to maintain eye contact but Cecil was all over the place.
“Hooooooo, cutting straight to the chase,” Cecil said, dodging the question. He perched on the edge of Pops’ desk and picked up a manifold part sitting there. “So, I just finished my promotional tour, maybe got some endorsements lined up—”
“That’s funny”—Pops raised an eyebrow—“because I read the other day you tested positive on drug charges and have been banned from the MMA Cage Association. Again.”
Cecil dropped the fake smile and furrowed his brow. “Always so negative with you, Pops. It was just one stupid party and—”
Pops cut off his string of excuses. “From the day you began running with those mafia gangsters, it was only a matter of time before you ended up dead or in jail.”
Cecil absent-mindedly rubbed the newest wrist tattoo. “Family, Pops. Not gangsters. And they’ve given me everything I need to succeed. They are my brothers. My family.”
“We were your family, Cecil,” Pops softened a little. “We still are if you want us to be.”
“That’s not why I’m here, Pops.” Cecil picked absently at the choke plate on the car part, flipping it open and closed.
“Then why are you here? Money?” Pops crossed his arms, giving Cecil a stern look.
“Issues, Pops. I’ve got some issues hanging over my head. Run into a little bad luck,” Cecil waved a hand dismissively.
Pops knew where this was headed, he decided to skip straight to the punch line. “How much?”
Cecil dropped the part to the table with a heavy thud and walked over to the blinds, rubbing his close-shaved head. “It’s not like that!”
“How much!?” Pops pressed. He had no patience for Cecil’s stall tactics anymore. Or his buddy-buddy tactics or his “I’m clean and sober” tactics. All manipulations to get in your head. But Pops wasn’t having any of it. “Cecil.”
“$75,000,” Cecil finally admitted, adding quickly, “It’s just a loan. In two months, I’m back on my feet and I pay you back no problem.”
Pops took his glasses off rubbing his nose, exasperated, and then put them back on again, moving right up beside Cecil. The big boxer wouldn’t even look Pops in the eye. “Cecil, you’re not even clean right now. You’re right back where we started.”
“Don’t judge me,” Cecil croaked, scratching at his arm.
“Not judging. I want to help. We’ve been down this road before Cecil. Why are you trying to go down it again? You know nothing good comes out of it.”
Cecil reflected on this for a moment. He rubbed the exhaustion and stress from his face and then returned to his original mission. “You can help me by loaning me some money.”
“Not in your condition,” Pops stood his ground. “I give you money and you just flush it—“
“You have no idea what they’ll do to me!” Cecil exploded. “None! You live in this naive little oasis of family dinners and Bible devotionals and you have no clue what life is really like.”
“Cecil…”
Cecil pushed up closer. Dangerous, like being in a room with a wounded animal. “Are you gonna help me or not? I know you’ve got enough cash stored up here. Just like always.”
“Not like this,” Pops reiterated firmly. “No. You need to be back in rehab.”
Cecil swore under his breath and then stormed over to the door. “Nice! Real nice, Bible man! Chalk another one up for Christian charity.”
Cecil stomped out, slamming the door behind him. The force rattled the mini blinds against the glass. Pops exhaled deeply. He felt exactly as if he’d just dodged a bullet. For now. If anything, Hurricane Cecil was predictable. He’d be back.
***
Pops, Ray and Zeke were huddled together in the break room. CK approached and was about to greet them “Good Morning” when he saw the Bible opened on the table and heard them praying; they looked pretty intense about it, too, from what CK could tell.
“…do whatever it takes to give him a wake up call, Lord, show him how much he needs you, Lord, bring him back into the fold, Lord…” Ray was praying.
CK didn’t know who they were referring to and wasn’t inclined to stick around to find out. He moved past the doorway quietly and continued on toward the garage.
CK popped the hood of the Mustang in his bay and raised it until it locked open. It was one of those quality features that CK loved about this model; it didn’t require the hood strut to prop it open. Just good, old-fashioned engineering to hold gravity in check.
He had just started to crack open his tool-set and arrange them atop his mobile shelf when he felt eyes on him. He glanced over and Pops was smiling and headed his way. Great.
“Good morning, CK,” Pops said as he closed in.
“Morning.” CK tried to look busier so as not to invite too much conversation from the older gentleman. His stories could go on. CK was bracing for the worst when Pops handed him a Phillips head screwdriver.
“Zeke found this in the break room. Looks like one of yours.”
“Ah, there it is.” CK smiled, inspecting the tool. “Thank you.”
Pops shuffled off again with a little wave and, miraculously, not another word. CK shrugged it off and placed the screwdriver with the others just like it in his kit.
Some distant squealing outside began to get noticeably closer. He poked around the hood to see Sam’s car slide to an abrupt halt in front of Bay 2 and the doors flew open. Sam hustled out, impatiently waving at Abbie to follow. “Come on, Abbie.” Sam was irritated. “Hurry up!”
Abbie struggled to keep up, both arms full of the backpack she held.
“Well, hey Sam, Abbie,” Pops walked over to them, tucking a pen into his shirt pocket. “Everything okay?”
“Yes. No. Don’t worry about it. I’m late for practice. If you can even call it that anymore.” A very flustered Sam handed a bag of Abbie’s snacks to Pops and stormed back to her car. She slammed the door shut and attempted to crank the car, but the only thing that came out was a terrible, painful noise from under the hood. The car stubbornly refused several attempts to start.
Now, even madder, Sam jumped from the car, slammed the door again, and marched back over to Pops and Ray who all instinctively took a step back.
“Ray, can you give me a ride to practice?” The way she placed her hands on her hips and stared him down made it more like a demand, not a question.
“Sure, I’ll—”
“Great. Let’s go!” She clapped and gestured toward the exit.
“Now hold your horses, young lady,” Pops interjected, holding a hand up. “What seems to be the problem?”
Sam wheeled on him. On the verge of tears. Angry tears. “Where do I start? Coach Owens—my favorite—is leaving us ’cause his wife is Army and they’re being transferred. Yay, America! Thank you for your service! So they’ve made the physics teacher—who knows absolutely nothing about wrestling, or sports in general—he’s the new coach. So, basically, I can kiss winning conference goodbye. And now this.”
She threw her hand toward the car, which CK had moved over to inspect.
“And she spilled yogurt on her shirt,” Abbie added sweetly.
“Thank you, Abbie,” Sam said through gritted teeth. “But yes. Yogurt!” She picked at the pink, crusty spot on her shirt.
“Whew, when it rains it pours,” Pops sighed, with a soothing hand on Sam’s shoulder. “First off, it’s gonna be okay, sweetheart.”
“No, Pops, you don’t understand. The physics teacher literally came in with a ‘Wrestling For Dummies’ book! No joke!”
“That’s, uh, yeah that’s pretty bad—” Pops scratched his head.
“Has anyone seen my car keys,” Ray wandered back in.
“Arrggh!” Sam was about to explode.
CK walked up, wiping his hands on a rag. “I can take her. If you guys can pull her car into the empty bay, I’ll check it when I get back.”
“Done. Go,” Pops ordered. Ray hopped to it. CK grabbed his truck keys from his toolbox. “Well”—Pops leaned in nudging Sam—“what are you waiting for?”
Sam was a little shocked from CK’s offer, but nodded at Pops and ran to catch up with CK. She had been convinced he hated her, but maybe he wasn’t some surly, judge-y black ops assassin she had first suspected. Maybe he was just...quiet.
***
Out of the corner of his eye, CK could see Sam watching him. But, he didn’t say a word as he drove, and neither did she. He breathed almost a sigh of relief when they pulled into the high school parking lot. The Raptor absorbed the speed bumps like they were nothing and CK maneuvered toward the front drop off area.
“You know,” Sam said, breaking the silence, “they take volunteer coaches. I could—”
“Not gonna happen.” CK gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles whitening.
But Sam’s given this a lot of thought since that first night when she saw CK in action, disarming that gang member and pinning him against the wall in one easy swoop. She turned to address him directly after the truck rolled to a halt.
“I know you know a lot about wrestling, and with your help, I’d actually have a shot of winning conference. I’m a quick learner, and you are awesome! Please?”
He started to speak, but she moved in for the kill with, “I want to win conference, CK. Just one time. For my Dad,” she added softly.
CK eased up his death grip on the steering wheel. He put the truck in park and turned to put an end to this. That was worse. Her big puppy dog eyes were pleading back with him. And he could see that she was almost on the verge of tears. Desperate. This meant everything to her. But how could he? Wrestling was a sacred thing, between him and his son, Max. It was from another time when he was in a far better place.
“Sam, you don’t even know what you’re asking of me,” he said, shaking his head sadly.
Sam leaned in even closer. “I can’t do this without you. You know that.”
CK stared ahead, not saying a word. Sighing he turned to look at Sam again. The corners of her mouth pulled up into a smile as she popped the handle and stepped out to the curb. CK was confused. What had just happened?
“Hey, wait a minute.” CK leaned over to make sure he was clear. “That’s not a yes.”
Sam nodded, adding smugly, “But it’s not a no!” She closed the door before he could respond and practically skipped off toward the gym entrance.
CK took some slow, measured breaths. Was everyone in this family crazy?
***
Deep in thought, CK had Sam’s Dodge up on the lift. He saw some weird light patterns flashing and looked over to find Abbie standing there with her psychedelic Sketchers blinking away.
“For you.” She giggled, handing some small paper bowls out to him.
“Bowls?” He took them from her, confused.
“For ice cream.” She swayed back and forth sheepishly.
“Thank you.” CK smiled, setting them on a nearby shelf.
“You’re welcome.” Then she turned her focus to the car high overhead. “Can I watch?”
CK was a little surprised. Apparently, he and Abbie were best friends now. “Sure, let me get you a proper chair.” He slid a toolbox over for her to sit on. She brushed the top off and plopped down sweetly. She coughed a little bit once she was settled, which got CK’s attention.
“You okay?” CK asked, holding a thumbs up.
She gave him a thumbs up back. “I have asthma,” she said, matter of fact. “Sometimes it’s hard to breathe. I just took my medicine. I’ll be fine for a few more hours.”
CK smiled. Abbie seemed way more grown up than most kids her age.
“So can you fix Humperdink?” Abbie asked, looking at the car guts spread out everywhere.
“Fix who?” CK watched her mouth this time to make sure he hadn’t misheard the strange word.
“Humperdink. Sam’s car,” Abbie explained, pointing up at it.
“Oh. Well.” CK ran a flashlight over the engine. “Humperdink is in pretty bad shape. Might cost more to fix than she’s worth.”
“What do you mean?” Abbie said, shifting slightly atop her toolbox chair.
“Sometimes things are just not worth fixing,” CK shrugged, squeezing a couple of the hoses.
Abbie pondered. “I hope you can fix it. I don’t want her to be more sad. She lost her coach.”
“I heard about that,” CK nodded. He started tinkering some more with the car, hoping this line of conversation would fade. After a few moments of silence, he glanced back over at Abbie who was still staring at him.
“Will you help her? Please, Mr. CK! She said you know a lot about wrestling.” Abbie held her hands together, folded in front of her.
CK wondered if Sam had put Abbie up to this. He wouldn’t put it past her.
“Well.” CK started working again. “Wrestling? That was a long time ago.” Silence settled in again. Abbie still followed his every move.
“I’ll let you have all the ice cream you want,” she bargained.
CK stopped and broke into a large grin. “You sure drive a hard bargain.”
“She’s my sister,” Abbie said thoughtfully. “I have to look out for her.”
CK couldn’t argue with that logic.
“There you are, Abbie,” Kayelyn said, suddenly appearing from around a corner. “It’s time to go, honey. I’m sure you’ve been bothering Mr. CK long enough.”
“No bother at all,” CK said, winking at Abbie. “We’ve just been talking shop.”
Kayelyn was a little surprised that her church mouse was opening up so much to this stranger. “Abbie, why don’t you go wait for me with Pops.” Kayelyn gestured toward the offices.                            Abbie waved happily at CK and ran off to join Pops. CK reached a wrench into a small space and began to unloosen a particularly stubborn bolt. Kayelyn watched him work.
“We haven’t really had the chance to talk much,” Kayelyn said, studying him, without trying to appear like she was studying him.
“Pops thinks very highly of you and the girls,” CK said plainly.
“He thinks a lot of you,” Kayelyn confessed.                            CK didn’t respond, so it just hung there in awkward silence. She swiveled her foot on the heel of her pumps. “My girls seemed to have taken to you as well.”
CK looked over at her to get a bead on what she was driving at, but she just smiled politely. “You have a wonderful family, Ms. Collins,” he said finally.
“I’m surprised Abbie has opened up to you.” Kayelyn waved a hand as she talked. “She’s barely spoken to anyone since her father died.”
CK stopped what he was doing and straightened. “She told me about your loss. I’m very sorry.”
Kayelyn hadn’t expected to be touched by the sentiment, but she had her good days and her bad days. Apparently, here now in front of a complete stranger was one of her bad days. Great. She turned her head away and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “He was a great man. Loved his girls.” She paused then added, “Thank you for spending time with them. They need it.”
CK nodded, watching her fuss over a handkerchief.
“You have any family, Mr. Erwin?” She asked, much more chipper than a second ago. And she saw instantly she’d overstepped.
CK immediately went back into his shell. “I’d rather not discuss it, Ms. Collins, if that’s all right with you.”
“Oh, yes,” she stammered, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
CK fiddled absently with the car.
“Well, I better go and get Abbie. See you around,” she said, walking away quickly.
CK watched her go. The sound of her clicking heels faded as she rounded the corner. What did these people not get about giving him space and privacy? He was going to have a talk with Pops. It seemed like going to that wrestling match the first night had set a bad precedent. A tactical error on his part. Suddenly he’d become like Lucy’s Psychiatry booth from that Charlie Brown cartoon. Open for business. A nickel for your thoughts. Or an ice cream, at least.
***
CK sat on the edge of Amera’s bed, holding Doug on his leg, staring absently. He wanted to snuggle the bear, but at the same time, every day he did that, Amera’s scent faded a little more.
He stood and replaced Doug on top of the pile of animals on the bed. As he walked by the dresser, he stumbled and bumped a book off the top and it fell to the ground. CK steadied himself and then slowly bent over to pick it up. That bottle of Jack was not doing him any favors right now and was really kicking in all of a sudden.
He brushed off the front of the creased book. It was a homemade volume stapled at the edges with a collage of pictures on the front and in big letters over top. “Why I Believe In Jesus and Why My Daddy Should Too.” CK had purposefully ignored this book every time he passed by. Just the title alone caused his blood to boil. He felt like he was actually doing his daughter’s memory a better service by ignoring this Jesus of hers. Because if he actually could believe an almighty God existed, and He had let those things happen…
Well, it was just better to leave well enough alone. The imaginary God could stay in His corner of the universe, CK would gladly stay in his. CK noticed a bookmark on the floor. Amera had clipped a bunch of felt hearts together glued to card stock. CK could feel his eyes getting moist again. Just when you think you’ve cried out all the tears.
He ran his finger along the soft red material and then opened the book to tuck it into the front page where it belonged. As he did, he let his eyes scan the page. It had been typed and printed out with designs and doodles in the margins.
“Daddy, you taught me to test what I believe and to seek wisdom and truth,” the confidant young author began. “You asked me to show you the proof, the evidence. And I did. My Sunday school teacher helped me to…”
He slammed the book closed. It was too much. It was just too much. He laid the book quickly back on the top of the dresser and moved quickly from the room. Something was causing the hairs on the back of his neck to stand up and he didn’t like it.
CK stumbled down the stairs, past the kitchen, scooping up his bottled friend Jack off the counter. He took a huge swallow as he made his way out to the garage, almost falling down the two stairs. It took him three tries just to turn the light on.
It was a nice spacious two-car garage. Very organized with racks all along the sides that held tools, sports equipment, and lawn gear. Everything in its place. A place for everything. Half the garage was his workshop. He had a car under a tarp he’d been working on for the longest time.
The front edge was flipped up and a headlight and left fender poked out with the very distinctive stylings of what was probably a ’65 or ’66 Mustang. Springtime Yellow was the official color. There was a whole group of almost 9,000 enthusiasts dedicated just to the yellow car, last CK had checked. He and his son had done a lot of research on a bunch of cars and clubs before they had settled on this one.
There were Corvette clubs and Porsche clubs but each club had its own personality. And pretentiousness. The Mustang club was not only larger in this area, but was packed out bumper to bumper with great, down-to-earth people. CK and Max had been welcomed with open arms by the group. It was a fun bonding thing.
The other half of the garage was set up as a gym. The floor was padded for Max’s wrestling practice and Amera’s Tae Kwon Do. There were weights and kettle bells and a punching bag. CK sat himself on the weight bench, gulping down another swig of whiskey.
Sometimes when his wife would be hosting a Bible study, if he wasn’t working late or on assignment, he’d come out here to get away and just be alone with his thoughts. Not today. He wanted to drown those thoughts into silence. And that plan was effective. Everything was swirling around and fuzzy. He was having a hard time keeping his eyelids open.
He wasn’t sure if he had decided to lay down or if he had fallen off the bench. Either way, he now lay on the mat, his head resting nicely against the cushioned rubber surface, letting the darkness slowly take him away.             


















