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			Introduction

			Once, in a small town rich in history, there lived an old, simple married couple. They didn’t have much, but they had each other—and their God. Each day, they would sit outside on their front porch and enjoy the arousing aroma of burgers grilling over charcoal. The pleasure of a cigarette puff and a sip of cold beer was unmistakable. These two were simple—yet filled with pure love and simple pleasures. There was a mysterious and inviting quality about them. Their lives seemed uncomplicated, but their hearts overflowed with joy and contentment. They welcomed anyone and everyone to join them for burgers and conversation. If you lingered, you were invited to their firepit; free to sing, dance, and be silly along with them. Whenever you saw this couple, you felt seen—not just superficially but truly seen. There was genuine love and care in every interaction. They shared their hardships and listened to yours, offering encouragement. You’d never feel even a hint of judgment. Their wisdom, heartfelt and genuine, was always freely offered.

			If you ever get a chance to stop by this humble home, you can rest assured that you will be made to feel at home with a juicy burger, a cold drink, a warm fire, and a genuine conversation.

			

			One day, when I was blessed to be in their lovely company, I wanted to ask them how they had stayed so madly in love with each other, and I wanted to hear their story. Of course, the old man sat me down while he was at the grill, and he asked me, “So you want to hear our story, huh? Well, I would say, it all started with some Grace, Love, and some Football.”

			This is their story . . . .

		

	
		
			

			Part 1

		

	
		
			High School Years

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

		

	
		
			Jonathan Steele

			Jonathan Steele grew up in a wealthy family in a wealthy home in a small town in Texas—a town where everyone knew everyone. The town’s culture was highly sports-oriented, and anyone who was anyone was involved in sports in some capacity. Jonathan aspired to be the best quarterback that this town has ever known. His father was the starting quarterback in his day, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather; greatness was in his blood.

			His father was the owner of the biggest and most successful company in his town. The company was called “Steele Manufacturing,” and it was the lifeblood of this community. The company was the lead manufacturer of steel used to produce military weapons throughout the state of Texas. Steele Manufacturing was founded by Jonathan’s father. As the only child of his parents, Jonathan was expected to inherit the family business after completing his college education and earning his master’s degree in business.

			Even though his life was pretty well set up for him, there was tension between Jonathan and his father. Jonathan always strived to do his best and be good enough for his father, but his best felt like it was never good enough. When it came to working out for the school football team, his father would make him run drills every day until dusk. And after his workout, he was to go to his room and study for school, as well as read books on running a business. If and when Jonathan would complain or not meet his father’s standards, he would get a beating with a belt in the backyard. Oftentimes, those beatings happened when his father was drunk. His mother hated seeing how Jonathan was treated, but she knew her place and could not speak out against her husband.

			His parents, if he could even try to imagine it, used to be the fun couple of the town, hosting parties and organizing all social gatherings. His father was the starting quarterback at the local high school and went on to be the starting quarterback at a prominent university in Texas. His mother was also raised in a wealthy family. She was the prom queen, and all the guys in school wanted her, while the girls wanted to be like her. But after they got married and after his mother had a miscarriage of a baby boy that happened before he was born, everything changed. His father became bitter, and his mother became destroyed by grief and guilt. Now, his mother is essentially existing to try to please his father, and his father, when he is not at Steele Manufacturing, is either at the local bar or at home drinking bottles of whiskey.

			Only when Jonathan was at school could he feel like he could actually breathe. Everybody at his high school respected him and wanted to be around him. The guys wanted to be him, and the girls wanted to be with him. It was his paradise. School was easy for him because his father had always made him read academic books to prepare for his journey to earn his master’s degree in business, so that he could take over Steele Manufacturing. And on that practice field at football practice, he could truly come alive. He could outrun every single person on that field and throw the football with so much precision that he could be in the NFL, throwing among the all-stars. His main friends were the team’s starting running back, Tommy, and the two starting wide receivers, Bobby and Jeffrey. Everyone at their high school and amongst all the football teams knew them as the “Quadruple Threat.” On and off the field, the Quadruple Threat was unstoppable. No group of guys could be more stunning and likable off the field, yet so savage and determined on the field. No one knew the potential of the Quadruple Threat more than the football team’s coach, Coach Joe. Coach Joe was the most respected football coach you could ever meet, and he led the team to many victories over the twenty years he coached. Coach Joe lived, breathed, and even bled football. It was his greatest passion and sole goal in life. If he wasn’t coaching football, he was watching tapes or sleeping and dreaming of his next game. If Coach Joe knew that a player had potential, you were automatically his best friend, and he would stick his neck out for you with anything that you might need. But for a majority of players, he was your worst nightmare. Coach Joe would drill you worse than a United States Marine Drill Sergeant. If you make a mistake, it is the last mistake that you will ever make, unless you are a glutton for punishment and enjoy up-downs until you pass out or run marathons all night long. You keep your eyes on that ball, and you hold on to that ball with your life. If you fumble that football, it might as well be the last thing you ever do.

