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    Heap big thanks to John Earle, for proofreading the entire Paradox Series (no small task!).

For all the young men struggling to find their way in this toxic misandrist dystopia: learn from the mistakes of those who came before you.
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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Events, characters and organizations depicted herein are products of the author’s imagination, or used fictitiously. 

...My brain was still playing catch-up, but stark terror set in almost instantly. Some nearly-invisible predators were trying to murder me.

There was an ear-splitting roar off to my left. A big, fast, loud vehicle, shaped like a sledgehammer, shot off the street, launching airborne when it hit the curb, ripping the turf asunder with massive tires when it hit the ground in the trailer lot beside me. Snarling like some mechanical beast, it fish-tailed through the lot, flinging clods of turf in twin geysers behind it, before rocking down on its nose, coming to a stop right in front of me—shielding me from whatever it was that was shooting in my direction. My eyes couldn't get any wider as the passenger door of that strange machine swung open. Inside the cockpit, I saw Uncle Si leaned over from the driver seat, having just flung the door open. His own eyes were wide behind his shades, and his face pale, as he screamed, "Get in! Now!"

I scrambled to my feet, tripped, and crashed inside the car in a tangled heap. Metal boxes full of bullets clattered to the floorboard as I squirmed on the bucket seat, nudging them over the edge.

Uncle Si opened his own door and stepped outside, pulling some bulky, dark weapon with him. He aimed the weapon toward the trailer. I heard a unique bloop noise, and there was an explosion by Mom's trailer. A large anomaly which had remained still up to that moment (thus harder to detect) lifted off the ground, transforming into something solid and visible. When it came back to earth with a tremendous smashing sound, it resembled a futuristic cargo van with fire and smoke billowing out of several jagged holes.

Before that vehicle hit the ground, I heard what sounded like a machinegun. Uncle Si was firing his weapon again—I could tell by the way it pushed against his shaking arms. Beyond him, I saw one of the smaller, mobile anomalies transform into the figure of a masked, helmeted man wearing a glittering poncho, brandishing some sort of weapon. The figure staggered backwards, then slumped to the side.

The machinegun sound stopped. Uncle Si glanced down at his weapon and yelled, "Son of a blood sucking whore!" He dove back behind the steering wheel, tossed the weapon in the back seat, pulled his door shut, and yanked the shifter into gear. An engine that must have been even more powerful than the one in his Corvette roared bloody murder, and I was pushed back against the seat with such crushing force that my breathing was labored.

I cried out, asking what was going on, but I couldn't even hear my own words over the tremendous noise of that engine. It only stopped roaring like the end of the world when Uncle Si shifted gears. During one such lull in the din, he yelled, "Buckle up!"

He attached multiple webbing straps to a metal disk that rested over his chest. I was being pushed back against a similar device on the passenger seat. It was behind me, but needed to be in front of me. Straining against the G-force flattening me against the seat, I tried to strap myself in, too.

I was thrown left, then right, as the big, fast machine slung around corners. Uncle Si's intense gaze shifted from the streets in front, to the rear view mirror, constantly. "Keep down!" he yelled, between shifts. Outside my window I saw sparks and chunks of metal blow out of a traffic light pole and heard the sound of ricochets.

When he hung a hard right that flung me against the safety webbing on my left, I looked out the passenger window. Behind us were several huge anomalies. One of them must have had malfunctioning camouflage, because part of the vehicle was visible. The sucker was really moving. It was black, with windows tinted so dark I couldn't see inside. I don't know how many fully camouflaged vehicles were chasing us, but I saw light warping around at least two other ones...
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Chapter 1: The Warrior's Lair
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It was my retarded dog that indirectly brought me face-to-face with the rest of my life.

She was the only pet I'd ever been allowed to have. We got her from the pound. I learned everything I could about training dogs, but still...

Wait. Let me back up a bit.

I was over at PJ's house. I was to spend the night there, which meant one of two things: either Mom wanted some privacy with whoever her newest boyfriend was; or my father had contacted her recently, asking her to let me go see him (which meant that he was in between girlfriends long enough to remember the reason for the child support payments). Mom became pretty lenient when she found a new boyfriend, or when she feared my father wanted to be part of my life. On such occasions, she was happy for me to spend the night somewhere else and tell my father, "Sorry. We had other plans."