Chapter 5



CK
followed Pops up the creaky wooden steps onto their home’s wrap-around porch. Juggling a smaller box to free up his other hand, Pops pulled the screen door and held it for CK who carried a good-sized crate of spare specialty parts and gear that Pops needed for some of his home projects he said he’d been putting off.
“Just set those right inside the door, if you don’t mind, CK,” Pops directed.
“Roger that.” CK did so, keeping one foot on the threshold. He didn’t intend to stay long. He backed out into the brisk evening air.             
“I appreciate it, CK,” Pops said, patting him on the back.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Mister...uh, well, Pops,” CK still wasn’t used to calling his boss such an informal name, but it seemed like it would smooth things out. Choose your battles, he reminded himself.
“'Night, CK,” Pops re-entered the home, closing the squeaky door behind him. CK thought Pops seemed extra tired tonight. The man carried a lot with him, most of which he kept to himself. CK could appreciate that “duty-first” attitude.
CK guided the screen door so it wouldn’t bang shut. As he started to turn down the stairs, the porch swing in the corner caught his eye. He looked over and noticed Sam sitting there deep in thought. She was partially highlighted by a patch of light from the living room window beside her.
He decided to toss out a feeler. “Hey, Sam. What you doing out here alone in the dark?”
“Mmm”—she straightened a little, noticing him for the first time—“just, uh, thinking.”
“What about?” He walked over to her.
She leaned her head back, sighed, then finally answered, “Life.”
“Life,” he echoed, his curiosity piqued. “Big stuff. Mind if I join you?”
She shrugged and scooted over a little. A moment of silence passed between them, except for crickets chirping their little hearts out. CK noticed the unicorn keychain she played with absently in her fingers.
“So,” Sam said, “are all the king’s horses and all the king’s men gonna be able to put Humperdink together again?”
CK inhaled deeply, smacking his hands against his thighs. He grimaced. “It’s not looking so good. I told Pops you might be better off trading in for something, although it’s not worth much in its current condition.”
She smiled sadly. “Worth. It’s all relative, right? One man’s junk is another man’s treasure?” She held up the unicorn. “You see this? I found her today. You might find this hard to believe, but once upon a time I was big into ponies and rainbows and unicorns and stuff. This little guy went with me everywhere.”
“You, Sporty Spice?” CK had a hard time imagining it.
“Yeah.” She laughed. “Seems like a long, long time ago. At some point it lost its worth to me. Same toy, yet not.”
CK knew better than to say anything. He didn’t want to interrupt the flow of wherever she was headed. It was actually an old FBI interrogation technique: let the other guy fill the silence.
Sam got very serious and her smile faded before she continued, “I set a goal for myself, not long after Dad died, to be the first female wrestler to win conference. I really thought this was the year.”
CK watched her fighting for the right words.
“I’m afraid that my dad will lose worth in my life. That he’ll just fade away and I’ll forget him all together.”
CK thought of Amera’s church bear, Doug. The scent that was fading away. The memories were strong now, but in a year? Two years? How long would it take for them to fade all together? “I know exactly what you mean,” he said.
Sam looked over at him, questions all over her face. Was he about to open up to her?
“You are very talented, Sam. That’s why I’ve considered your offer.” He absently rubbed his palms together.
Sam froze. She knew if she moved or breathed or did something at the wrong moment she might spook him off like a feral cat. But her heart began to race and she swallowed hard.
“I couldn’t possibly replace your dad, you understand, that’s not even what I’m offering. But I will”—he took a deep breath and clenched one fist inside the other—“I will coach you. That is if you still want me to.”
“Are you serious,” Sam couldn’t believe her ears. She was about to bust from excitement. She tackled CK with a bear hug. He patted her arm awkwardly.
“Thank you! Thank you! I promise I will work hard and do whatever you tell me, Coach,” she gushed.
“Okay, settle down.” CK was already regretting his decision. “Don’t get too excited just yet. There are a few prerequisites first.”
“Okay, I agree to them!” She shrugged, ready to seal the deal before he could change his mind.
CK laughed and held up a hand. “Wait a minute. I haven’t even told you yet.”
“Okayyyyy,” she braced herself for the worst. “What are they?”
“First, your mother has to approve.”
“Not a problem!” Sam said quickly. A little too quickly. CK gave her a look, and she back peddled a little. “Okay, okay, I got it.”
“Second, we’ll train at my house. You’ll need to bring Pic along with you for every training session.” He checked to see how that stood with her.
“Oooh, a twist,” Sam narrowed her eyes at him, rubbing her hands together gleefully. He stared her down again, so she dropped the bit. “Also, not a problem. Pic has no life. He’s ours to toy with.”
“Lastly, this stays between us. I don’t want the whole world knowing our business—”
“It’s personal,” they said together. He nodded.
“I know,” she assured him seriously. “I get it.”
“Good. Oh, also.” He remembered the toughest one of all. “I can’t be at your matches. No questions.”
“What?” she exploded. “Why not?”
“Sam!” His stern look held her in check.
Sam bit her tongue. Three out of four of these rules were easy peasy. She’d figure out a way to work with this last piece of information.
“Okay,” she told him earnestly. “I promise that you won’t be disappointed.” And then after a beat, she couldn’t help smiling again and punctuating it with, “Coach.”
CK stood and reached a hand out to her. “We start tomorrow, after work.”
Sam stood. “I’ll make you proud,” she said, pumping his hand firmly. As CK began to turn, Sam squealed quietly to herself and jumped up and down.
CK shook his head. “I regret this already,” and headed for the porch stairs and descended into the dark.
Sam just stood there, bouncing in a happy little circle. “Good night, Coach!” She waved at him.
He threw an obligatory hand up as he walked across the lawn.
***
Pops walked into the kitchen.
Kayelyn pulled a box of Pop Tarts out of the grocery bags, handing it to him. “Here, can you…” She indicated the top shelf.
The top shelf was the sacred shelf. The grown-up’s shelf. Hardly anybody in the house could reach up that far besides Pops and Zeke so Kayelyn felt it was generally a safe place to hide some of her luxury purchases. Pops got up on his tip toes and slid the Strawberry Frosted pastries right beside a half-eaten bag of Oreos.
Abbie walked in just as Pops was pushing the box out of sight. She looked a little pale and sweaty. Her breathing was coming in labored, raspy breaths.
“You okay, honey? Where’s your inhaler?” Kayelyn turned to her.
“In your purse?” Abbie said quietly.
Kayelyn dug the inhaler out of her purse and handed it to Abbie. She pushed the pump down and inhaled deeply. Almost instantly her demeanor lightened.
“Feel better?” Kayelyn bent close, pushing a strand of hair back behind Abbie’s ear.
“Yes ma’am,” she said, coughing a bit.
“Good.” Kayelyn took the inhaler and rubbed Abbie’s head sweetly. “You have to be careful. Let Mommy or Pops know when you’re not feeling well.”
Abbie nodded compliantly and gave her mom a hug.
“Now run upstairs and get ready for bed. I’ll be up in a minute.” Kayelyn kissed the top of her head.
Abbie, suddenly a whole new kid, ran out of the kitchen, through the foyer and they could hear her small steps thunder up the stairs. Kayelyn returned to unloading her bags. She pulled out some eggs and handed them to Pops.
“She’s doing so much better,” Pops said warmly, putting the eggs in the fridge.
Kayelyn nodded emphatically. “The inhaler seems to help a lot.”
“True, but I meant she seems to be opening up,” Pops observed.
Kayelyn considered his words and shrugged. “Weird as it sounds, I think we have CK to thank for that,” she said finally.
“I believe so.” Pops added a couple more canned goods to the soup shelf. “She’s really taken to him. Sam as well.”
“I appreciate his willingness to help Sam with wrestling, I honestly do, but I just hope it’s good for her, you know?” Kayelyn looked to Pops, searching his face.
Pops tilted his head a bit trying to understand. “How do you mean?”
“She doesn’t show it as much, but she’s really struggling with losing her dad. And it’s obvious CK has some baggage of his own. I just don’t want to see her hurt again. She’s put all her hope in this training.” Kayelyn crumpled a few empty bags and nested them all into one collection.
“True, that girl doesn’t do anything half-way,” Pops replied, moving refrigerated items around to make room for the milk. “But CK is an honorable and good man, just something I know in my knower.”
“Well, my knower is still on the fence about the whole thing.” She winked at him.
“I know. And you’re the mama bear.” Pops gave her a good side hug squeeze. “You need to be comfortable with it. But like I said, I believe CK is here for a reason. And this is a great opportunity for us to share God’s love with him. Maybe this time will be good for everyone.”
Kayelyn nodded, crumbling the last plastic bag from Pops and adding it to the bag container under the sink.
***
CK analyzed his scraggly bearded face in the mirror. He looked like a homeless man. He hadn’t even really been aware of the beard all these months, which was the weirdest part. Especially after twenty years in the FBI having to keep his face clean shaven and his hair regulation length. It was just one of those things that had just stopped being important.
But now it was like a little bit of the fog had lifted. At least enough for him to get a good strong look at his own face, hidden behind a bushy clump of hair. Why hadn’t anyone told him he looked like a caveman? He pushed his thumb against the razor button and the tiny blades began to dance back and forth with a low hum.
He carefully mowed a path right up the center of his jawline. He figured he’d leave a small well-manicured scruff of a beard when he was done. He was ready for a new look. Something that didn’t say FBI and something that didn’t scream Gypsy hobo. Another swipe up and another thousand tiny black and grey hairs were scattered about the sink.


















Chapter 6




The Collins family minivan was a beat-up old Honda Odyssey. The Ocean Mist color had faded into the lightest of grays. Their dad had gotten a great deal on it down on Bragg Boulevard years and years ago. The plan was to replace it after five years, but life didn’t work out like that. And now there wasn’t money to replace it even if they could. Fortunately it was very reliable, and even though it had just rolled across 182,000 miles, Pops had predicted it’d have another 100,000 easily. Nice to have a mechanic in the family.
Sam drove, Pic rode shotgun (or what he referred to as the “DJ booth”), and Abbie sat in a middle row Captain’s chair atop a booster seat and dust flakes of long dead Cheerios. Sam pulled up to the front of what should have been a nice two-story home in King’s Grant. But mostly, it looked shaggy, overgrown and a little ominous. Like its owner.                             Well, more sad than dangerous. The porch light was on, even though it was daytime. And a faded flag on the front stoop twisted lazily in the cross breeze.
“Are you sure this is the right house?” Pic asked. “Looks a little”—he mouthed the next part so Abbie couldn’t hear—“serial killer-y.”
“Stop it.” Sam laughed, throwing the van in Park.
They all piled out. Pic swung his backpack on his chest and stooped down by the sliding back door and Abbie jumped on his back. They loved playing horsey. Pic popped the handle and the auto door slid itself closed and latched. Mostly. Pic had to throw in a gentle love tap with his foot to coax it all the way closed.
He pulled a little EOS Rebel camera from his backpack and began snapping some candids. He narrated, as he walked, with his outback explorer voice. “’Ere we foind ah ’eroes trekkin’ thru th’ dine-gerous unknown. Evool luhkin’ ’round ev’ry cornah?”
“Stop it.” Sam playfully backhanded his stomach.
“Ooof! Loik oi said: dine-gerous,” he trailed off, snickering with Abbie as they approached the front door.
Sam rang the doorbell. Almost immediately CK opened the door revealing his freshly trimmed and smiling face.
All three kids jumped back in unison. “Whoa!”
“Hey guys, come on in.” CK held the door and swept an arm across, inviting them in. They moved past him one by one.
“Wow,” Sam said, staring. “What happened to your face? You look ten years younger.”
“Yeah and ten years less eeeeee eeeee eeeee,” Pic said making stabby, psycho motions with his hand.
Sam threw him the evil eye. Abbie saluted CK as she passed, and CK saluted back.
“Let’s just call it a fresh start,” CK chuckled as he closed the door behind them. “We’ll be training in the garage,” CK explained as they passed down the hallway. “This is the living room. Bathroom is down the hall. Upstairs is off limits.”
“Come on, Abs,” Pic said, letting her slide down to her feet. “Let’s go inspect the fridge! See what the ice cream sitch is.”
Pic and Abbie skipped off toward the kitchen.
“Come on.” CK led Sam through the den. “I’ll show you where you’ll be training.”
Sam followed as CK opened the door to the garage and flicked the fluorescents on. The lights flickered a couple of times as they pulsed and warmed up and then they bathed the room in their greenish white hue and a low droning hum.
Sam stepped down into the garage and her eyes lit up. She didn’t know what she was expecting but this was a flippin’ full-fledged mini-gym!             
CK folded his arms and stood off to one side. “It’s not much, but it’s everything a young wrestler really needs.”
“It’s perfect,” Sam said, throwing a couple solid punches into an Everlast heavy bag mounted by chain to the ceiling. “I wish Pops would let me turn his garage into a dope training area like this! This is legit!”
She made her way around the perimeter checking things out, touching everything, feeling the cushy floor pad bounce beneath her feet. She was a kid in a candy store. She noticed the covered car on the dark side of the garage and gravitated to it instantly. “Ooooh, what’ve you got under—”
CK slapped a hand down forcefully. “Personal!”
“No, sorry!” She jumped back a little. “Didn’t mean to snoop.” She backed away from the prized possession, a little hurt. She had to watch herself. She didn’t want to get serial killed the very first day. “I’m sorry, CK.”
“Stretch out, get warmed up,” he said gruffly as he headed back inside. “I’ll check on Pic and Abbie.”
Sam let out a long slow breath and peeled off her jacket and hung it on a wall hook talking to herself. “What have you gotten yourself into, Sambo?”
In the kitchen, Pic’s camera was seated on the counter beside Abbie and his head was buried deep inside the fridge. “Dude, there’s nothing in here except some rabbit food!”
“I haven’t been to the grocery store in quite some time,” CK said, walking in.
Pic shut the door. “I’ll say! Look, I don’t know about you but I need some sustenance! Heard of carb-loading? We athletes need to carb-load. Daily. I’ll be eating for me and Sam. Sympathy carbs. Besides, it’s only fair that I get something for sacrificing my time here in this little arrangement, nawmean?”
“There’s some ice cream in the freezer for you and Abbie,” CK said rapping on the top fridge door with a knuckle.
“Where?” Pic reopened the freezer, pushing past some badly freezer-burned bags. “I didn’t see any ice cream.”
CK approached and whispered so only he and Pic could hear. “It’s next to the frozen heads.”
Pic’s eyes went wide and then he laughed nervously. “Oh, hoho, I see you a funny man, Mr. CK. Remember, Abbie and I sacrificed a lot of our time to be here.”
“Okay. First, you’re gonna be sacrificing more than your time.” CK slapped him on the back a couple times. “Sam didn’t tell you? You’re the guinea pig.”
“Ahhh ha ha ha, no way, there is no freakin’ way I’m getting on that death matt with Sambo!”
***
Splat! Pic slammed onto his back full contact into the mat. Sam pounced on him in an instant. Pic wanted to protest but the air had been knocked out of him. Smack! His face hit the mat and Sam grabbed an elbow and started in on an arm bar.
“Perfect,” CK said from the sidelines. “Now lock it out!”
Sam pushed harder.
“Uncle! UNCLE!” Pic managed to squeal, tapping out.
Abbie giggled from the corner of the room, seated on a work bench. Sam relented and hopped lithely to her feet. Pic groaned and rolled onto his back again.
“Remind me why we’re friends again,” Pic snarled at her and put a hand out.
She grabbed his hand and hoisted him to his feet.
“You’re doing great, Pic.” CK approached. “Couldn’t do this without you.”
“Tell that to my quadriceps,” Pic said, rubbing the top of his arm.
“Take a break, Pic.” CK clapped him on the same shoulder.
“Ow!” He pulled away. “Gladly. Come on, Abbie! Nothing a little ice cream can’t help!” He boosted her from the bench down to the floor and they returned inside together.
“Let’s go,” Sam said excitedly to CK. “Teach me another take down! This is awesome! That’s like ten new moves I’ve learned so far!”
“Slow down,” he raised his palms in a calming gesture, laughing at her. “It’s not how many moves you know. It’s how many moves you perfect,” he cautioned.
She took a beat to take this in. Made total sense. “Got it, Coach!”
“And wrestling is as much mental as it is physical.” He tossed Sam a water bottle. “Sometimes moreso.”
Sam pulled the cap off with her teeth and shot a stream into her mouth. The cool water felt amazing. She plopped down onto a bench against the wall. CK angled a box fan on the floor towards Sam and then sat beside her.
“I figured out what you thought about my match,” Sam looked out across the floor, remembering back. “I got frustrated, lost my focus, made mistakes. My thinking was the problem, right?”
CK nodded and added, “More specifically what you thought before the match. You didn’t think you could win.”
“Alex is so strong,” Sam shook her head. She winced, remembering every match she’d ever had with her nemesis. “When I wrestle the girls, I have this huge confidence boost like I’m invincible. Then I wrestle the boys and it’s just—” She stopped, rubbing her head, frustrated. “No, no I didn’t think I could win. But how did you know that?”
“I could see it in your eyes when you walked onto the mat.” CK leaned in closer for emphasis, “And so could he. Right thinking, strength of mind—it’s the key to success. You have to become a champion in here”—he tapped a finger to her head—“before becoming one on the mat.”
Sam looked up at him nodding. “Dad always said the same thing. ‘Thinking determines actions, which determines character, which determines success.’” She took another long drink of water. “I want to honor the things he taught me, CK. To be as good as I can. And, I’m not gonna lie, beating the boys really appeals to me, too. A lot. I get tired of hearing what a girl can and can’t do.”
“Well,” CK challenged, “then what are you willing to do to make your goal a reality?”
Sam straightened, defiantly. “Whatever it takes.”
It was a start. She was starting to believe, starting to focus, starting to get inspired. But championships required so much more than a single fleeting moment of inspiration.
 “A lot of people get all razzed up and inspired to make commitments, Sam. Very few follow through,” CK warned. He turned to look ahead and added this last part almost to himself. “Especially when it gets tough. When the body can’t take anymore and the mind sees no finish in sight.”
Sam looked at CK, poking her chin out, resolute. “I’m not afraid of hard work. Or pain.”
“Good.” He turned back to her. “Because both are necessary to shape you into who you need to be.”
Sam thought about this a minute and her mouth bent into a crooked smile. “Are we still talking about wrestling here?”
“What do you mean?” CK said, honestly confused.
“My dad taught Sunday School. Just reminded me of one of his lessons. Something about gold going through the furnace to be refined. How God does the same with us. He tries the heart in order to shape us to who we need to be.”
CK clouded over at the very mention of church stuff. All of that was just a little too close to home right now. A little too raw. “Is He really God if that’s His only method?” CK practically spat.
“Wh-what do you mean?” Sam sensed she’d hit another emotional land mine. They seemed to be everywhere.
“I mean,” CK continued relentlessly, “does the only way to shape Samantha Collins into who she is supposed to be, have to involve her father’s death?” Silence fell hard on the room. Sam’s eyes dropped to the floor. CK took a deep breath, backing up a little. He could see he’d pushed too hard. “I’m sorry. Sam, I—”
“Very few follow through.” Sam turned on him, cutting him off. “Especially when it gets tough. When the body can’t take anymore and the mind sees no finish in sight.”
He searched the fire in her eyes. He could see the pain, but he could also see an indomitable strength that was way beyond her years. He knew she’d suffered the biggest loss she’d ever suffer, yet here she was, pushing herself. Not quitting. Not giving up. Driving on. Not just to play, but to win the whole championship. CK couldn’t imagine where a strength like that would come from. It was his turn to stare at the floor a little.
“How did you get past it?” he asked finally.
“I haven’t.” Sam sighed, softening her expression. “Not yet.”
They both sat there as a silent understanding folded its arms around them.


