			With all of the intensity that goes on with the football team, there was one thing that could lighten the mood for the entire team. There is a scrawny sophomore kid named Jimmy whose dream is to play on the football team as a running back. No one on the team takes Jimmy seriously, not even Coach Joe, who has a hard time putting up with him. As a coach who can’t refuse to have anyone on a team, Coach Joe has him do all the inconvenient tasks that no one really wants to do, such as setting up the practice field, cleaning up after practice, being the waterboy at games, and generally doing little tasks to make him feel “needed.” Oftentimes, as Jimmy would set up the practice field, the team would pick on him, pushing him down while carrying things from the team shed to the field, and call him names like, “Hey, what’s up, Scrawny J, how’s the running back dream coming along?” No one had more fun picking on Jimmy than Jonathan and the Quadruple Threat. Picking on Jimmy really, in a messed-up way, internally made Jonathan release all of the anger, self-hatred, depression, family trauma, and unmet expectations onto Jimmy. It was almost like an addictive drug, the release it gave Jonathan, putting all of his inner turmoil onto Jimmy. And because of how well-respected Jonathan was throughout the team, almost everyone went along with Jonathan, especially the guys who comprise the Quadruple Threat, Tommy, Bobby, and Jeffrey. Often, after Jimmy had set up the game field, Jonathan and the gang would go to everything that Jimmy set up and either tossed the items on the ground or threw them out of place so that when Coach Joe would come to the field, Jimmy would get verbally reamed by Coach Joe and then have him run a few miles and set up the field again.

			Coach Joe would even give in to saying “Scrawny J ‘’ and pointing out how far he is from ever having an opportunity to step on the field as a running back. The most traumatic thing that happened to Jimmy occurred one Monday morning after Jonathan had a tough weekend with his father. On the previous Friday night, the football team lost its game due to an interception that Jonathan threw on the last play of the game. That interception that Jonathan threw led to a pick-six; in other words, the interception led to the opposing team’s defensive player running for a touchdown. When Jonathan came home from that game, his father got home a couple of hours later from the bar, completely drunk. His father came home, went for a bottle of whiskey, and then downed the bottle, throwing the bottle at Jonathan, throwing him up against the wall, jabbing him in his stomach, throwing him in the backyard, taking his belt off, and giving him a brutal whipping before locking him out of the house that night. So, on that Monday, Jonathan went up to Jimmy, having Tommy, Bobby, and Jeffrey hold him against the team shed, punching him repeatedly in the stomach and locking him in the shed. When Coach Joe found out about this, he apologized to Jimmy and gave him a week off from practices. Coach Joe informed Jonathan and the Quadruple Threat that he had to punish them with an after-school detention, explaining that the behavior they had exhibited was unacceptable. With the extent of how they treated Jimmy, they knew that they were getting away with a slap on the wrist, and they did decide that they would never do that again, but in a messed-up way, Jonathan still believed that he needed that release after the abuse that he received from his own father that previous Friday night.

			Besides the fulfilling feeling of playing football, the only other saving grace of Jonathan’s life was Lisa Smith. Even though everyone throughout the entire high school acted like they were all about Jonathan, he knew that was just because of his status and abilities. Jonathan knew that he could “get with” any girl in his high school, but Lisa was different. Lisa saw Jonathan for who he really was. She wouldn’t put up with his crap and would criticize him when he deserved it. Lisa also genuinely asked him how he was really doing every day, not just the fake, “Hey, what’s up? How are you?” Instead, it felt like she could stare inside his soul. She could sense when he was hurting, when he needed someone to talk to, when he just needed to laugh, or if he needed to cry. Jonathan never met anyone in his entire life who actually saw him, the real him. Lisa wasn’t the most attractive girl in the school, but she was bold and genuinely wanted to make a difference in the school. She was on the student board fighting against bullying, racism, sexism, and intolerance in any way. She usually had no interest in athletes, especially male athletes, because of how cocky, arrogant, and self-centered they often were, but with Jonathan, it was a different story. It’s like the universe drew them to each other.

			After the terrible incident involving Jimmy, instead of yelling at Jonathan with a lecture and judgment, she knew what to ask him: “What’s
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