PJ was one of the pals I made in grade school. We both liked to make stuff. For a science project, he built a Jacob's Ladder. I build a crude electric motor in a shoe box. Most of our classmates drew graphs or diagrams, but we liked each other's projects best. That's what drew us together.

I wasn’t much for socializing and I had no interest in being part of a group anymore. I hated solitude when I was very young, but got used to it. By the time I started school, I preferred it, most of the time. There were times when I could enjoy hanging out with somebody like PJ who shared some of my interests, but I hadn’t developed any deep friendships.

PJ liked to build "experiments" in his tiny dirt-and-weed yard, using plastic buckets, PVC pipe, bungee cords and other stuff. The contraptions reminded me of some of the ridiculously complex traps set by characters in the old, old cartoons. The technical term for an experiment like these was "Rube Goldberg," but I wouldn't know that until many years later.

Me and PJ were in his unfenced yard, building yet another Rube Goldberg contraption, when I noticed a grownup approaching us with a big, dumb German Shepherd on a leash that had been chewed in half.

My big, dumb German Shepherd. Great—she destroyed yet another leash.

"Is this your dog?" the man asked me.

There were two strange aspects to this. One was that, the way he looked at me while asking the question, he already knew it was my dog, and not PJ's—even though it was PJ's yard. Two was the familiarity of the man's hard face not concealed by the shiny sunglasses, and the flat, guttural voice. And more than that. There was some quality about him that triggered a sensation a lot like deja vu.

The familiarity of his face should have been a bigger deal to me than it was. I saw my father in person occasionally, and this guy bore an uncanny resemblance to him. Only, whereas my father was whipcord thin, this stranger was obviously muscular under his business-casual attire (which was alien to neighborhoods like this). The pyramid-shape of the neck was a dead giveaway for fully-clothed gym rats. He had a square jaw and a nose with that pronounced Dick Tracy notch toward the brow that was a family trait on my father's side. But that nose was crooked, too, like it had been busted at least once. He was a tough-looking SOB.

Behind his sunglasses, his eyes were hidden, but I could feel his gaze when it rested on me.

"It's my dog," I confirmed, hoping she hadn't killed a cat, dug a hole in somebody's yard, or broke something expensive.

The man reached us and handed me both parts of the leash. I took it, and only then noticed how Ace was straining to get free.

"Her and another neighbor's dog started chasing each other," the man said. "They were tearing-ass through every yard in the neighborhood. Gonna break something any minute."

"I'm sorry," I said, wondering how I was going to keep her out of trouble if she kept chewing through her leash.

The man pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to me. It was a leash made out of chromed chain, with a vinyl strap for a handle.

"Try tying her up with this," the man said. "Probably can't chew through metal."

She might be dumb enough to try, but I didn't say that. "Are you sure, Mister? I don't have any money to pay you for it."

Ignoring my question, the man squatted to bring his dark shades on a level with my eyes. "What's your name?"

"Pete Bedauern," I said, nervously. Usually, when somebody asked my name, it meant I was in trouble, or about to be.

"Well how about that," the man said, extending his hand for a shake. "We're related, then."

I shook his big, calloused hand, noticing the scars cris-crossed up and down his forearm. "We are?" His hand was hot to the touch—hotter than flesh-and-blood should be, I thought.

"I'm your uncle Si," he said, rising to stand again, rubbing his knees and grimacing.

"Uncle Si?" My mind churned furiously for a moment as I stood there staring at him. Then it came to me: my father's younger brother Simon. Somebody had told me he was in a bad accident that put him in a coma.

Just then, PJ's mom came outside. "Is everything alright out here?"

PJ's mother wasn't home all that often. She was a buxom blonde, maybe in her 30s. What I remember about her most was how, when watching TV, she was frequently irritated about statements from a character in a show, and would argue with them as if they could hear her. Then she would lecture PJ and me, angrily, as if we had spoken the dialog that upset her.

Uncle Si's hard face broke into a grin and he walked toward PJ's mom, who was standing in the open doorway. "Hello. I'm Si Bedauern."

Prior to that, it would have been difficult to picture a grin on that hard face. I didn't recall PJ's mom ever smiling before, either. But Si's grin must have looked natural enough to her, because she brightened right up.

I took Ace away to tie her up with the chain leash, happy that the grownups looked like they would keep each other busy for a while so me and PJ could get back to work on the contraption.