Chapter 7



CK sat inside an old Chevy pickup at Pop’s Garage. He pumped the accelerator to listen to the engine and make sure there were no more ticks or knocks. It revved and growled, but  sounded beautiful. More importantly, the check engine light was off. Oil pressure was good. All was well. Satisfied, he cut the engine.
Immediately in the motor’s silence he could hear a loud angry voice coming from the direction of Pop’s office. He slid out of the truck and headed quickly in that direction passing Zeke and Dillard, both running the other direction. Both of them looked a fright. He grabbed Zeke’s arm. “Hey, what’s going on?”
“Cecil,” was all he’d say, before pulling away and disappearing around a corner. The dog loped along behind him.
CK noted the look of panic on his face and steeled himself for the worst. He rounded the corner. A large man leaned in on Pops. He was a head taller than CK and had a muscular build, but CK wouldn’t call him “in shape.” He seemed a little pudgy and chewed up. Like maybe one of those kids who would have been the star High School quarterback back in the day, but now sold life insurance at the mall. Only this guy had a feral look about him that made him infinitely more dangerous.
“Pops.” CK slid in the door, close enough so that his range and proximity would be an instant shock to the aggressor. “You okay?”
“I’m fine, CK.” Pops smiled gently and put a soothing hand out. “Cecil was just leaving.”
Cecil was not just leaving. He spun around toward CK, a little caught off guard that the slighter, wiry man had snuck in so close. “Get out! This has nothing to do with you,” Cecil bellowed.
That voice tended to melt most people and send them away cowering and afraid. Like Zeke. But not CK. “My boss, my workplace, makes it my business.” CK squared up to him.
“We’re okay, CK.” Pops came over to put himself more between the two of them. “Cecil was just leaving.”
“He’s not driving all doped up like that, is he?” CK asked, observing the redness around his eyes.
This angered Cecil even more. “I ought to break you right now, you—” 
“Cecil!” Pops said picking up the phone. “I am calling the police!”
Cecil grabbed the phone from his hand and slammed it down. The room went silent. “The way you can help me,” Cecil repeated evenly, “is to give me the loan.”
“You know I can’t do that.” Pops stood his ground.
CK slowly moved his hand around a crescent wrench on the work bench behind him.
“Can’t? Or won’t!” After no answer from Pops, Cecil shoved some books off the corner of the desk and stormed out of the office, shoving past CK.
“Pops.” CK released the wrench and went over to him. “You okay?”
“Yes, thank you. I’m fine.” Pops nodded his head sadly.
CK watched through the blinds as Cecil exited the shop in a huff knocking over one more toolbox on his way past. “He looks pretty messed up. And dangerous. You know him?”
“Shame to see so much talent go to waste.” Pops rubbed his forehead where it bridged with the nose. It had a calming, stress-relieving affect. “I’ve tried to help him in the past with his drug addiction. He stayed with me for a while, but he just couldn’t let go. Afraid it’s not going to end well.”
“You can’t win them all, Pops,” CK said, more of a friendly warning than an empty old saying.
“Hm,” Pops conceded, and then gave CK a half smile. “Doesn’t mean I won’t try,” he said, standing shakily.
CK rested a steady hand on Pops’ shoulder. “I’ll make sure he found his way out and let everyone in the shop know it’s safe to come out.”
“Please do, and thank you, CK. After, maybe we could drive up to Kayelyn’s place? I could go for a decent cup of coffee to settle my nerves.”
“Sounds good. Let me get cleaned up and I’ll pull the truck around.” CK took another look to make sure Pops was okay and then patted the door frame and walked out to check on Zeke.
***
Westwood Shopping Center was a strip mall that caught a lot of overflow shoppers from the much larger Cross Creek Mall about a mile up the road. The biggest draw by volume was the movie theater, but second by far was Kayelyn’s shop, the Coffee Scene. It was a long, narrow building with an upstairs and a downstairs dining area. It even had a small stage upstairs for the local slam-poets and John Mayer wannabes and the occasional Bible study.
Kayelyn brought over a couple of steaming hot mugs to CK and Pop who sat up by the front window of the store to give themselves some privacy. “There you go, Pops. CK. Enjoy, gentlemen.”
They said their “thank yous” and she smiled warmly and headed back behind the counter. Kayelyn had a strong assistant manager named Jaime Hartley and fifteen part timers who all worked incredibly hard. They were all punctual and responsible, but sweet Jaime was a cut above the others which is why she’d offered her the management position even though she was younger than some of the other High Schoolers.
“Hey Jaime, have you got time to make an inventory order before you clock out?” She asked.
Jaime pulled her apron string loose and lifted it off onto the clothes rack in front of her. “Already phoned it in, Ms. Kayelyn. Anything else?”
Kayelyn shrugged and laughed softly, “Nope. As usual, you’ve got it under control!”
Jaime threw her a wink and clicked her tongue with a finger gun at the same time. Then she disappeared into the back office area to clock out.
Yes, for once Kayelyn didn’t have a single slacker on the team. It had taken a while to build to that and weed out some of the bad apples, but it really paid off. She could leave the store more often in good, capable hands.
She had bought the store with some of the insurance money from her husband’s death. It was a financial risk, but the area was good, the timing was right and it was finally turning into a nice little profit center. She felt like she’d be able to add one more Assistant Manager and then her dream team would be set.
She turned to check on Pops and CK up front. She wondered what they were discussing. Pops looked more tired than normal, and CK was, well, CK was CK.
“Nice place,” CK said, sipping his plain black coffee from a large yellow mug. It felt more like a bowl in his hands.
“Yes, it is,” Pops agreed as he looked around. “Kayelyn has been working very hard to make it successful. Right down to her happy yellow mugs.”
“If only they weren’t so small.” CK grinned and Pops chuckled with him. They both took another steamy sip before CK continued. “So, how long has the Collins family lived with you?”
“Almost two years now. Known them their whole lives. They have become like family,” Pops said with that trademark twinkle in his eye.
“Sam and Abbie seem like pretty special kids,” CK agreed, watching the older gentleman drink another swallow of his cappuccino.
“Very dear to me.” Pops nodded, licking some foam from his lips.
CK watched Kayelyn laughing with an employee behind the counter. “They seem to be doing well, all things considered. Is that a fair assessment?” He blew at the swirling steam.
“Yes.” Pops smiled thoughtfully at CK. “God has been good to them.”
CK almost choked on his coffee. “Sorry, Pops, I don’t mean to be rude, but are you serious?”
“Sometimes it’s hard to find the good—to find God—in a situation,” Pops explained studying CK carefully.
CK could feel his neck getting red and patchy as his irritation level rose. “I fail to see how God is any good if this is the way He operates.”
Pops inhaled deeply, winding up for a pitch.              “It’s like a refiner refining gold—”
“Save it, Pops.” CK waved him off as nice as he could. “I’ve heard this one and I don’t buy it.” CK tore open a raw sugar pack and added it to his coffee. “There’s too much pain in this world. Doesn’t make sense. Crime, disease, natural disasters, families…” He paused a moment to check himself. “Destroyed lives. Why? Where is a good God in all of that?”
Pops’ brow furrowed as he nodded sagely, taking another sip. He considered several answers and then threw them all out and went with this instead. “Vietnam messed me up pretty badly. Hard to depict in words. Extremely emotional.”
CK shifted in his seat as he stirred the sugar into his coffee thoroughly. He was interested to see where this new line of thought was headed. Almost eager to get away from the God-talk. “How long did you serve,” CK said, softening.             
“Seven years,” Pops recounted with a far off look in his eye. “Two of them spent in a POW camp.”
CK shook his head incredulously. “Two years? How does one survive two years of that hell?”
“You had to have something to believe in. Hope to hold on to.” Pops raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I wasn’t even a Christian when I joined the Army. I grew up a little on the rowdy side, you might say.”
“Vietnam changed that?” CK asked, looking skeptical.
“No. No, it was Corporal Shaw. He was captured with us. Had indelible faith,” Pops stared into his cappuccino and then back up to CK. “A faith so real you could touch it. When he talked about God, it was like he was talking about his best friend in the whole world. And in the midst of such suffering, too, even right up until the very end.”
“Pops,” CK said, leaning in, “you don’t have to share—”
Pops waved him off, rolling on with the story. “You see, we had food brought to us. They slid it under the door. It was slop, but it was food, you know?” Pops leaned back chewing his lip thoughtfully. “One day a guard comes in and just dumps all Shaw’s stuff in my cell. He had died the night before. None of us knew what happened.”
Pops’ brows knitted together with the deep and painful memory. “My rations were smaller after that. And that’s when I realized Shaw had been giving me his portions. It wasn’t enough food for one person. He’d literally given his life to give me a chance to get home.”
Pops took a drink and then set the mug back down. He took a deep breath. “In his stuff was his personal Bible, one of those tiny New Testament ones.” Pops tapped a finger pointedly on the table. “CK, I read that book from cover to cover twenty times. I had to know what was in it that could explain a man like Shaw. And there it was in Jesus. Shaw had given his life to give me a chance to get home. So, no, Vietnam didn’t change me. It started with Shaw, and the Word finished it.”
A quiet moment passed between them as they both reflected. CK held his mug up, the corners of his mouth pulling gently. “To Corporal Shaw. May we all be lucky enough to have one in our lives.”
Pops raised his mug. “To Corporal Shaw. Eternally grateful.”
They clinked their mugs together and then continued on in thoughtful silence.
***
CK wiped down the edge of the Dodge Ram truck where any greasy fingerprints had lingered. He turned to his pile of tools and began to place them all back in their respective cubby holes and pouches. He looked up when he saw Zeke making his way over. He seemed a little anxious, so CK decided to let him initiate.
“Whatcha workin’ on?” Zeke pointed under the hood.
“The flux capacitor was broken,” CK teased with a smirk.
“Ah, okay, that’s that Delorean movie, right? Haha. Old school. I get it.” Zeke fidgeted around the car some more, kicking a tire, spinning a screwdriver around.
CK held his hand out for the wrench closest to Zeke and Zeke was happy for the assist.
Finally, Zeke continued, “Look, I just wanted to say I really admire your bravery. You know, dealing with Cecil and all.” He looked back over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “I heard he killed a guy in a cage match, once. I guess, I dunno, I just wish I could do what I saw you do. The way you just walked into that office like that wizard movie like ‘You shall not pass!’ And just wow! No fear.”
CK laughed and shook his head. “I was afraid, Zeke.”
“What?” Zeke looked up at him and searched his face. But CK was serious. “Way-way-way-wait. You? Afraid? Nah.”
“Yes,” CK said with a shrug. “It happens.”
“No way.” Zeke wrinkled up his nose in disbelief. “Bro, you were the picture of courage.”
“Courage is just a choice, Zeke. In fact, it’s only courage if you are afraid.” CK patted him on the shoulder and then grabbed the hood of the truck and slammed it closed.
“Hm.” Zeke walked off as he pondered this exchange. This was new information he’d never considered. He didn’t realize you could be afraid and still do the right thing. It’s like nobody had ever given him permission to do that before. It was liberating, actually.
“Hey, thanks, CK!” He gave a thumbs up and a huge grin and trotted off, lighter and happier.


















Chapter 8



Outside the Pine Forest High School gymnasium, excited crowd noises spilled out and drifted up into the clear night sky. The wrestlers didn’t draw near the numbers of spectators as the football or basketball teams, but no one could accuse their diehard fans of being any less rabid.
The “Sam-Slam Club” was present about midway up the bleachers on the home team side. They had their special hand-made poster boards and their custom t-shirts that Ray had ordered way too many of. He needed a win as much as Sam needed a win just to drive enough sales so he could break even with his little investment.
“Come on, y’all!” he drawled, trying to herd them all into a selfie. They scrunched together, dutifully, and smiled, threw out peace signs, made muscles, etc and Ray fired off a cluster of shots after making sure nothing was blocking the view of his “Sam-Slam” t-shirt.
“Perfect.” He gave them a thumbs up once he swiped through the pics just to be safe.
He’d already been thinking about “Sam-Slam” 2.0 shirt and was considering “Summer of Sam-Slam” or “Samma-lamma-ding-dong,” but couldn’t make up his mind. He’d have to do a few Twitter polls. His 1,437 followers would certainly not steer him wrong. Well, they had been wrong about the leather pants that one time, and the pregnant squirrel, but they’d been right about almost everything else.
Not to be outdone by Ray was Zeke’s own fervent cheers. “Come on, Sam!” Zeke yelled. He even had a giant blue “S” painted on each cheek.
“Dude!” Ray smacked him after zooming to inspect the photo closer. “Why are you doing fashion-model face when we’re all doing anime face?”
“What? Lemme see.” Zeke pulled the phone over and cupped his hand around it to cut the bright fluorescents. “That is my anime face, bro!”
“No, it’s chin tucked, looking up with puppy dog eyes, Derek Zoolander fashion-model face!”
“Well.” Zeke scratched his sideburns, genuinely confused. “What the heck is anime face?”
“Mouth teeth smile head tilt rah rah deuces face!” Ray explained holding up a peace sign.
“Rah rah deuces face? That is so not a thing!” Zeke held up a hand dismissively.
“It’s a thing!” Ray nudged the girl sitting to his right. “Hey, when you’re taking a selfie, show me anime face!”
She looked disgusted at him, like he was crazy and turned her body to angle away from him more.
“No, see?” Ray waved her off. “That’s terrible. She doesn’t know anime face.”
“I’d say she knows way too much, judging by her restraining-order face!” Zeke laughed.
“No, that’s not—” Ray jammed a thumb at her. “She’s just being cranky-face.”
Zeke stood and pointed. “Look there’s Sam, come on, Sam-boooooohhhh!” Zeke yelled. “See? Take note, now that is game face!”
Down on the floor, Sam ignored her little fan club. She was focused, concentrating on some deep lunges at the edge of the mat, loosening up the hips. She’d tried ignoring Pic, too, but he was more relentless and orbited like a chattering parakeet.
“I said are you ready for this?” Pic said, now inches from her face.
“I have to be,” she replied coolly. She was trying to stay Jedi-calm just like CK had taught her. Mind over matter.
Pic turned her face toward him. “It’s all up here.” He pointed to her head. “Just like CK taught you.”
“I know.” She sighed and stood. “I wish he was here.”
Pic wrapped a bandanna round his head like Karate kid. “I know. Just stay focused on the task at hand. One match at a—oh man, I think I forgot my fruit snacks! I wonder if they’ll hold the match for me.”
The referee stepped onto the mat with a shrill blow of the whistle, beckoning the wrestlers into place. Pic shouted over his shoulder as he bent down to dig through his snack bag. “Let’s go, Sam!”
In the bleachers, the Sam-Slam club was on their feet cheering. Sam kept repeating her mantra in her mind. “He’s going down. He’s going down. He is going down!”
Sam had wrestled Henry before. They were probably the most evenly matched. Last year during one unfortunate set, Sam had watched Henry get slammed to the ground and everyone heard a loud pop. Henry and his partner immediately stopped, and the ref ran over like “What’s the matter, I didn’t call a time out.”
“Something doesn’t feel right, Ref,” Henry said, standing up. Once he was on his feet he added, “And now I can’t see anything.”
Turns out he had cracked his collar bone. He was out the rest of that season in a cast. His sight returned shortly after, but it was a super scary reminder to always be on guard. Henry told her later that the weird thing was that there wasn’t even any pain until they got to the hospital. Then it kicked into overdrive. But that’s why he was so calm about it as it happened. Just like, “Sorry guys, just broke my neck, BRB.” So strange.
That was over a year ago. Henry was back and in better shape than ever and had dominated his earlier matches, Sam observed. They shook hands by the ref, crouched into place, and when the whistle blew, they began circling each other like panthers. One would make a grab and then the other. Dodge and feint. Sliding around, testing for weakness and trying to catch an opening.
“All right, Henry, you ready to be beat by a girl?”
Henry smiled. “I’d like to see you—”
Sam lunged at him, taking him by surprise. She took him to the ground and almost had him in a half nelson, but he snaked loose and they both recovered to their feet. Sam barely got planted before Henry took her legs out from under her and she hit the mat hard.
“Come on, Sam,” Pic yelled from the side, scooping some gummies into his mouth. “Get in the game!” One fell to the ground and Pic pounced on it immediately blowing it off. “Five second rule! But nice try, Bear-y Potter!” and tossed it into his mouth.
The ref called time for the first round and Sam jogged over to Pic, frustrated.
Pic rubbed her shoulders to keep her limber. “Not bad, but be careful, he’s a big guy. You have to be smart with this one. He can beat you with size, but he doesn’t look like much in the brains department.”
They both looked over at Henry who squirted water from his bottle but missed his mouth and hit his nose instead. The referee whistled for their return.
“Quick on your feet. Happy feet! Happy feet!” Pic said, hopping foot to foot.
Sam hustled back to show center and Henry dropped to the floor and she crouched over him in top position. The whistle blew and they both grabbed at each other. Sam quickly moved behind him as he spun, raising her hips to drive more weight onto him but Henry still slipped out of the hold and took the upper hand.
It was the same thing all over again, he was just too big and too strong. She could hear Pic yelling for her to use her head which was a common CK phrase from practice. “It’s that big lump three feet above your butt.” Coach had needled her more than once during practice. It was the biggest thing he kept drilling into her during training. “Don’t be distracted. Focus. Think. Know you can win,” he’d say over and over.
The match intensified as Henry lunged for Sam again, and she moved, using his own momentum to bring him to the ground. Before he could right himself, she quickly locked his arm in an awkward position, allowing her to flip him to his back.
The ref, down on the floor beside them, smacked the rubber mats and tweeted the whistle at the same time. “That’s a pin!”
Sam jumped up with a huge smile. Pic danced along the sidelines, busting out the running man moves. Sam shook hands with Henry. She thought he’d be mad or sore, but he was actually impressed. “Good match, Collins! You might make a wrestler yet.”                           
It was a rare feeling to get respect out here and Sam cherished it because it wasn’t some complicated formula. You fight well, you win, you get respect. The only glass ceiling out here was in your own mind. It was very primal and for the first time in her life, Sam felt like she was breaking into some secret club. Not there yet, but well on her way.
Over the next couple of weeks, she racked up a string of successes. Some easier fought than others. One of the weirder matches was with Austin Stonehauser. Pic had tried to coach her up on him.                             “Okay, Sam,” Pic said from the bench. “Watch out for Austin when he goes for your upper body. He opens up every time he pulls back and—”
Sam held up a hand to cut him off. “I’ve got this one, Pic.” She chuckled to herself.
“Well, excuse me, Miss Over-Confident. Just doing my job!” He huffed.
“No, it’s not that.” She punched his arm playfully. “Austin totally has a crush on me.”
Pic looked over his shoulder to the opposite bench where Austin just stared at her, lovestruck. His own coach was yelling something in his ear. Nothing was sticking but that goofy, sheepish grin he wore. He wiggled his fingers at Sam. She waved back.
“Oh buh-rother,” Pic said, rolling his eyes at Sam.
“He’s liked me for the past two years.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “He always lets me win,” she winked and clicked her tongue.
“That is not healthy, and furthermore, pathetic. And unprofessional, I might add!” Pic could tell Sam wasn’t listening. “Well, be careful in case he gets all hands-y or smooch-y in there.”
“Gross.” Sam scrunched her nose at the thought.
The two gladiators met in the middle and shook hands.
“I like your new perfume, Sam, what is it?” Austin asked, still shaking her hand.
“Sweat,” she said flatly, pulling away.
The ref blew the whistle and Sam lunged lightning fast, dumping Austin to the ground. Okay, she thought, landing on top of him, Pic was right, that smile was a little creepy. She reversed and put him in one of the cradle holds CK had taught her. Pic saw exactly what she was doing and rubbed his own bruised neck. He was all too familiar with that painfully effective hold.
Right as the ref tweeted his whistle and called a Pin, Sam felt some lips graze her cheek.
“Gross!” She smacked Austin.
“Is there a problem?” The ref turned back around.
Sam looked at Austin, who gestured a sincere “I’m so sorry,” then back at the ref.
“N-no, we’re good here,” she said.
“Thank you, Sam,” Austin shouted as Sam jogged off to her corner. The ref gave Austin a stern warning look and Austin moved off to his own bench.
“What was that?” Pic asked.
“He kissed me!” Sam unhooked her headgear and tossed it to Pic.
“Called it!” he said proudly.
“Shut up,” Sam said, trying to hide a smile. She was more amused than offended. But still, some things you didn’t handle on the mat. You don’t give any sign of weakness out there. It came with the territory. She’d been insulted, pinched, and groped out there, even under the watchful eyes of the refs. Everything always happened in the blink of an eye. She knew the jerks to watch out for because they didn’t just do it to her, they’d do it to each other. Anything for mat advantage. Some of her guy teammates had forewarned her. Anyway, it almost made Austin seem sweet by comparison. Highly unprofessional and inappropriate. But sweet.
***
Even though the weather was cooler outside, CK’s home garage would still get hot and sticky during practice. Especially rolling into hour two. Occasionally he’d throw them a bone and kick on the A/C unit out there, but not today. And the box fan just wasn’t even cutting it. Sweat dripped off his brow as he watched Sam and Pic face off against each other on the mat.
“Come on, Sam,” CK growled at her. “We’ve been over this a hundred times. You have to defend the take down and counter better. Focus. Now do the move. And Pic, stop taking it easy on her!”
“Yes sir.” Pic saluted.
Sam, for her part, was very disinterested and unfocused today. She lined back up with Pic, he made a move, and Sam messed up the counterstrike again.
“Stop, stop!” CK broke in. “Okay, what’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing.” Sam huffed, nursing a sore shoulder.
“Could have fooled me. Something wrong with your shoulder?” CK moved right up to her to check it out.
“My shoulder’s fine.” She pulled away and CK watched her head to the other side of the mat.
“Well, don’t get lazy now that you’ve won a few matches,” he started in on her again.
Sam was steaming mad. She had her hands on her hips and glanced over at Pic for some backup. Pic was anything but. “He’s right! I’m thinking even Abbie could take you down today!”
“I’m just not into it today.” She stomped over to the bench and grabbed her sweaty towel and water. “I should have stayed home. I’m going to check on Abbie.”
“What’s wrong with her?” CK wondered aloud after she left. He was less angry and more genuinely puzzled.
“Who knows.” Pic shrugged. “Girls.” Pic sat down on a chair and took a swig of his own water bottle when it hit him. “Oh dang! What is today?”
CK threw his hand in the air. “Uhhhh, I dunno, Thursday, the fifth. Why?”
“Ugh, I’m such an idiot,” Pic said, shaking his head, annoyed at himself. “Today’s the two-year anniversary of her dad’s death. How could I forget? It’s always a rough week for her. Abbie too.”
CK closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. Crap. He knew this pain. It was a very familiar pain. He hadn’t even made the one-year anniversary, and he was still at the mercy of daily, weekly, and monthly triggers. He tossed a towel to Pic then headed indoors to apologize.
In the living room, Abbie sat quietly by the couch with some of her homework spread out on the floor before her. Sam walked in and sat next to her. “Whatcha doing, Abs?”
Abbie leaned over and rested her head against Sam’s shoulder. She reached over and touched the dog tags hanging around Sam’s neck, fingering the raised letters of her father’s name, rank, and religious affiliation.
“Yeah,” Sam said sadly. “Me too.”
CK watched the two a moment and then said quietly, “Sam, I’m sorry. Okay?”
Sam didn’t look at him. Just held Abbie close. “Okay,” she finally answered.
CK nodded and then ducked back out to the garage to close everything down for the night.


















Chapter 9



After the school bell rang, the courtyards outside filled up with a bedlam of students who either ran to catch a bus if they were Sophomores or, if they were Juniors or Seniors, they could drive themselves home. Pic stationed himself on the Upper Class Parking Lot side and intercepted a couple of his lady friends passing by.
“Hello, Stephanie and Wendy! Hey, did I tell you ladies I’m running a Pic special on Senior Portraits?” He held up the Canon Rebel around his neck. “You ever heard of Ansel Adams? Thomas Kinkade? Tom Wolfe?”
Both girls giggled and shook their heads no. Pic handed them a Photography brochure for his company, “Pic Perfect”.
“Well—” he began to say, leaning in smoothly to close the sale.
Sam walked by, grabbing his jacket and pulling him along behind. “Let’s go, Pic! I’ve gotta pick up Abbie.”
“But, hey! What about my customers!” The two girls waved and laughed as he got yanked away by Sam.
“C’mon, Pic,” she insisted, clearly in no mood for shenanigans.
Pic waved goodbye reluctantly to the ladies and blew a kiss. Sam and Pic made their way toward the parking lot. “That was the girl I was telling you about—Wendy. We are going to the dance together.”
“Art Wolfe,” Sam corrected.
“What?” Pic asked, not really listening. He checked back toward Wendy again. She still had his brochure in hand. He smiled.
“Art Wolfe was the famous photographer. Thomas Wolfe was a writer,” she explained, punctuated by a heavy sigh.
Pic got all excited. “Ohhh! Speaking of poets—”
“Not a poet.” Sam marched onward and Pic kept in step now.
“I heard Ethan Wright is thinking of asking you,” Pic said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
Sam screeched to a halt and Pic almost ran right into her. She spun on him. “Ask me what?”
“Oh, you know,” Pic said as casually as possible. “To the dance with him.” He flinched, expecting to be slugged in the arm.
“Are you s-serious? Ethan Wright.” Sam searched his face for the punchline. Pic was serious. “Ethan Wright. Football dude. The one jock that can actually read and write. Ask me to a dance? I don’t think so.”
She started walking again, even faster. Pic struggled to keep up, then she suddenly stopped again, “He obviously does not know me. I don’t have the time or the desire to be dealing with boys right now. Especially his type. I don’t dance with boys; I body slam them.” As if to illustrate she punched Pic in the arm.
“Ow!” He rubbed his shoulder.
“I’ll tell you this,” she stood there thinking hard. “If he doesn’t want to get embarrassed in front of his friends, he better think twice before asking me to—”
She turned back around, and Ethan Wright stepped right in front of her, almost colliding.
“Hey, Sam,” Ethan said. He was a good foot taller than her, with blue eyes and rugged blond hair. That letter jacket just hung off his perfect shoulders like it had been sewn on. Sam froze in her tracks. Blood drained from her face and her mouth was suddenly dry.
Pic grinned real big and elbowed her forward.
“Hi,” she said robotically.
“I-I, well.” He scratched his face, started to lose his nerve before he decided to go for the moonshot. “Sam, I was wondering if you were going to the dance?”
She stared at him as if he spoke some foreign language. Pic tapped her again. “N-no,” she squeaked, somewhere between a question and a statement.
“Would you wanna, like, go with me then?” He scrunched his face, bracing for the worst.
Sam stood there like a deer in headlights. Pic prodded her again. “Uh-huh.”
“Yes?” Relief spread across the boy’s perfect baby face. “Whew! Great! How about I’ll call you tonight and we’ll make our plans then.”
Sam was so overwhelmed. Was Ethan wearing cologne? Oh no, his lips had stopped moving. It was her turn to talk, again. Pic elbowed her, enjoying this whole thing immensely.             
“Good?” Again, was Sam asking him or telling him? It was hard to tell.
Ethan handed out his phone to Sam. Pic intercepted it with a “I got this, here you go,” and thumbed Sam’s number in and handed it back.
“Okay.” Ethan smiled. “Awesome. Well, I’ve gotta run. Nice talking with you, Sam. Pic.” He nodded to Pic and left.
“Later, Ethan!” Pic yelled after him. Ethan jogged away and Pic turned back to Sam who stared after the hunky footballer. She was still in some sorta love coma.
Pic put his arm around Sam. It was his turn to coax her along. “Wow, Sam. I am so impressed! You reeally put Ethan in his place. I’m just glad his buddies weren’t here because when you nailed him with that ‘uh-huh’ it would have devastated his ego for sure.” Pic watched the recognition dawn on Sam’s face.
“What!” she said, suddenly snapping out of it. She searched Pic’s face frantically. “I said yes?”
“Ya said yes! This is gonna be fun! Ooh, we should totally double date. I’m an awesome dancer.” He was not. He spun around almost tripping on his own feet.
“Oh, this is bad,” Sam muttered. “This is very bad.” She grabbed Pic’s jacket and yanked him along again.
***
CK leaned under the hood working on a Trans Am when Sam ran in, frantic. “Pop! Pop!” she yelled, eyes darting this way and that.
CK stood up. “Pop’s not here, Sam. You okay?”
“This is not good.” She bent over with her hands on her knees hyperventilating. She stood back up waving her hands to fan herself. “I’m about to freak out. What am I going to do?”
CK was beginning to worry. He stepped around the vehicle alert for anything. “About what, Sam? What happened?”
“I have a major problem.” She held a hand to her forehead, still with that hollow, thousand yard stare.
At this point Pic caught up to them, breathing heavily. CK looked back and forth between them. “Problem?” CK pressed.
“Oh, nonono,” Pic leaned on her shoulder. “It’s just our girl Sam here was just asked to the fall dance.”
“I said yes,” Sam reiterated, closing her eyes at the very horror.
“Oh.” CK breathed a sigh of relief. He’d had his fill of real drama, so this nerf drama was actually welcomed. He grinned at Sam. “Well, that sounds fun.”
“What was I thinking? That’s just it. I wasn’t thinking.” She paced back and forth like a caged animal. “You would think because you actually think, that after all our training, I would at least be thinking and using—”
“Sam.” CK stopped her with a hand on each of her shoulders. “Calm down. Breathe. What’s wrong with going to a dance?”
“Are you serious?” Sam asked, incredulous.
CK shrugged and nodded an innocent yes.
“First,” Sam launched into it, her voice getting higher and higher pitched with each point. “It’s this weekend. Second, I need a dress. A dress! Right!” She snapped. Her eyes darted side to side as she mentally rifled through her closets. “Do I even own a dress? Third, and the biggest issue, I have never even been on a date much less a dance! What am I going to do?” She parked herself in front of CK, searching his face for answers. For life!
“Well”—CK drew a deep breath, smiled warmly and assured Sam—“there’s a first time for everything. Sounds like you’ll get a few of your first times all out at once.”
“CK!” She moved in closer, causing him to step back a little. “Do you understand that at a dance they expect you to dance?! You know, two people close and doing choreography and stuff. I don’t know how to dance! I wrestle boys. I don’t dance with them.” She pulled her hoodie up over her head to disappear like a turtle, “Oooooohh, what have I done?”
Pic stepped in to answer this one. “Well, if you think about it Sam, wrestling is just like dancing, but more of this”—he mimicked a tango—“la la la la. And less like—” He slammed himself to the ground spastically. “People’s elbow! Arrrrrr.”
CK saw the growing concern in Sam’s face, peeking out from her hoodie cave. “Okay, Pic. Chill. Sam.” He coaxed the hood back so he could see her face, again. “Breeeeeeathe. Okay, let’s take it one step at a time. First, I’m sure your mom can help with the dress.”
“Yeah, but dancing, I don’t—nobody’s ever—” Her eyes pleaded with him. An awkward silence fell on the group. 
“Fortunately for you,” Pic bragged, “dancing just happens to be my forté!”
It wasn’t. Not even close. Pic bobs and weaves around like a wounded chicken. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know,” he said, jerking this way and that. “Stick with me, you’ll be fine.”
“Charles,” CK said finally.
“Yes, sir?” Pic paused, mid-moves.
“Stop,” CK said softly.
“Yes, sir!” He saluted and straightened up again.
Now that CK had his full attention, he instructed Pic, “first things first. We’re gonna need some music.”
“I gotchoo, Coach,” Pic said as they walked out together, leaving Sam alone and a little terrified.
“But what about wrestling practice?” she said, her voice echoing in the big empty bay.
No answer.
“Guys?!” Still nothing. She groaned and stomped off after them.
***
CK, Pic, Abbie, and Sam filed into his garage. Pic went straight for the stereo and jacked in his iPhone and dialed up some tunes. The first song was a tub-thumbing bluegrass hoedown. CK frowned. Pic laughed. “I’m just kidding. Hold on.” He toggled to a nice slow “Mumford and Sons” ballad. Sam and CK stood on the wrestling mat.
CK held up his left hand. “Your right hand up here.”
Sam placed her hand in his. He took her other hand, placing it on his shoulder. Then gently held the small of her back, guiding her into position. “Now the count is step 2, 3, step 2, 3...we’ll start with my right foot, your left. Ready?” She wasn’t, but she clung to him tightly.
They began to move in time with the music. Awkwardly at first but then better, until she began to get a little over-confidant and tripped up. Sam let out a frustrated growl.
“Okay, okay,” CK encouraged. “See what happened there? You can’t have two leaders on the dance floor. One person leads. That’s my job. One person follows. That’s your job.”
“Easy peasy, just like dancin’ with the stars!” Pic said, settling back against a work bench to watch.
CK released her and waved Pic over. “All right, Pic. Your turn.”
“Whoa, no, I’m cool over here with Abbie. We just gonna DJ it up! Wikki wikki wikki…” He motioned some record scratching moves.
CK raised an eyebrow and frowned at him. “I’m not asking.”
Pic gulped and stepped up to Sam and filled in like CK had showed them.
“That’s right,” CK encouraged. “Now, Pic, you’re gonna start off on your right foot, got it?”
“I don’t know about this.” Pic was concentrating so hard on his feet his head felt like it could explode any minute.
CK couldn’t help but laugh at him. “It’s better if you relax, Pic. Not so stiff. Annnnd step 2, 3, step 2, 3…”
Slowly the couple lumbered into motion. It’s not art. It’s not even Step Up 3D. But it’s a fine first dance. CK clapped appreciatively and Abbie joined in, all smiles.
“I’m doing it,” Pic shouted. “I’m doing it!”
“There you go,” CK said, nodding his approval.
“I’m a dancing machine!” Pic announced. Just then the music ended and shifted into a faster hip-hop remix.
“All right.” After one lesson, Pic had suddenly lost all inhibition. “Freestyle!”
Pic and Sam broke apart and started dancing and gyrating on their own. Abbie jumped down and joined them while CK just leaned back and laughed with them all.
It was a nice, warm playful moment. This house had had zero of those moments in a long time. CK was still smiling about it later that night in the kitchen as he grabbed a tumbler and a bottle of Jameson off the shelf. He poured some into the cup, brought it up to his mouth, then stopped short.
All the other nights he drank to dull the feelings, to forget as much as he could possibly forget. But tonight, he wanted to remember just a little bit longer. He didn’t have that heavy night dread bearing down on him for once, so he decided to skip the night-cap all together. He poured out the cup into the sink, capped the whiskey, and placed it back up on the shelf.
He moved back out to the now silent garage, across the mat, and tossed some gear into a bin that the kids had left out. He moved over to the car and took a deep breath. He dragged the cover forward, balling it up and setting it aside.
It was a beautiful yellow ’65 Mustang. Well, it needed a coat of paint, but the surfaces had all been primed and there was still some work needed under the hood. CK reached in the window and popped the hood.
For months, the car had just sat there. In limbo, like everything else in CK’s life. Hanging by a thread. He’d had no reason to finish the job. He’d had no reason to continue. The whole reason for the car was gone. It had died suddenly and along with it, the Mustang’s raison d’être. Its purpose as a fun, bonding instrument of joy and transport had been shattered in an instant.
Only now, as CK surveyed every inch of the automobile, it sparked a new feeling within him. A strange feeling he hadn’t known for some time. Hope.
CK raised the hood, rolled his toolbox over, and began swapping out the old, dead battery.
***
Kayelyn and Pops sat at the kitchen island, finishing off some coffee and talking with Sam when Zeke busted in the door. He had his sweaty workout clothes on from his class, a Kung Fu head band like Naruto, and a gym bag over his shoulder. “I am so excited!”
“Where have you been? It’s late,” Pops asked, genuinely interested and not at all cross.
“And you missed supper.” Kayelyn turned aside to Sam. “He’s never missed supper before.”
“Training!” he said with some authority. “I started taking self-defense classes. It was awesome!” Zeke threw some punches and a low kick at pretend enemies in the room. “The instructor said I’m a natural and a fast learner.”
“Self-defense,” Kayelyn said playfully, “what about those two weapons of mass construction.”              She did an awkward karate chop.
“Mass destruction,” Sam corrected, enjoying all of this immensely. “And I think they’re only fatal to baked goods, right Zeke?”
“Ha ha,” he said, brushing her burn aside. “But not anymore!” He motioned for Sam to join him. “Let me show you some moves. If you dare.”
“Oh, I dare.” Sam set her drink down and walked over to the other side of the kitchen island with Zeke.
Pops cocked his head to the side and leaned in on the table. “What in the world has gotten you interested in self-defense all of a sudden,” he wondered aloud.
“Well, see martial arts are good for you, Pops.” Zeke sounded just like the brochure. “Builds your confidence and teaches discipline and courage.”
“But fighting is not good and not something you should want to do.” Kayelyn winked at Pops, playing devil’s advocate.
“Yes, Ma’am. Exactly. Fighting is a last resort,” Zeke said seriously, as he carefully positioned Sam behind himself. “Self-defense could save your life in the real world. Let me show you. Say I’m at the teller machine and someone comes up and puts a gun in my back. Sam, try to rob me.”
Zeke pretended he’s at the ATM and Sam stuck a finger in his back. “Reach for the skyyyy!”
Zeke spun around and blocked with a reverse arm bar and pretended to grab and neutralize Sam’s gun hand. Then he released her, slapped both palms to his side with a crisp “Hai!” and bowed. Sam laughed and bowed awkwardly back.
“Hey.” Pops clapped. “That was very good. Impressive.”
“Told you! I’m a natural.” Zeke is far from finished. He pulled Sam back toward show center again. “Here’s another move. Say some crazy person takes a swing at you.” He moved Sam into position directly in front of him. “Okay, Sam”—he looked her in the eye—“I want you to take a swing at me.”
Sam hesitantly held up her dukes, frowning. This was so not a good idea. Kayelyn was wincing, too. She and Sam exchanged concerned looks. They were both on the same page here. But not Zeke! Zeke held his hands up in a defensive posture, fingers spread wide.
“I don’t want any trouble!” he said loudly to Sam, then turned to Pops and Kayelyn. “See, trying to de-escalate the fight and not tip off that I’ve got mad skills. Okay, Sam, try and hit me in the face.”
“Are you sure?” Sam dropped her fists out of position. “One night of training doesn’t make you an expert.”
Zeke let his own guard down, annoyed. “Samantha. Trust me. I have trained with professionals for over two hours. Now come on. Go for it. Just like a real fight. Take your best shot and I’ll block it with a technique guaranteed to work every single time.”
“Okayyyyy,” Sam said. She put her dukes up again.
Zeke readied himself. “I don’t want any trouble,” he repeated loudly.
That was her cue. Sam nodded to him and threw a quick left jab, which caught Zeke flush on the cheek and sent him straight down to the floor. Bam.
“Samantha!” Kayelyn scurried around the table. Pops followed behind her.
“He made me do it,” Sam protested, pointing down at Zeke.
“Zeke,” Pops said, leaning over him, trying to suppress a smile. “Where was the defense part of that self-defense?”
Zeke sat up on the floor, a little confused, but none the worse for wear. “She was supposed to throw a right. Ow, we only practiced blocking right-hand punches!”
“I’m left-handed,” Sam held her hands out apologetically. “I didn’t know the rules!”
“I’ll get some ice.” Kayelyn headed for the fridge.
Sam and Pops pulled a stunned Zeke to his feet.


