Uncle Si talked with PJ's mom a long time on the back porch. I didn't notice when they both went inside, but he was sitting at the table when she called us in for supper. We ate pizza and ice cream that night, and PJ's mom acted the happiest I'd ever seen her—laughing at all Uncle Si's jokes and fascinated by his every serious statement.

I didn't think much of it when Uncle Si was there at breakfast the next morning, too. He still had the sunglasses on. Grownups did a lot of stuff I didn't understand and I had learned to mind my own business by that time.

I caught sight of PJ's mom only once that morning, since she spent most of her time in the bathroom—and she looked rather disheveled. Uncle Si pulled me aside and told me he would take me to school.

The plan had been for me and PJ to take the school bus together, but I had also learned not to argue with grownups. Uncle Si said he would come back, walk Ace to my house and put her in the kennel, so it didn't seem to be a big deal.

Uncle Si's car was a late model Corvette. At first glance it didn't look too much different from other Corvettes on the road. But it was louder than any car I'd ever heard, and I had the feeling it might explode any moment, because the engine was just too powerful for the chassis. Most of the drive I was flattened back against the seat, the muscles of my face pulling at me like I was on one of those spinning carnival rides. I didn't know a car could navigate those streets so fast, but I decided that, as fast as he drove, it made sense that Uncle Si would have been involved in a car wreck that put him in a coma.

The Corvette came to a stop and that scary engine shut down. I looked out the window and noticed we were not at the school. We were a few blocks away.

"Get out," Uncle Si said, opening his door. "Let me show you something."

He got out and walked around the front of the car. I opened my door and got out, not too worried about being late for school because:

1. I hated school, and

2. It was a grownup's fault if I was late, so this grownup would have to work it out with the other grownups.

Uncle Si faced the building he parked beside, and nodded toward the sign overhead. It read: "The Warrior's Lair."

This got my attention. I was kind of a nerd about history, when it came to warriors of various cultures. I did poorly at school, but studied on my own about knights, samurai, Mongols, Cossacks, Turks, Apache, Commanche, and my favorite: the Vikings. They were my favorite for the silliest, most superficial young boy reason: they looked cool wearing horned helmets (which it turned out weren't historically accurate, anyway).

"What is this?" I asked.

"Come on," Uncle Si said. He pulled some keys out of his pocket, walked around the corner, and unlocked the door.

I followed him inside. An odor hit my nostrils that reminded me of a gymnasium. He turned on the lights. The walls were covered with mirrors and posters of men in martial arts uniforms. Most of the floor was covered with padded mats, and a roped-off square was in the center. There was also a variety of punching bags, and racks with weapons on them. I saw katanas, wakizashis and nunchuks, along with some others I couldn't name.

It was the coolest place I'd ever seen.

I had fantasized about learning the martial arts one day, if I could somehow come up with the money for lessons.

"You have keys to this place?" I asked, like an idiot.

"Yup. It's my place," he said.

"You teach Karate?"

He pursed his lips. "More like Bushido. As far as the art...well, some Karate, some Kung Fu, some Ken-Po, some Jiu-Jitsu, some boxing, some freestyle wrestling...a mixture. I believe it's gonna be the fighting system of the future."

"Oh my gosh," was all I could say, at first.

Mixed Martial Arts and the UFC wouldn't burst on the scene for a few years, and it would be even longer before it went mainstream and all the fighters became cross-trained. But I had seen commercials for a movie called Bloodsport earlier that year and was intrigued by the contrast in fighting styles. A kid I knew at school had seen it at the movies with his folks, and said it was about some American with a French accent who competes in an underground martial arts tournament. I wondered if Uncle Si had some connection to that.

He gave me a tour of the place, encouraging me to punch and kick some of the bags and dummies. I'm sure my efforts were comical.

"Bushido means 'way of the warrior'," I said. "Do you teach people how to fight, and how to live like a warrior?"

He nodded.

"Oh my gosh. How do people get into this school?"

"Why?" he asked. "Is this something that interests you?"

I nearly wore out my neck nodding.

"Maybe I can work out a family discount."

"I don't have any money at all," I said, dejected. "I'm too young to work at a job, and my mom...she's not gonna pay for something like this."

Head hanging low, I followed him into an office where he sat behind a desk and I slouched into a chair opposite him.

"You understand there's a value in services like what I provide here," he said.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, nothing in life is free. Everything of value costs somebody something. This building, the equipment in it, the lights, the running water for the bathroom, and the training of my students, for starters—it all costs me something. Either money, or time, or sweat, headaches...all of the above."