Chapter 10



Inside Pop’s Garage all the bays but one had been shut down for the evening. Zeke and Ray had gone home already and CK was finishing up under Ashley Stewart’s snazzy Lexus Coupe Cabrio. She was a spoiled rich kid that lived up the road. She’d only called five times that day and Pops had promised the car would be ready first thing tomorrow morning. They’d even pushed it ahead of some other work because sometimes it was just best to get some clients back out the door as quickly as possible.
A Beatle’s song played over the radio in the background. CK hummed along to the familiar tune. He stopped when he heard footsteps approaching on the concrete floor. Specifically, heels. He looked over and saw some dainty, pink Michael Kors working their way slowly to the back of the car, avoiding oil droppings and other slippery residue.
“Coach?”
CK recognized Sam’s voice immediately and rolled out from under the car and sat up, stunned. There before him was a beautiful and much-girlier version of Sam. She was all dressed up for the dance. Her face was made up, her hair pulled into a high, elegant bun with a couple of wispys hanging down the front.
Sam smiled nervously as CK climbed to his feet.
“Well?” she asked, doing a little twirl causing the dress to flare out.
“Oh, Sam!” CK said, at a loss momentarily for words. “Stunning! Absolutely gorgeous!”
“Really?” Sam blushed a little, pushing the hair wispy behind her ear. “You don’t think it makes me look too much like, you know, a girl?”
“No.” CK smiled back. “Not at all. A young lady, however. Yes.”
Sam wiggled her foot awkwardly, still trying to get used to the heels. “So you really think I look okay? Not too much makeup? I mean, this is actually the first time I’ve ever had makeup on, outside of Halloween, that is.”
“Sam, you look perfect. In fact, for your wrestling match Tuesday, you should come out in this dress and your opponent will be blown away. Quick pin and done!” CK teased her.
Ordinarily this would have gotten a rise out of her, but not today. Not in this moment. She wrung her hands. “I’m nervous.”
CK grabbed a clean towel and laid it over the bench. “Have a seat. You’re gonna do great, Sam. Use the things you’ve learned in practice. It’s not just for wrestling. Regulate your mind, and your body will follow. Breathe, just like I taught you. Keep to the basics. Nothing fancy. You’ll be fine.” CK paused, considering a new wrinkle in the plan. “As long as he’s not thinking about a goodnight kiss or anything.”
Sam’s face turned ashen as the thought hit her. “A what?! Oh, my gosh! I didn’t even think of that! And that’s a thing, too! Oh no, no, no, no! Not going to happen.” Sam was back on her feet, smacking a fist into her other sweaty palm. “I’ll punch his lights out. I’ll body slam him right there on—”
CK grabbed her shoulders to steady her. “Hang on. That wouldn’t be very ladylike, and we certainly wouldn’t want to trash that nice dress.”
Sam still had the panicked look in her eyes. So much for regulating the mind. “That’s it. I’m not going. It’s over. I knew I should have never agreed to this date. This is going to be a disaster!”
“No, it won’t. Listen to me,” CK soothed. “This is exactly how it’s going to happen...close your eyes and picture, what’s his name again, Evan?”
“Ethan!”
“Right, so picture this. The dance is over. Ethan has driven you home and he walks you up to your front door.”
“That little sneak.” Sam gritted her teeth and peeked at CK through her mostly closed eyes. “I bet this was his plan the whole time."
“No, no, he’s being a gentleman. This is good. He wants to see you safely home. Can you picture that?” CK watched her panic subside a bit.
“I see it,” she said, her face relaxing a little, her eyes fully closed again.
“You see both of you walking up the stairs and that third stair creaks like it always does,” CK continued to paint the scenario.
“I’m holding my dress up a little so it doesn’t snag on the edges,” she added without breaking the mood.
“Good. That’s good. Now, you think you’re nervous, well, he’s going to be really nervous, too, or trying to act overly cool, but either way, you can bet a kiss is on his mind.”
Sam peeked at him with one eye. “Well, how do we keep it on his mind and off my lips? A body slam seems appropriate here.”
CK rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers. “Eyes closed! And no body slamming. I’m going to teach you another move. You’re gonna have to let him in close, though.”
“Whhhhaaat—?” Sam grimaced in horror as she imagined the whole thing unfolding.
“Don’t make that face, Sam, you’re gonna scar him for life.” CK sighed.
“True,” Sam acknowledged, “but a body slam would only hurt for a few days, soooo…” She held up both arms weighing the options.
“Focus, Sam. He’s probably going to touch your arm, just chit-chatting along the way. He’s going to step closer.”
“Uhhhhhhhhh…” She braced for the worst.
“Now you’re gonna have to relax. Things will be moving in slow motion. Your hands might be sweaty. And then he’s gonna make his move.”
Sam envisioned Ethan closing his own eyes and leaning in for a kiss. “I think I’m gonna vomit.” She cringed.
“Why? You’ve got him right where you want him. He leans in, and at the last second, you turn your head to the side. The kiss lands squarely on your cheek. It’ll catch him off guard.”
“Oh,” Sam said, touching her own cheek with her hand. Her eyes popped open. “I get it.”
“Exactly.” CK held his palms open. “Easy peasy. Then you grab the door handle, slide safely inside, but not before a nice encouraging little—” He held his hand out to cue her.
“Thank you, Ethan.” Sam picked up where CK left off with a small curtsy. “I had a wonderful evening.”
In this imagined scenario, Ethan smiled, Sam waved and closed the door, triumphant. It was a great move, a sneaky move, and Sam felt confidant she could now survive the whole evening with her dance lessons, withthe beautiful pink gown her mother had found for her and finally with this masterful cheek-dodge escape maneuver.
In fact, the whole evening went even better than she had anticipated. The next day after school, she rushed to CK’s garage to tell him all about it during practice. “You were wrong,” she said with a little sing-song lilt to her voice.
“About?” CK pulled out the mats, flopping one of the edges down. He then grabbed a broom to knock some dust off.
“Wrong about everything on that beautiful, creaky old romantical porch,” Sam said, hugging the punching bag dreamily and sighing really big.
CK stopped what he was doing, watching Sam, amused. “No? Do tell.” He leaned on the broom.
So, Sam recounted the whole story.
It was evening when Ethan’s sporty little 350z pulled up to Pop’s house. He got out and opened Sam’s door and they walked arm in arm up the front walk laughing and giggling. They’d really hit it off that evening. Unlike the rehearsal where Sam had gotten to the door first, Ethan arrived first and turned around, blocking her access.
Sam was a wreck. Grabbing his shoulders she slowly spun him around as she traded places with him, saying, “Wow! This sure is a nice porch isn’t it? They just don’t make them like this anymore! Hey, porch swing!”
“Porch swing?” Ethan shrugged. He looked a little confused at all the porch talk. But changed the subject quickly. “I had a really good time tonight, Sam. I hope we can do this again, soon.”
As Ethan moved in closer, Sam panicked, looking at her sweaty hands and wiping them on her dress. Reaching back for the doorknob, she wiggled the screen door. It was locked. Locked!
She turned to make certain, but it was not budging. Locked out! When she turned back to Ethan, she ran right into him. Softly. Accidentally. Lips to lips. Her eyes widened and she blinked a couple of times before he began to pull away. That, that actually wasn’t so bad, she thought. She grabbed him and went back in for another kiss and they were both just melting into it when she heard the door behind her squeak open. Sam pulled away from Ethan, touching a hand to her lips.
“Hello, Ethan,” Kayelyn said with a knowing smile, widening the door for her daughter.
“Hi, Ms. Collins,” Ethan stammered. “We, uh, I mean I was just um leaving. Goodnight, Sam! I had a great time.” He turned and ran into the railing, readjusted, and made his way down the stairs.              Sam turned, still in a daze of her own as she practically floated on cloud nine past her mom. “Hi, Mom. Good night, Mom.”
Back in the garage, CK snapped loudly in front of Sam’s face. “All right. Congratulations. You’ve had your first kiss.”
Sam was still holding cheek to cheek with the large punching bag, swaying softly. She sighed really big. “Yeahhhhh.”
“Now you’re gonna need to focus here, or the next thing you’re gonna kiss is the gym floor.” He playfully thunked the back of her head in passing, bringing her back to the present.
It worked. “Owww-uh!”
“Focus, Sam,” he called back over his shoulder “We’ve got a big match this Tuesday. Stop hugging that bag and start working it!”
Sam smiled and put up her fists and began punching at the bag. Softly at first, after all, it was her surrogate Ethan! But then she looked over and caught CK glaring, so she squared her shoulders back, whispered, “Sorry, Ethan,” then started working the bag like a pro. 
Somehow the whole workout flew by. Something about walking with your head in the clouds and being distracted by your first kiss was quite the painkiller and Sam figured if she could bottle this feeling up and sell it, she’d be a gazillionaire. She finished her last set of sit-ups in her circuit training, grunting to push through those final five crunches. She flopped back, spent.
“Ouch.” She took out the ear buds, still blasting some “Skillet.” She looked around but CK had left the room. He trusted her not to cheat her own workout because her effort was a hundred percent transparent come game day. “Slouch on your prep, get beat to heck.” That’s what Sam told herself after seeing it happen over and over, not just for her, but her team mates as well.
Her stomach still burning from the crunches, but there was a tinge of hunger there, too. She hadn’t run this past CK, because he probably wouldn’t approve, but part of her strategy while building up muscle and speed, was to drop down a weight class. If she could lose five pounds, she and Alex wouldn’t even be in the same group anymore. If she could scale down to 168 again, she could dominate. But her daily archnemesis was a delicious Nesquick chocolate smoothie. And it was calling her name.
She blasted a stream of cold water into her mouth and face and wiped a towel across her brow. Looking across the sweat stained mat she saw that beautiful beast of a car, hidden under cover. She had never touched it again after that first time CK had snapped at her, but curiosity was killing her. And anyway, she reasoned, if she couldn’t give herself a chocolate shake, this would be her reward. Her cheat. One peek.
She moved over to the car, checking back to the door again and then ran her hand over the fancy grey tarp. Not even a tarp, really. What was this material? Almost like a silk. Soft, breathable material. Sam decided she did not hate the idea of bedsheets or pjs made from this deliciously-smooth fabric.
She slid the cover up the wheel well and over the hood and ran her hand over the surface of the flawless yellow primer. “Wow.” She was congratulating herself for correctly identifying the undercover shape as a Mustang all these long months when a voice startled her.
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”
Sam almost jumped out of her trainers. “I’m sorry, CK. I just wanted to—”
“It’s okay. I want you to see it. It’s time.” CK stepped over to the trunk, grabbed two handfuls of the cover and pulled it back like a magician and it made a soft “swish” sound.
Sam gasped at the classic Mustang before her. Being from a car family and having tinkered some herself, she knew the 2+2 fastback with black racing stripes was one of a kind. “It’s beautiful, CK.”
“My son and I used to work on it together,” CK paused to smile at the memory. “He wanted it to be his so bad, but I kept telling him uh-uh, this was Dad’s toy.”
“You were going to give it to him, weren’t you?” She looked at CK sadly.
“That was always the plan. To give it away. I’m more of a truck guy, so my son wasn’t buying my story completely. I just never— time just—” He didn’t finish. His smile faded and a regret shadowed his whole demeanor.
“Funny how God takes our plans and makes them His,” Sam said, trying to be encouraging.
“Ruining one life after the other,” CK bit back.
Sam couldn’t pass that one up. “I guess it could seem that way sometimes. I guess sometimes you just have to dig your way through the sadness to find the good.”
CK had changed from when they first met. Sam saw it in his eyes. Even now he was wrestling with the darkness, and for this moment, civility won and the cloud lifted. He breathed deeply and softened a bit. “Where did you find the good?”
“My faith. My family.” Sam shrugged. She wished she had a better answer, but it was simply that. “And here. In this place, with you.”
CK watched Sam gesture aside to the gym gear. She blushed a little and got flustered. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know what you meant,” CK said.
“Oh, hey,” Sam dashed over to her backpack. “I got you something. This being our last session before finals and all.” She pulled out a framed picture. She held it out to CK. “Pic took this during practice last month.”
CK took the picture from her and smiled. It was a beautiful black and white candid photo of Sam with the “eye of the tiger” in her wrestler stance, with CK coaching behind her, just out of focus.
“Wow, this is a great shot.” He nodded, studying it. “Pic’s more talented than I realized.” He laughed. “Okay, well, this is kinda funny, but…” He leaned in the car’s open window of the front seat and pulled a small box wrapped in pink paper with a fluffy bow. “Last training session and all that, I got you something, too.”
“Aww,” she said sarcastically, fighting an allergic reaction to the color pink. “My favorite color.”
“I knew you’d like it.” He winked.
“What is it?” She searched his face for the answer.
“It’s a gift.” He shrugged.
“I figured that much out, Captain Obvious.” She waited for his explanation.
“It’s just a gift for you,” he said nervously.
“What for?” Sam was genuinely puzzled.
“It doesn’t have to be for anything. It’s just, well, because. Thank you.” was all he’d say, and fidgeted nervously with the car’s antenna.
Sam wouldn’t buy that one. She put a hand on her hip and waited.
“Because I’m proud of you,” he finally confessed. He was so awkward he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He leaned on the car, he folded them in front of himself, he put them in his pockets.
Sam let him stew a moment before a warm smile spread across her face. “I’m just messing with ya, Coach.” She took the box and tore the paper off. As she pulled the top off the box and rustled through the tissue paper, her eyes shot back up to CK.
This time a sheepish smile spread across his face. “I thought it was time that a Champion Wrestler needed a new Humperdink in her life.”
Sam pulled out the keys to the refurbished Mustang. She held them up in disbelief. “CK. Why?”
He shrugged, not sure how to put his real feelings into words. “I told you, I’m a truck guy. And you need it more than I do.”
“I can’t take this.” Sam dropped the keys into the box and shoved it at CK’s hands. CK held his hands up and took a step back.
“You can. It’s done.” He brushed his hands together.
Sam was having a hard time processing all of this. She looked from the keys to the car and back to CK again and again. “No, CK. It’s too much. I couldn’t possibly pay you…”
“Sam.” He blinked, tilting his head at her. “It’s a gift. That’s all. It’s a special car for a special family. I know you’ll take good care of it. Besides it’s just taking up space in my garage and I really need to—”
Sam threw her arms around him, hugging tightly. CK lifted his arms awkwardly then eventually settled them around her shoulders. “Well, come on,” he said, laughing when she pulled back. “Crank it up. See if it even works.”
Sam turned her attention back to the car as she opened the driver door. “Oh my gosh, I love it, CK. Even if it doesn’t run and I have to peddle it around town like the Flintstones.”
She sat in the seat with one foot on the concrete and one on the brake. She slid the key into the ignition as CK triggered the garage door which squealed open. Sam waited. She knew what to expect and didn’t want a dumb garage door noise to ruin the moment. As soon as the door stopped at the top, she took a deep breath and turned the key over.
The 350 horse-power engine growled to life and idled there, roughly at first and then settling into a deep throaty old-school chuffle. Sam smiled. Even if it were all a dream and she was about to wake up any second, she decided she would enjoy it while it lasted.
This was no Humperdink. No, Humperdink was a goofy flawed name for a goofy and majorly flawed beater. This one needed a new name and it’d take some time for her to coax it out of this beast. But in time, it would tell her how she should address it. Sunny, Bojack, Bumblebee...none of them fit quite right. Yes, this would take some brainstorming. And boy was her mom gonna flip out.
And she did. Kayelyn was beside herself when Sam brought her outside at Pop’s house and revealed her new ride. “I just can’t believe he gave you that car!” Kayelyn exclaimed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled to have my van back, but Pops, back me up. Is this a good idea?”
Pops shrugged, smiling widely. “Seems like a gigantic answer to prayer to me!”
That weekend, everyone was seated around the table for Sunday dinner. Sam scooped another helping of fried okra onto her plate. Weight class could wait, she was celebrating!
“He wouldn’t take no for an answer,” Sam said. “He said it was something he and his son were working on.”
“His son? I’ve tried asking him about his family, but it seemed like a sore subject. I wonder what happened?” Kayelyn pushed some peas around her plate deep in thought.
“He’s a private man,” was all Pop would concede.
Kayelyn rolled her eyes. That was an understatement. “You’re nearing the end of your two-month trial run with CK. You thinking about keeping him on?”
“Well”—Pops paused with a bite of collards dangling off his fork. He pursed his lips and then shrugged at them all—“if he’ll have us I’d love to keep him. He does excellent work. I was planning on offering him a full-time job next week.”
“I have to say, he’s grown on me, despite some of his funny ways,” Kayelyn admitted, and took a swallow of sweet iced tea.
“And maybe one of these days we’ll get him to join us for Sunday lunch,” Zeke suggested as he liberally drizzled some molasses onto his roll.
“Judging by the way he avoids morning devotions,” Ray speculated, shaking his head, “I’d say this would be the last place he would want to be on a Sunday afternoon.”
“I think you’d be surprised,” Sam said, gnawing a mouthful of roast beef.
“Sam, chew your food.” Kayelyn wrinkled her brow.
“What do you mean, Sam?” Pops asked.
Sam held up a finger as she chewed and chewed and finally swallowed. “He’s a different person than he was when he first got here.”
“I think we’re all a little different since Mr. Erwin’s arrival.” Pop nodded, looking around the room. Every face showed it.
Sam took a big bite of a yeast roll slathered in butter and honey, humming merrily as she chewed.
“What are you singing?” Zeke listened closer. “Is that the Flintstones?”
“Haha, maybe.” Sam covered her overly full mouth, with her hand.
“Weirdo.” Ray shook his head.


















Chapter 11



Most of the visitors to Lafayette Memorial Park on Ramsey Street stopped by on the weekends. Between a regular stream of funeral services and family visitors dropping in there was a very steady flow. This was the main reason that Dale Westhall, one of the groundskeepers, did most of his yard maintenance and leaf blowing on Mondays. Especially now with the fall leaves, he had his work cut out for him to keep the grave sites cleared and presentable across the thirty-two acres.
Dale tried to keep everything to a tight schedule every day, which is why he appreciated his Monday visitor. He’d never met the man, just saw him arrive every Monday promptly at 7:30 a.m., stay for twenty-two minutes over one particular tragic set of graves—a momma and two kids—and then leave. Whenever Dale saw the visitor, he’d cut the blower and take fifteen minutes for a coffee break. Dale kept a stout thermos full of the liquid gold in the Gator 4x4 he used to travel his tools and equipment around the lot.
Dale figured the man was the surviving father to the family buried there. The Erwin family. He’d read about it in the paper, had even dug the graves himself, and watched Mr. Erwin’s sojourn every Monday. There were a few days that Dale thought he might have to intervene when Mr. Erwin had come staggering across the lot with a bottle in his hands. There was a lot of yelling some days. A lot of sobbing. And then twenty-two minutes later it was over, and he left.
Mr. Erwin looked good today, Dale observed. Shaven. Dressed well. Even from the distance, he could see the color in his face. Dale smiled. He’d seen this life cycle so many times with so many people in his tenure here.
On this particular day, as Dale poured himself some strong black coffee, he heard another car pull up in the parking lot. A bright yellow Mustang it looked to be. Nobody got out, it just shut off and sat there. Dale perked up. This was a new wrinkle to his Monday.
In the car, Sam cut the engine and leaned forward with her arms on the steering wheel. She stared intently out the window, taking in the lay of the land.
“Why are we following Mr. CK?” Abbie asked from her booster in the back seat.
“Just checking in on a hunch,” Sam said, squinting into the distance. She saw a groundskeeper high up on the hill sitting back in some sort of John Deere golf cart. And she saw a lone figure standing over a small cluster of graves. “There! I knew it. Stay here, Abbie. Lock the car and don’t leave it until I get back.”
Sam jumped out of the car and walked toward CK whose back was to her. She was fairly close to him when he turned his head slightly to one side. Not toward her like he was trying to see who was sneaking up on him, but away from her so he could wipe something from his eye.
Drawing up alongside him, Sam read the names on the headstones. Claire Erwin. Max Erwin. Amera Erwin. A heaviness fell over Sam. “How did it happen?” she asked quietly.
“Car accident,” CK said flatly.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
CK stood in silence. Sam realized this next part would be difficult, so she wanted to do it as gingerly as possible. She took another step closer. “My dad always said he believed that all suffering contained at least the opportunity for good. It was just up to the sufferer to decide.”
“Sam,” he edged, “I’m sorry, but I’m not looking for God.”
Abbie walked up on CK’s other side.
“Abbie, I told you to stay in the car,” Sam scolded her softly.
CK looked down at Abbie as she looked up at him, searching his face. He managed a thin smile at her. Abbie walked over to the tombstones and ran her fingers over the name engravings.
“Abbie. Don’t do that. I’m sorry, CK.”
Abbie caught something peculiar and turned back to CK. “Why does this small one only have one date?”
Both girls looked at CK, Sam realizing first. “Oh, no. I’m so sorry, CK.” Tears began welling up in her own eyes. “I know God—”
“Sam!” CK said, very aggravated.
Sam stepped in front of him and looked him square in the eyes. “You keep looking for a shaft of light or writing on the wall to explain all of this, CK. You always preach think, think, think, but this is something you must see with your heart. It’s here.” She put her hand over his heart. “Not here,” she continued, placing another hand over his eyes. “If you’re just operating by sight and not by faith, all you will see is the pain.”
Abbie reappeared by CK’s side and grabbed his hand. “I know how you feel,” she said.
CK looked at both girls, feeling slightly guilty. “I know you do, sweetie. Both of you.”
CK grabbed Sam’s hand and they stood there crying softly; three lost souls, finding a measure of healing together, hand in hand.
***
There was no more ominous sounding trailer park in Fayetteville than Sleepy Hollow Mobile Home Park off Murchison Road. The Murc, as it was known, was one of the most crime-ridden areas of town. And nestled right off the Murc was a run-down neighborhood that catered to those who couldn’t find affordable housing.
Cecil was one of those people, ever since his budding MMA career had taken a nose-dive. For a couple of years he had toured the Amateur Circuit with sponsorships that kept him on the road most of the time. After he failed that last drug test, he’d been banned, again, and went from nice hotel living and steak dinners to this pigsty. He’d come full circle.
He had no time to cry about it though. He was too busy trying to figure out how to stay alive. Some of the Russians who had sponsored him were not happy about his little disappearing act. He was going to have to smooth that over soon. Right now, he wanted to finish off this six-pack and pass out.
He reached into the fridge and grabbed the last Coors Lite. As he cracked the can open, his ears perked up. The neighbor’s Pitbull was yacking its head off. Upset about something. That wasn’t normal this time of night. Everybody with any sense knew to avoid this area. And then the barking stopped as suddenly as it had begun. That really worried Cecil.
He looked around the corner into the dining room where his TV was right as he’d left it, blaring the local news. Some perky blonde news babe talked about how after years of budget cuts for the school districts, there was a surplus they were looking forward to investing. Rich people problems. Cecil tuned it out.
He stepped around the corner into the living room and straightened as three men silently entered the front door and fanned out into his home. The two in the back were the muscle and carried shotguns at the ready. All three had a decidedly Eastern European look to them. Their accents were equally as strong.
“Cecil! My Man!” Boris, the obvious leader of the deadly trio, smiled a toothy grin, exposing a set of teeth that hadn’t seen a dentist in years. “What? You don’t lock doors?” He laughed heartily and tapped the big guy to his left who also sneered menacingly. “Sergei,” Boris growled and Sergei hung his shotgun strap on his shoulder and snapped out a collapsible baton to its full extension.
“Vladimir,” Boris said to the one on his right and Vladimir stepped back and closed and locked the front door.
“Boris,” Cecil said flatly, sizing them all up. “Make yourself at home.” Cecil casually took a swig of beer.
Boris watched him closely without saying anything for an awkwardly long beat. “Look, we don’t want trouble,” he said finally. “We just want our money.”
“I said, I’d get your money soon enough.” Cecil stepped forward angrily. It was a little louder than he’d intended, so he tried to soften it with “I told Yuri.”
Cecil regretted getting emotional the second he did it. It might not have been the best play. But sometimes with mafia thugs it’s the only thing they understand. Sometimes that blustery boisterous tone would back people down.
Unfortunately, Boris was not most people. He stepped calmly forward, closing the distance between them slowly. “You told Yuri many things. Now I will tell you something. If Nicolai does not have his money by the end of the week—”
“I know,” Cecil interrupted, almost bored with their shtick. “You’ll break my legs.”
In a flash, Boris grabbed him by the throat. “You don’t get cocky with me, big boy. You may be great killer in cage. But out here in real world, you are just a mutt.”
Boris released him, tapping him playfully on the cheek a couple times. “Dvornyazhka,” he spat in Russian.
Cecil had heard that word before one time when he’d lost an important fight and the Russians were very upset. Dvornyazhka. Mongrel. He didn’t like it then and he didn’t like it now.
“You’ll get your money, you just relax,” Cecil said, fuming.
Boris drew a small pistol from his pocket and pressed it to Cecil’s temple which had the exact calming effect he was looking for. “You shut up your stupid face. No one tells me to relax. It’s quarter of million dollars. By Friday. Midnight. Or you’re dead man.”
On “dead man” Boris shoved Cecil’s head back, and Cecil grunted angrily. A stinging red mark appeared on his forehead. Boris grabbed his beer can and clinked it against the muzzle of his gun.
“Nostrovia.” He smiled, taking a swig. “Sergei. Vlad.”
On cue Sergei opened the front door again, and Vlad backed out of the room, collapsing his police baton back down to size. Cecil didn’t exhale until they had shut the door behind themselves. He rubbed his jaw angrily.
“Turning to high school sports,” the news anchor continued on through her report, “it’s Sam-Slam time. That’s right, local high school wrestler Samantha Collins has qualified for the State Championships.”
Cecil stepped closer to the television. He recognized that picture. Sam was that bratty kid who hung around Pop’s Garage. He might not have been so rude to her if he knew she’d turn out this good-looking.
“Sam has the home mat advantage tomorrow night as the Warriors host the final title bout. Good luck, Sam.”
Good luck, Sam, is right, Cecil thought. If the championships were going on, the whole family would be off supporting her at the match. That meant the Garage, and more importantly, Pop’s safe would be completely unattended.
“Let's check in now with meteorologist Kate Wright with our local accu-weather forecast. Kate.”
Cecil switched the TV off. “Nostrovia,” he repeated to himself.


