"I know," I said. But I didn't really know. No kid my age did. At least not in America.

"That's why I charge money," he said. "I have to pay the bills, put food on the table, and maybe pocket a little bit while I'm at it."

"Okay, okay," I said. "I can't come here. I get it." But maybe someday, if I could just come up with a way to make some money...

"That's not what I'm saying," Uncle Si said. "I'm considering letting you come here and take lessons for free. But you have to recognize the value of that gift. You can't take it for granted, or get lazy, or come at it half-assed. You'd have to take it deadly serious, Pete. You'd have to give 100%, without whining about how hard it is—because it will be very hard—the hardest thing you've ever done up until now. And when you're sore, and exhausted, and scared of what I'm gonna make you do next, you have to drag yourself back up here and crank it right back up to 100%—day in; day out. It's gonna be work. And if I see you slacking, taking it for granted, or not taking it seriously, then you're out. I won't waste my time with somebody who doesn't appreciate the value of this gift."

"I'll do everything you say, if you teach me," I said. "Only, I'm not sure my mom—"

"I'll talk to your mom," he said, as if my mother was an easy person to deal with. "But this is about you. We'll see if you're as dedicated as you think you are after about a week."

Maybe I was being too cocky. The training sounded tough—maybe too tough for me. What if I started training and then wimped out? I couldn't bear the thought of disappointing somebody who gave me a chance like this.

As if he could read my mind, Uncle Si pointed at my head and said, "See, I know something about you that you probably don't know. I know you're tough enough to make it. I know you've got the brains to recognize the value. I know you're capable of the discipline it will take. What I don't know is if you're mature enough yet to apply yourself, long-term. If you can, then you'll make it. I have no doubt."

I felt a lump in my throat and pressure behind my eyes. No man had ever told me something like this before. It was a compliment! He couldn't have dreamed up a more motivating speech with a room full of psychologists.

"Should I take a chance on you?" he asked.

Unable to speak, I simply nodded.

"Okay, Sprout," he said, rising from behind the desk. "Remember this day. We've just altered the course of your life."
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Chapter 2: The Status Quo



[image: ]


There were no obvious signs pointing to a monumental transformation of my reality when I got back to the trailer after school. But it was a segue into something that would lead to a quantum leap.

Mom was watching TV. It was unusual for her to be home before dark—slow day at the single’s bars, or a date fell through, maybe. She turned briefly to check who was walking through the front door, and said, "Hey. There's some hot dogs in the fridge."

"Okay," I said, and dodged around piles of laundry and empty cigarette cartons on the way to the refrigerator. I found the weenies and buns, and pulled them out. The buns were stale, but we had no other bread. I stuck one in the toaster but didn't push the lever down just yet. I unloaded stacks of slimy dishes from the sink until I found a Teflon pot. I rinsed and wrung the dish rag several times before dripping some dish detergent on it. I rinsed out the pot, then scrubbed it with the rag without waiting for the water from the tap to warm up. Once reasonably clean and rinsed, I filled the pot with water, set it on the burner of the stove that still worked, and began hunting for a match.

"Hey Mom, can I borrow your lighter?" I finally asked.

"Bring me a wine cooler please," she said, eyes still glued to the TV screen.

I reopened the fridge, plucked a pink bottled beverage out of a four-pack, and delivered it to her on the couch.

We lived in a three-bedroom trailer, so I had my own room—which was nice. The third bedroom was filled with Mom's extra shoes, clothes, and other stuff, so effectively we had just two bedrooms. Only one toilet worked, but if one of Mom's future boyfriends turned out to be a plumber, the second one might get fixed. The dingy carpet in our living room sagged down to form a depression where a section of the floor had rotted away under it, but Mom usually stacked something in that spot so it wasn't so obvious.

I handed her the wine cooler and she dug around in her purse until she found the lighter, and handed it to me.

That purse was scary. There was so much junk in there, I sometimes imagined her hand coming out with a dead rat one of these times.

I lit the burner and the water slowly began to warm. I went down the hall to my bedroom to retrieve a library book to read while I waited for the water to boil.

"Can you make me one, too, Sweetie?" Mom asked.

"Yeah," I said, transporting another weenie from the refrigerator to the pot.

During a commercial break, she turned from the TV to address me with eye contact. "So. Something else about your Uncle Si, huh?"

"What?" I asked, realizing he must have paid her a visit or made contact with her somehow.