Chapter 12



The FBI never handed out Honorary Medals willy-nilly. They were almost always awarded for extreme acts of bravery or achievement or, in CK’s case, valor. The Medal of Valor meant that the recipient had risked life and limb on mission and lived to tell the tale, but by the grace of God.
A younger CK looked up into the mirror at his huge black eye, cuts and bruises all over his face as well as some stitches. His right arm was in a sling. He’d almost not walked away from that last job. And now this tiny medal would serve as a constant reminder or shadow of how close he’d come.
He shut it back inside its decorative case and was about to say something to Claire but heard sobbing from the bathroom instead. He rushed in. Claire was perched on the edge of the tub in her night gown. She was trying to be quiet about it, crying into a towel, but it was no use.
“Claire, what’s wrong, honey?” CK rushed to kneel beside his very pregnant wife. He had learned never to assume. One day she could be sobbing over a Hallmark commercial she’d remembered, another day she could be sobbing over a rip in her panty hose. Thirty-two weeks was a very emotional time.
“I can’t do this anymore, CK! I just can’t,” she cried with a slight southern drawl.
“I know.” He gathered her hands in his.
There was genuine fear in Claire’s eyes. “No! You don’t know! CK, you almost died on this last operation!” She searched his face.
“Claire, I—” CK hung his head. She was right. It’d been a close call.
“What am I supposed to do?” She continued through her panic attack, makeup smeared down her cheeks. “I can’t raise three kids on my own! I can’t do it without you. That’s not what I signed on for!”
CK pulled her close, forehead to forehead.
She calmed a little. Took a deep breath and continued, “You’ve been on the FBI’s team long enough.” She held his face in her hands. “We need you to be ours now.”
“I am yours,” CK said emphatically.
“We need you here, CK. We need you home.” Claire stopped short of begging.
CK brushed a tear from her cheek, swallowing hard. “What do you want me to do? You tell me and I’ll do it.”
Claire gave him a sad smile. “Retire. Spend more time with your family. Get a simple, safe job like, like working in a pillow factory.”
CK chuckled and a small laugh broke through Claire’s tears too. “Pillow factory?” He echoed.
“You know what I mean.” She grasped his shirt tightly.
“Okay,” CK said, matter of fact. Looking down, he considered all the outcomes and variables as he was trained to do.
“Okay, what?” Claire said uncertainly.
“I’ll put in my notice. I’ll get a safe job, probably not pillows, but working on cars again sounds fun.”
“Really?” this is the best news she’s ever heard. She wiped her eyes and smiled that Miss North Carolina smile that CK had fallen in love with years ago.
“You are my world, Claire!” CK pulled her into a long embrace.
That’s what CK had said at the time, and he meant it. So long ago. Now, he stood at the sink, brushing his teeth, looking down at the tub’s edge where the promise had been laid out to his wife over a year ago. Now, his arm was healed, his face was healed, and his stitches had long been removed. And his heart was in shambles.
That memory would have wrecked him a few weeks back. Triggered a downward spiral. But right now, he was in a pretty good place. On top of all that, after months of hard work, Sam was facing the Championship tonight. It was great to have anchors like that along the way to stabilize him. Daily wrestling practice sessions. Moments of triumph and celebration to mix up the dread and depression of the past eight months. He could actually admit to having some fun the past few weeks working with Sam, eating ice cream with Abbie, putting up with Pic’s shenanigans. And there was something therapeutic about each one of those cars that he’d sent back out the door in top working condition at Pop’s shop.
Sure, this family could all be a little preachy and he constantly had to sidestep religious land mines if he didn’t want to spark an entire Ted Talk from Sam or Pops, but he couldn’t argue that their so-called faith went all the way to the core of who they were. It was not like the other church people he’d met who did one thing on Sunday and raised hell the rest of the week. This family was genuine, and he appreciated that most of all.
CK had even picked up a little Mechanic’s Assistant along the way. As he leaned under the hood of a Ford Bronco, Abbie sat on the edge of it, her feet inside the ample space of the older engine. She was leaned in too, tightening the nut atop the carburetor.
“That’s perfect,” CK encouraged. “Nice and tight.”
Abbie sat up, pleased with her work and CK lifted her out and set her on the ground.
“Okay, let’s test her out,” he said. He pulled himself up into the driver’s seat and assisted Abbie onto his lap, so she could reach. “Okay,” he said, indicating the dangling keys. “You get to do the honors.”
She stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth in deep concentration as she twisted the key to the ignition. The engine roared to life.
“Another successful restoration! We sure make a great team, Abbie!” They both high-fived.
Abbie started to cough then breathed in some deep breaths.
“You okay? Where’s your inhaler?” CK killed the engine.
“It’s in Pop’s office.” She coughed some more.
“Why don’t you go take your medicine and wash up. I’ll clean up here and then we’ll go watch Sam win the championship.”
“You’re coming to her match?!” Abbie said, her face lighting up.
“Thought it would be a good surprise for her.” CK nodded. “I told Pops and your momma to keep it a secret.”
“Yay,” she said and hugged his neck before scrambling down to the ground.
“Better hurry! We need to leave in the next ten minutes.”
Abbie’s feet pitter-pattered away, lighting each step with the multi-colored LEDs from her little Galaxy Skechers. Most of the garage was empty and dark since everyone else had left early to get in full regalia for the Sam Slam Club. CK smiled, watching the sparkle shoes round the corner to the office area.
He was actually a little nervous about tonight. A tiny bit for Sam because she had a monstrous fight ahead of her. But more nervous to be back on the sidelines since his last panic attack there in front of the whole family. He did have one Valium in his pocket just in case things went sideways.
***
Inside the Pine Forest gymnasium, the bleachers were full and the crowd was all riled up. Sam accepted the fact that a lot of them were just displaced football fans without a Saturday night game to attend, but she appreciated their enthusiasm anyway.
Pic sat beside her on the bench, biting away what was left of a hangnail, either real or imagined. They both tensed as the officiant addressed them. “All right, Miss Collins! Step up to the mat!”
Sam turned to Pic. “I’m nervous. I’ve never beaten Alex.”
“I know.” Pic squirmed. “I checked the weather and there are zero Hurricanes or Earthquakes or deadly Comets on the radar for tonight. So, we’re doing this, I guess. Okay, so just focus, Sam. Right? That’s a CK thing to say. Focus and take this one round at a time.”
Sam put her mouthguard in and looked to the mat where Alex had strutted to the center and was loosening up his neck and arms. Some people had a game face. Alex had no game face, he had game smirk. Sam’s eyes narrowed to slits as she resolved in her mind to kick his butt and she moved out to show center.
“Good,” Pic said, holding two thumbs up. “Eye of the tiger! Or eye of the lemur. Whatever it is, I like it. It’s intense! Get it, gurl!”
Up in the Sam Slam Club section, Pops, Kayelyn, Zeke, and Ray perched on the edge of the bleachers, yelling encouragements as Sam walked onto the mat.
“There she goes,” Pops said. “On her way to conference champion!”
“I sure hope so.” Kayelyn furrowed her brow, less convinced.
“Don’t worry, Miss Kayelyn.” Zeke waved his hand like he was performing a Jedi mind trick. “She’s got this in the bag.”
It didn’t work.
“She looks nervous,” Kayelyn argued.
“She’s focused,” Pops assured them. “She’s in good shape. CK has seen to that.”
“Didn’t you say CK was coming with Abbie?” She looked around. “Have you seen them?”
“Now that you mention it, I haven’t. I’ll give him a call and see where they’re at.”
Kayelyn scanned the crowd, scanned the mats; there was so much to worry about she was having a hard time picking one thing.
***
CK dropped a wrench into the toolbox and clipped it shut. He grabbed a rag and wiped some tiny prints off the hood and then threw the rag on top.
“You missed a spot,” said a gravelly voice from the shadows.
As the silhouette moved forward into the light, CK bristled. Cecil held Abbie in his arms. She looked like she was asleep on his shoulder. If she hadn’t gotten to her inhaler in time, worst case scenario, she may have fainted.
“Abbie!” CK stepped quickly to close the distance.
“Easy, Chief.” Cecil pulled a snub-nosed .357 and aimed it at CK who froze instantly, raising both hands gingerly.
He was all too acquainted with the .357 and the damage it could do. That’s why he owned one. He couldn’t really fault Cecil for aiming one at his head, when he had done the same thing just a couple months back. But, just like that moment on his bedside where his years of FBI survival training kicked in and saved his life, he was relying on it now more than ever. His mind was racing but his body was calm. He saw Abbie move a little.
“Please put her down,” CK said evenly. “She’s having trouble breathing.”
“I was thinking about taking the girl with me, but asthma kids and cripples don’t really do so good on the market from what I hear.” Cecil lay Abbie on the ground and fished something out of his pocket. “Poor thing couldn’t find her inhaler.” He tossed it to the ground at his feet and stomped it.
“What the hell’s a matter with you!” CK exploded at him. “Take what you need and let me get the girl to the hospital.”
“I know you,” Cecil said, sobering up, “you’re just another sap that’s fallen for Pop’s psycho-bible garbage. I know. I used to be you.”
Cecil moved even closer to CK, gun still trained at his head. CK, hoping the dark would hide his movement, also moved in closer ever so slowly. He wasn’t in any kind of striking distance, yet. Usually under similar circumstances, he’d have to keep talking to a suspect to distract them and keep them yakking, but this guy wouldn’t shut up.
“I really do wish there was some magical being up in the air that cared about us,” Cecil droned. “Someone that could right all our wrongs. But the truth is, we’re all on our own. I’m just doing what I gotta do. Now, how about you save us both some time and give me the combo to the safe.”
Cecil was a ring fighter and a cocky one at that, which CK hoped to use to his advantage. Cecil would definitely underestimate CK’s smaller size. Ring fighters were so much show, but if he were also a street fighter, which was highly possible, CK would have a more difficult time with him. Cecil outweighed him almost by half. And no matter what those dumb action movies showed, punching a mountain never hurts the mountain.
CK forced himself even smaller, slumped his shoulders, let his eyes dart around more in fear, drawing the predator in.
“P-please,” he stammered. “I don’t know the combination! I’m still new here! Don’t do this, please, n-not like this.”
It was working. Weakness always baited the sharks like blood in the water.
“I always remember this one thing my coach told me over and over again. Cecil, he said, train hard because no matter how good you are, there will always be someone better in the cage.” Now, Cecil was in striking range. “You know what I learned, Erwin? He was wrong.”
CK swung at him, but Cecil blocked it and swiped the pistol barrel across CK’s face, sending him stumbling to the ground. Crap, CK thought. He’s a street fighter too. This is gonna hurt.
Over on the toolbox, under the rag, CK’s phone began to vibrate from an incoming call.
***
Pops looked at his phone again to make sure he had the right number and then hung up.
“Still no answer?” Kayelyn was getting increasingly worried.
“No, he doesn’t usually answer his cell phone though when he’s in the middle of a project.” Pops patted her hand.
“The match is starting,” Kayelyn stressed. “CK and Abbie are going to miss it!”
“Zeke, why don’t you run to the shop and check on them,” Pops suggested.
Ray snorted. “Or instead of running, you could take your car and be faster!”
“Har har!” Zeke deadpanned and then nodded to Pops. “I’ll get ’em, Pops! You can count on me.”
“Hustle, or all three of you will miss the whole thing.”
Zeke took the stairs two at a time as he dashed for the door. To his left on the mats, Sam and Alex squared off, both trying to out intimidate the other with stink eyes and game smirks.             
Finally, the whistle blew and they lunged toward each other. The crowd erupted.
***
Cecil kicked the fragments of Abbie’s inhaler out of the way. CK touched a finger to his bloody temple as he struggled to a knee. Cecil stepped into range again.
“If I have to smash into the vault, I’ll do it. Pops can afford the loss. God knows he has more than enough cash laying around in there. But what am I gonna do with you? You’re nothing. A dvornyazhka.”
“Just let me help the little girl,” CK said, trying to de-escalate.
“You know, I’ve killed guys in the cage before. Funny, this doesn’t really feel any different.” Cecil cocked the gun and as he did, CK slapped it aside with his left hand, punching Cecil in the groin with everything he had. The gun fired, barely grazing CK’s shoulder as Cecil fell to the ground in excruciating pain.
CK struggled to his feet. His vision was a little blurred. His ears were ringing. It looked like there were three Cecils on the ground. That wasn’t a good sign. And then all three of them were getting back up onto their hands and knees. CK kicked the gun away and brought a knee into Cecil’s face, sending him reeling backward.
CK had drawn second blood, but that just made Cecil angrier and he rolled up to his feet and then charged like a bull. He grabbed CK, lifted him off the ground, and slammed him back against the Bronco, rocking the whole vehicle back and forth, leaving an unmistakable CK-shaped dent in the side panel.
***
The buzzer sounded as Alex slammed Sam to the mat. Sam gasped for air as Alex rolled off and retired to his corner. Sam collected herself and moved back to her own bench.
“I can’t breathe,” she sputtered.
“You’re doing great, Samma-lamma ding dong!” Pic said half-heartedly, clearly lying.
“Not now, Pic.” She only had a few seconds before round two to recover. “He’s mopping up the floor with me out there.”
“He’s stronger and quicker than you are, Sam,” Pic blurted.
“Any other good news?” she snapped.
“You knew that going into this,” Pic said earnestly. “He’s bigger, so, you have to be smarter!”
In the stands, Kayelyn could feel every blow and bone-rattling slam as if it were happening to her. She almost envied CK for getting to sit these out.
“No answer at the shop, either.” Pops closed his phone again. “I guess they’re on their way.”
Kayelyn threw her hand in the air. “Great. They’re all going to miss it!”
“Maybe not. There’s still time,” Pops patted her knee encouragingly. But he was starting to lose a little faith himself.
***
Cecil had his head down, landing a couple of body blows into CK who was still pinned against the Bronco. CK used the momentum to grab the toolbox. He raised it, slamming down on the back of Cecil’s head, ending the rampage momentarily.
CK considered running to scoop up Abbie, but Cecil wouldn’t quit and even now raised back to his feet. He needed to be fully dealt with. CK grabbed a box cutter off the tool tray, tucking it into his fist. He moved quickly over to Cecil, ducking another sloppy haymaker that would have taken his head clean off. CK hammered and sliced at Cecil as quickly as he could. He dodged some counter attacks but Cecil was a pro and even during CK’s tornado attack, was able to keep all his vitals protected.
***
Sam and Alex were circling again in Round Two. Sam made a move, gaining a point against Alex. Alex countered and gained a point back. Sam was losing focus. Another point to Alex. At one low point, just to put some distance between her and Super-Alex, Sam scampered for the edge of the mat. Alex pounced on top with a cross-face grab and bent her back on to the mat. 
Pic did not like where this was headed. “Come on, Sam. Strength of mind!”
***
Cecil landed an uppercut to CK, sending the boxcutter flying. Both men went down to a knee, panting from the exertion.
***
“Last round, wrestlers! On my whistle!”
Alex and Sam stepped back to the center. Sam went down to all fours in the defensive start. Alex moved over her in the offensive position, wrapping an arm around her waist. A little higher than she was comfortable with. Sam threw a shoulder into him, knocking him over. The ref blew the whistle and they both settled back into position again.
The ref whistled again and Alex turned on the nitrous—where did he find the burst of energy?—and Sam could barely keep him off. The match picked up speed and during a particularly vulnerable moment, Alex threw an elbow to Sam’s face and blood sprayed from her nose.
The ref blew the whistle again. “Time! That’s two points for unsportsmanlike conduct!”
Sam grimaced in pain as she made her way back to the bench, pinching her nose closed to stop the gusher. Pic danced around her in a frenzy trying to apply a towel. “Blood! Blood! Ew! Ew! You know I’m squeamish!”
She snatched the towel from him. “It’s fine, Pic. I’ll do it myself.”
“Look, Sam.” He tried not to gag at the bloody towel and turned to check the clock. “Forty seconds left. What are you gonna do? Play time’s over.”
“I don’t know. I need CK. What do you think I should do?” She reseated some fresh nose gauze.
“Dang it, Sambo. I’m a dancer, not a wrestler. Now snap out of it! If you’re not gonna win it for you, win it for me! Look, Wendy is over there watching us and if we win, she’ll probably go out with me again!”
“Worst. Coach. Ever.” Sam shook her head.
The officiant approached. “We okay over here?”
“Fine and dandy,” Pic lied with an energetic wink and a thumbs up.
The officiant looked over Sam, examining her nose. “The bleeding appears to have stopped. You’ve used up your five minutes of blood time. You get another gusher and I have to call the match.”
“I’m good, sir,” Sam answered more confidently than she felt.
“All right, to your spot.” The ref whistled a short burst.
Sam looked at Pic for something. Anything. “Okay.” Pic held his hands together. “Pep talk, pep talk. Sports analogy pep talk. Okay, every man dies, but not every man truly lives. Deep thoughts. Rainbows and unicorns. Go, team. God bless America. Readyyy, break!”
Sam rolled her eyes. “Worst speech ever.”
She began to walk away and Pic called out. “Sam!” She turned hesitantly. “Look, your dad would be proud of you. We’re all proud of you.” He waved to the Sam Slam Club up in the bleachers. “Win or lose, we’re here for you.”
That was actually touching. Sam smiled. “Thanks, Pic,” she said, tossing him the bloodied towel.
“Ew.” He dropped it to the floor, dry heaving.
Pops stood up and began chanting, “Sam Slam! Sam Slam!” Then the rest of the family joined him. Soon a whole row was chanting, then a whole section chimed in.
Sam looked up to the bleachers. Part surprise and part in awe. She looked over to Pic on the sideline with a new fire in her eyes. Pic grinned from ear to ear. “Awww yissss, it’s Sam Slam time! Got the eye of the hamster!”
Sam nodded and looked back at Alex who was ready to end this, scowling away. Sam cocked her head slightly and smiled. That instant of confusion on Alex’s face was worth it. He thought he’d already won and now it looked like the match hadn’t even begun yet. He took a deep breath. He’d spent a ton of energy in that last bout going for a pin that never happened. Now he had to find that again. Man, this girl was getting on his nerves.
Sam locked eyes with Alex and wouldn’t look away as she approached. She moved into what CK had called the “down position.” She had complained to him that with Alex’s size she didn’t stand a chance down there, but CK had just blown it off.
“There’s a move from the down position that is almost unstoppable when an opponent is overly confidant and overly focused on the pin,” he’d told her.
“Teach me,” she’d implored him. She was hungry to learn every trick and move. She wanted to leave it all on the mat.
“Requires a lot of strength, Sam. You have to be able to lock out your hands.”
She’d thought about this and looked up to CK at that time. “Am I strong enough?”
“Physically? I don’t know. Maybe. But in here”—he’d pointed to her mind—“you are. I’ll show you.”
Now, Sam went over every piece of the move in her mind as she and Alex settled into their final positions.
***
Cecil rammed CK hard against one of the cars, both bleeding, battered, and woozy. Cecil pulled a switch blade from his boot as he stood up. “I’m doing you a favor, Erwin.”
CK’s vision blurred in and out. He could let it end right here. He had done far more than he was capable of. At the very least he’d finally be at peace with his family.
In the blurriness he saw flashing emergency lights. Through the fog, he remembered eight months back, watching a car wreck happen in slow motion. Watching himself be thrown from the vehicle. Watching the other driver’s air bag snap open. Next thing he knew ambulances and fire trucks and emergency personnel were crawling all over, smoke drifted across, and he was holding a sooty teddy bear as his wife was wheeled away on a stretcher. He looked over and saw a single kids shoe, emergency lights flashing and reflecting off of it.
As his eyes refocused again, he was back in the garage. One of Abbie’s shoe lights began flashing. She moved a little, still gasping in and out. CK climbed back up to his hands and knees. Cecil came at him with the knife and was shocked when CK ducked and connected a wrench with Cecil’s arm, shattering his wrist. The knife went flying and CK punched Cecil’s kidneys and then when he leaned away, CK chopped at his throat, sending Cecil reeling backwards.
CK jumped to his back and wrapped his arms around Cecil’s head, locking him tight. His legs fought Cecil’s for balance and control.
***
Sam flipped around Alex’s lunge, bringing him to the ground in perfect position for the lockout. She lay back into him with Alex’s head cradled on one side of her and his knee cradled on the other. He was fighting it but losing. Sam touched her fingertips together, she needed the lockout, or he might slip away.
***
Cecil fell under CK’s own choke hold. CK gave a couple more beats to be safe, then crawled out from under Cecil and moved quickly to Abbie.
“Abbie! Abbie!” He gathered her limp body into his arms, screaming toward the ceiling. “You can’t do this again! Don’t take her away from me!”
CK attempted CPR, but she didn’t respond.
***
Sam yelled loudly. In one final burst of energy, she locked out her hands. The officiant slapped the mat as the buzzer rang loudly in the background signaling the end of the match.
***
CK frantically tried to shake Abbie awake. He smacked her face lightly. Then continued CPR. He was so busy he didn’t notice the large shadow looming behind him in the background.
Silence permeated the air when Abbie still didn’t respond. CK’s trained FBI senses picked up the sound of a gun hammer click behind them.
***
The Sam Slam Club was going wild, jumping up and down. Pic was going crazy on the sideline. Everyone was celebrating Sam’s win, except for Sam. She knew better. She watched the officiant turn back from the scoring table.
“Time expired before the pin!” he announced to the crowd. “Please stand by for the final scores!”  The ref ran over and was joined by a couple of other referees to confer.
Pic hopped up and down, screaming, “Objection, your honor!!”
Sam was completely spent. All she could do is shake her head, dejectedly. She looked up into the stands where her family looked on in confusion.
***
CK saw Cecil out of the corner of his eye and moved his own body to shield Abbie as best he could. He knew the next thing he heard would be a loud bang. And there was a bang, but not of the .357 handgun. More like wood crunching against bone. He turned around.
Zeke stood over Cecil’s body that lay crumpled on the floor. Zeke breathed heavily with a 2x4 in his hands like a baseball bat.
“Zeke!” They both shared a moment of disbelief, wide-eyed. Cecil was not moving this time.                             CK stood up with Abbie. There was no more time to lose. “Get the car, Zeke!”
***
The officiant stood between Alex and Sam. The room was strangely silent, awaiting the verdict.
“By score of 17 to 15, the winner and still conference champion, Alex!” He raised Alex’s arm, and the crowd reacted with shocked objections. Especially the football crowd. They didn’t know what had happened, but they knew they’d been robbed.
Alex turned to Sam who was numbly taking it all in. “Hey, Sam,” he said.
Sam looked at him. He wasn’t glowing and puffed up like usual. He was a little shell-shocked himself.
“That was...that was freakin’ awesome, Dude! Some great moves!” He offered her a hand. As she took it, he pulled her in and they bumped shoulders, then he clapped her back. It was a move she’d watched from a distance for years. All the top guys did this with each other after a well-fought match. Kind of a respect thing.
Her chest swelled with pride. Yes, it was a tough loss and would take a long time to get over, but she had finally found equal ground with the guys. After years of hard work, she was no longer “pretty good for a girl.” Nope, no more qualifiers. She was a wrestler. And a damn good one.
***
CK busted through the front doors of the Cape Fear Hospital ER, cradling Abbie in his arms. “Help! I need a doctor! Somebody!”
Nurses rushed to attend. CK downloaded all he knew as they walked. “She has asthma, she’s not been breathing, and collapsed about twenty minutes ago.”
They pointed to a gurney and a cadre of attendants took over from there, buzzing around her, shouting orders. CK hovered nearby. He was still holding Abbie’s hands as more nurses arrived at her bedside.
“Sir, please stand back,” the charge nurse instructed. “We’ve got her now.” She smiled warmly and then turned back to her team to shout a bunch of orders. The response team wheeled the stretcher through a set of double-doors that swung closed behind them, sealing CK off from Abbie. He was left standing there, staring through the small window. And then, once he knew she was safe, he collapsed into the closest chair. He knew he was going to need some medical attention himself. He could feel the pounding from his ribs and knew at least one of them was broken.
Zeke had phoned in the attack and break-in, so the police would have picked up Cecil by now. CK had forgotten his phone or else he’d have called Pops already. So much going through his mind, so much needed to be done. So much. He leaned his head back and slowly tilted over. The last thing he remembered was another nurse yelling excitedly at him way in the distance. Then he passed out.


