"Recovering from a coma," she explained. "I figured he would die in that hospital, or hospice, or whatever it was. But he looks really healthy. It must not have been as serious as we heard."

"You saw him today?" I asked.

She nodded. "He stopped by. He really does favor your father." She twisted her lips, examining me. "And you. If your father wasn't such a loser...well, anyway, Simon reminds me why I got with your dad in the first place."

"Oh, puke, Mom," I said.

"I know," she said digging a cigarette out of that frightening purse. "But I sure didn't feel like puking those first few weeks with him." She snapped her fingers and did a little seated dance on the couch that she obviously found more cute than I did.

"What did you talk about?" I asked. "With Uncle Si?"

She shushed me, showing her index finger, as her head whipped back toward the television. Her show was on again.

I read the book (King of the Wood, by John Maddox Roberts) until the weenies swelled, then pushed down the lever on the toaster.

"Why do you always have to toast the bread?" Mom asked, eyes still locked onto the idiot box. "You don't use enough electricity already?"

"I don't always toast it," I protested. "Only when the bread's stale. It kinda' covers the bad taste."

"Toast mine too, then. Let me see."

I navigated the obstacle course between the stove and the couch, delivering our meal to eat together in front of the TV.

The phone rang. Mom's show was back on, so she gestured toward the phone without looking away from the screen. "Get that, Sweetie? Mommy's still eating."

I was still eating, too, but I answered the phone.

"Who told you you could use the phone, loser?" demanded a haughty voice I had come to hate over the years.

"I'm not using it; I'm answering it, first of all," I said. "And secondly..."

"Shut up, moron," Allyson interrupted. "I need to talk to my mother."

She consistently emphasized "my mother" when referring to Mom, as if Mom was her mother but not mine. I considered asking, "How's it feel to need?" But that would prolong our conversation, which I really didn't want to do; and Mom would take her side in the resulting argument, as always.

"She's watching TV," I said.

"Well no shit, dumbass," Allyson retorted, in a tone that was almost gleeful. "Just because you can't walk and chew gum doesn't mean everybody else is stupid, too. I promise. Mom can hold the damn phone to her ear even while the TV is playing. Now give her the phone and go back to fingering your own asshole."

I handed the phone to Mom. Even though her show was still on, Mom took it and, with a cheery tone of voice, said, "Hey girlfriend! How's your love life?"

My hot dog bun was no longer warm enough to mask the stale taste. As I finished eating, Mom chatted and cackled. Her show ended, and I knew she couldn't possibly have paid attention to it as well as to her daughter, but Mom wasn't even slightly annoyed—quite the opposite.

I grabbed the library book and retreated to my room.

***
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MOM CALLED ME BACK to the living room, later, when both her TV show and the phone call were done.

There was another show on TV now, which Mom didn't like as much.

"Did you ask your uncle if you could do some after-school work for him?" she asked, during the next commercial break.

"Yes," I said, already feeling defeated. I had already been allowed to have a dog, so my quota of favors had been used up for some time to come. There was no way she'd let me spend time with a cool guy related to my dad.

She surprised me by saying, "If you do it, you have to stick with it. You can't start, then decide you're bored with it after a few months."

"Huh?" was all I could say.

She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone. "This could free me up to take that job at the jewelry store, for the closing shift. But you can't tell anybody, or we might lose the food stamps and everything else. Plus, whatever money you make can pay for some clothes. You’re outgrowing your shirts and pants, and those godawful shoes are falling apart."

She wasn’t wrong about the sneakers—my big toes had poked through the front, the tread was worn flat, and the soles were separating from the other fabric.

"You mean...I can do it?" I asked, incredulous.

"You're sure you'll stick with it?"

"Yeah!"

"No going back, now," she said, with an admonishing tone. "If I take this job, you have to keep yours. If you decide later you don't like it, you have to keep doing it, anyway."

I didn't know why everybody was questioning my commitment that day. Maybe because my enthusiasm about the dog faded when she turned out to be a trouble-making retard. "It's a deal," I said.

It turns out, the owner of the jewelry store had just sweetened the job offer a few days before. It was hard to imagine how Uncle Si's timing could have been any better.
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Chapter 3: My Most Dangerous Adversary
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It's only natural that, when he heard the term "martial arts," a young boy would imagine himself breaking boards, executing midair spinning back kicks, and heroically winning fights. I didn’t quite believe I was the kind of person who could ever accomplish such badassery, but it shouldn’t be too hard to improve on what I presently was.

My first training session with Uncle Si was not what I assumed it would be.

After school, I showed up at The Warrior's Lair. I walked in and saw a handful of men, in pairs, working out. Some were using the punching bags, some were practicing throwing each other, and two were in the roped-off area, wearing padded gloves, foot pads, and padded helmets, sparring. They all looked tough and talented, to me. I imagined what it might be like to be one of those cool guys.

While I was busy gawking, something smacked me in the side of the head. I turned to discover the source of the blow.

Uncle Si had crept up and thumped me. I stared at him in confusion. He had workout clothes on. His sunglasses rested atop his head and I could see his eyes clearly.

"This lesson normally comes further on in training," he said, "but you might as well start adapting now: Always be aware of your surroundings, who is within them, what they're doing, and might be about to do."

I rubbed my head where it was still stinging from the smack.

"Follow me," he said.

We entered his office. He picked up a bag from the top of his desk and threw it to me. I caught it. He gestured, indicating I should open it. Inside it were several brand-new items: a pair of gym shorts and a gym shirt, sweat pants, sweat jacket, socks, running shoes, a protective cup with jock strap, and a mouthpiece.

"You're not gonna need most of that stuff for a while," he said. "For now, just put on the shorts, wife-beater and the shoes. Throw those horror movie things on your feet away."

"You're...you're giving me all this?" I asked, disbelievingly.

"Yes. You're welcome. Now go get dressed."

That first day, Uncle Si wasn't concerned about anything but my feet, it seemed. He briefly went over a balanced stance, placing my feet roughly shoulder-width apart. He said I needed to learn when my feet were the right distance apart, without looking. Then he taught me how to shuffle. Done right, I learned, the shuffle would keep you balanced and close to your optimum fighting stance at all times. From now on, I wasn't allowed to walk anywhere except to the rest room. Everywhere else, I had to shuffle.

He ordered me to shuffle after him as he moved around the padded floor, then shuffle back away from him when he advanced. He corrected me when my feet drifted too far apart, or too close together. Then, after verbally warning me a few times, he would simply knock me over.

I must admit: I did learn a little faster that way than I would have otherwise.

I had never jumped rope before. I never saw the point. Besides, the only time I ever saw it done, it was black girls doing it in the school yard. Uncle Si taught me to skip rope that day.

He played loud music, so I could keep rhythm with it. I'd never heard music like that. It sounded from another time. But the beat was easy to follow.

He had me skipping rope and shuffling so much that my ankles were sore. Then he introduced me to circuit drills.

The circuit drills were what first caused me to entertain the thought of quitting. I had to shuffle from station to station, completing different exercises at each station. Push-ups at one, sit-ups at another, pull-ups, flutter kicks, bear crawls, jumping jacks (which he called "side-straddle-hops")... My favorite was the trunk-twister, because it was almost like resting. The station I dreaded more than anything was where I had to do "mountain climbers." They didn't look like much to watch, but they absolutely smoke a person trying to do them.

"Good," he finally said, after a few hours. "Good work today. Your feet are coming along."

"My feet feel like they're gonna fall off," I muttered, "and I haven't thrown a single kick."

He tossed me a towel and motioned for me to take a seat. "What do you want–sympathy? Remember: I said what I teach here is a mixture."

I nodded, sitting down. It felt really good to be off my feet.

"I've developed a system that takes the best elements from several different disciplines," he said. "I'm gonna teach them to you in a certain order that makes sense. One of the most important skills in any kind of combat is how to move, tactically. You have to maintain balance at all times. You have to keep yourself in a good position to block or avoid an opponent's strike, even when you're on the offensive. And you've got to do it right, even when your tank is empty and you want to do nothing more than quit. Understand?"

"I think so," I said, toweling off my face.

"Good. Before you take a shower tonight, take Ace with you for some roadwork. You can keep it to just once around the trailer park, and not too fast your first night."

"Roadwork?"

"A run."

"A run? You mean jogging?"

"A jog for tonight," he said. "But I'm gonna have you running before long."

***
[image: ]


I DID TAKE ACE FOR a jog that night. She seemed to enjoy it. It wasn't much fun for me, though.

Uncle Si continued to emphasize footwork, but my second day, he put me in front of a mirror. By pushing, pulling, prodding and twisting, he positioned me into a stance that didn't feel natural at all. I already knew where to put my feet, and to keep
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