Chapter 13



Two weeks later, Abbie was still in the hospital, hooked up to respirators and feeding apparatus. Although her heart was beating strong and healthy, she had not regained consciousness yet.
CK sighed. He tucked his own daughter’s favorite teddy bear, Doug, beside Abbie. He had brought a whole box of things from Amera’s room. He didn’t know why, he just didn’t want Abbie to wake up alone in some hospital bed with nothing familiar.
“I know she’ll appreciate that,” Pops said, entering the room.
CK nodded at Pops then resumed watch over Abbie.
“It’s been over two weeks. You’ve been here every day without a break.” Pops peered inside the box. He noticed some coloring things, a couple of stuffed animals and Amera’s book of faith. Flipping through a couple of pages, he said, “Kayelyn, Sam, and the others went down to grab some dinner. I’m headed that way if you want to join us.”
“I’ll stay,” CK said quietly.
Pops contemplated this a moment, then set the book at Abbie’s feet. He walked back to the door and turned once more to CK. “It’s not your fault. Abbie is still alive today because of your quick thinking and selfless actions.”
CK nodded a solemn acknowledgement. His gaze pulled from Abbie’s angelic face to Amera’s book. He thumbed through Bible verse after Bible verse, rage building in his chest. “It’s not my fault. No, it’s your fault! You call yourself a protector of your people, you’re worthless! All you do is take, take, take! I hate you!” he screamed at the ceiling, slamming the book shut and launching it across the room.
In the hallway, Sam slid with her back against the wall until she was seated on the floor. She could hear CK yelling through the closed door and it was tearing her up. She clutched her knees tightly to her chest as she eavesdropped.
CK dropped to his knees, almost in a praying position. Abbie lay motionless on the bed.
“Not again! Please. Not again.” He shook his head, clenching and unclenching his fists, looking up at the ceiling, where God would most certainly appear from if he existed. “Prove it. Show me. I need a miracle. I need you to not be a liar,” CK challenged, blinking through tears. He held his breath in anticipation.
Nothing. No mighty rushing winds. No fiery angelic presence. No lightning bolt from heaven. Nothing.
“I thought so,” he said, despite his brief hope and as much faith as he could muster. CK reached in his pocket and pulled out a very familiar bullet. Closing his fist he walked to the door, ready to leave it all behind for good.
Sam wiped tears from her eyes. She was losing a sister and losing CK all at the same time. It was almost too much to bear. She pulled her father’s GI tags out and clenched them in her trembling hands, praying softly the most desperate prayer she had ever prayed.
“Mr. CK?” a soft, ragged voice whispered.
CK’s hand flinched over the doorknob. He stopped, overwhelmed, hoping against all hope that this was not his imagination. He turned toward Abbie who was blinking back at him with those big sparkly eyes as if she’d just woken up from a long nap.
“Abbie!” He rushed to her side. “How do you feel, sweetheart?”
“I feel fine,” she said sweetly, just as if they were hanging out back in Pop’s garage. “How do you feel?”
Overwhelmed with emotion, CK couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m fine, I’m just fine.”
The laughter was a weird sound for Sam to hear through the door. She wiped her eyes and stood up on tiptoes to peek through the door’s window.
“I’m going to get your family and the doctor, is that okay?” CK started to pull away, but she wouldn’t let his hand go.
“Wait! I have something to tell you.” She tugged him closer.
“What is it, sweetie?” CK leaned in close.
“While I was sleeping, I talked to Jesus,” she said matter of fact.
“Oh honey, that was just a dream,” CK smiled sadly, a tear rolling down his cheek.
“No,” Abbie said, very serious. It caught CK off guard. “He told me to tell you something.”
“Abbie, honey—”
Abbie sat up on one elbow and gently took CK’s hand, opening his clenched fist with her tiny fingers. The bullet rocked in his palm. Abbie dumped his hand.
CK’s eyes began to water even more and widen as he realized what was happening.
Abbie took her little index finger and slowly scratched his palm three times. His breath caught in his throat. He pulled Abbie into a hug as he wept.
“What’s going on? Abbie!” Sam ran into the room and climbed onto the bed with Abbie and hugged her close.
“Sam, you’re not going to believe this,” CK said as he patted the hairs down that were standing up on the back of his neck.
Sam laughed and grabbed his arm, “I’m not going to believe it? Try me!”
Through joyful tears, CK recounted the miracle, sparing no detail.


















Epilogue



Two weeks later, on a Monday morning, Sam’s alarm went off extra early. She looked at the clock. 0530. This was the time of day only Navy SEALs and crazy people woke up.
She moved slowly, but she methodically pulled on all her running gear. She pulled a new shoe box from under the bed. Brand new kicks that made her smile. That last match showed her something very important. Hard work paid off. If she could almost take on Alex, aka Captain America Junior, with only a couple of months of training, she couldn’t wait until next year.
She pulled the laces tight and squared them off. Standing, she wiggled her toes. These awesome ASICs were just like a second skin. Practically weightless. She rotated her dog tags around her neck to the small of her back and then began to stretch out with some basic lunges.
Sam was glad she hadn’t won the championship. She knew she would have quit if she had won. She would have accomplished her goal and gotten lazy and stopped. Not now. Now she was on fire again. One step at a time she’d be ready. But today, none of that mattered. This morning she had one thing on her mind. She had a personal best time to beat. A neighborhood land speed record to break.
She guided the front screen door closed, careful so it wouldn’t slam. A cool morning breeze brought the scent of Pop’s lush yard full of grass and flowers. She breathed deeply, savoring it as she pulled her wireless earbuds in place. She cranked some “Skillet,” and bounded down the front porch stairs. On her way past the driveway, she kissed her hand and patted the yellow mustang, whispering, “Back in a jiffy, Maximus.”
Sam took her marks in the street at the mailbox, held up her watch, and hacked the timer. In a flash, she was off down the street burning pavement as the day broke just above the tree line.              




THE END




RESOURCES

First of all, a reminder that no matter how dark your situation may seem, there is always always a way out. Always. Just because you can’t see it immediately doesn’t mean it’s not there. That’s the thing about blind spots, sometimes it takes reaching out to another person to help guide you along.
To that end, I want to extend a few different resources for your consideration…
 
	The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline  1-800-273-8255







                    Free and confidential support for people in distress 24/7 with crisis resources and a network of 160 centers across the U.S.
              2. PeaceWithGod.Net
                   Free and confidential online chat Counselors are available 24/7 to help pray with you and take practical next steps in your personal freedom and healing. Trust me, these men and women have heard it all and they’re waiting to lift you up and help.
            3. Fellowship of Christian Athletes - FCA.org
                 Since 1954, FCA has been challenging coaches and athletes on the professional, college, high school, junior high, and youth levels to use the powerful platform of sport to reach every coach and every athlete with the transforming power of Jesus Christ. FCA focuses on serving local communities around the globe by engaging, equipping and empowering coaches and athletes to unite, inspire and change the world through the gospel. 
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CONFESSIONS OF A REAL LIFE WRESTLING GIRL

By Marleah Huffman


Growing up in Texas, football was the sport that everyone was crazy about, so wrestlingwas something that I never heard of and had no interest in. My dad took me to an open mat the summer before my sophomore year and all I learned was one move, and suddenly, I was hooked, of course I never told my dad that. That following fall semester I started out on varsity for the girls heavy weight classes and did pretty decently for my first season.
[image: ]
However, going into my second season was a completely different match. I had suffered from some injuries and concussions that prevented me from wrestling for a while, but when I did, nothing would stop me from leaving it all on the mat. What changed that season was my mind set. Our team had amazing coaches that worked with me when they could and one thing that I remember them telling me was “You have to hate losing more than you love winning.” Hearing that made me look at my matches in a different way. I started winning a lot more and came out with a record of 15-1 all because my perspective changed on my wins and losses. I looked at recordings of my matches and went more in depth about where I was doing great and where I could do better. But I knew that how I practiced one week could be a direct result of how I wrestled the following weekend.
Being the only girl in the upper weight classes, it was hard to wrestle other girls. If the weight difference is too much, someone could end up getting hurt, so my wrestling partners were guys. It was tough having to wrestle them especially since most of the time they weighed significantly more than I did. They never took it easy on me and I can say now that I appreciated that. By practicing with them I was able to push myself harder and as a result I learned where I needed to improve. Even though there were days that I felt discouraged when I would lose, it was my job to remember the importance of failure. I fell down a lot, but I got back up even more and it reminded me that in order to win a match I needed to take it one takedown at a time.
I encourage girls to get into a sport, like wrestling. There is something about getting on the mat and wrestling until you can’t anymore. When you make a pin or win by a tech fall and points, you know that all the hard work you put in has made you the athlete you are right in that moment and even though you are wrestling someone by yourself, you know that you still have a team turned family that is there for you and wants to see you improve through every step of your journey. It’s a place where you can feel like you belong.
Wrestling set me up with the foundations of discipline, endurance, and resilience that I don’t think I could have learned any where else. Through my many experiences, I received lessons of perseverance and that if something doesn’t work, don’t give up, keep trying until something does. It’s easy to stop moving and struggling when you have a great weight on you, but you have to keep moving. In wrestling, the best thing to do is to keep moving. You’re tired, out of breath, your muscles are screaming for you to cease, your mind is telling you that you can’t keep going. But you have to keep going.
That pain you feel is weakness leaving your body and mind and in order to grow stronger, you have to go through that pain. Just because you feel helpless in a situation, does not mean that you are hopeless. There will be days, where it’s hard to get up and you don’t want to go on, but by getting up you are telling the voices inside your mind that they don’t have control over you. The voice of truth is evident and will speak encouragement and life into you, you just have to listen and think about what you’re hearing. Is it the voice that tells you to stop? Or is it the one that tells you to go?




BEHIND THE BOOK



You know what they say? Behind every good book is a successful low budget indie movie! Well they ought to say that! It was true in this case!
“The Wrestling Girl” began as a 300-page movie script called “Restoration” from Ken Stewart. He had worked with Jeremiah McLamb and I on many occasions and most recently as the lead of our last film “Masquerade” — also a low budget indie!
Together, we reworked, massaged, scattered, splattered, smothered and covered the script down to a 120-page masterpiece. It was shot in Fayetteville, NC and edited in Los Angeles, CA by myself. Then it hit the film festival circuit and eventually found distribution with Sony Home Entertainment.
This novelization allowed me to open the story up more and let some of these characters breathe. To have more time to explore the thoughts and backstories of our rag-tag, scrappy little family.
We hope you enjoyed the book!




BRAVO BAY BOOKS

Bravo Bay is a fictional top secret test facility for fighter jockeys and experimental aircraft in the yet-to-be-released sci-fi epic Battle Tides: Pirate Slayer. 
Bravo Bay Books, on the other hand, is a top-secret test facility for word jockeys and experimental ideas.
You can’t find us. We don’t appear on Google searches. We don’t exist. But if you’ve read our books, Historians Proper and High School Masquerade and now The Wrestling Girl, then you know the high quality of our work and our commitment to first-rate story-telling.
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Stay frosty and bleed the edge, my friends.




ABOUT THE EDITOR

Full-time writer, editor, and entrepreneur Tisha Martin experiences meaningful adventures every day. From writing fiction, nonfiction, and book marketing copy, participating in faith-based film promotion, to editing for writers and publishers.
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Since 2017 she has seen over 250 manuscripts in fiction and nonfiction, and is a contest judge for Writer’s Digest and premier writing contests across the nation. She enjoys speaking at and attending conferences where she engages with fellow creatives in book and in film. Tisha’s writing has appeared on top writing blogs, and she has worked with writers who have achieved contest award recognition.
Learn more at www.tishamartin.com.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

S. David Acuff grew up the son of an Air Force Colonel and lived all over the United States.
[image: ]
Being the new kid every year in school taught him a certain objectivity; to see through local prejudices, politics and predilections. It gave him the best vantage point to view all of these different lives and delicious stories and how they intersected and collided with often unexpected results.
Since 2014, Acuff has lived in Los Angeles, CA, and edits full time for Walt Disney Television. He enjoys doing voiceover work for Audible.com book projects as well as animated characters.
He has three amazing daughters—Caitlyn, Alexis and Raegan. And his life-motto is very simply, “What doesn’t kill you makes you funnier!”
Keep tabs on his book, film, and TV shenanigans at:
www.davidacuff.com.
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