Chapter 3


Sam Young was up early, in the gym. It was a ritual he’d been performing for years and years, since he was fifteen. Get up early, run six miles as a warm up, and then hit the gym. Working on technique, learning something new, it was all the same to Sam. He was a warrior in heart and spirit; the same as his step-father had been before him.


He was sweating heavily after his run. He had just finished stretching, and he was ready for some time with the punching bag. He did several conditioning drills, punching the bag with various combos, and then mixing it up, threw straights and jabs as fast as he could for three whole minutes.


The pain was a welcoming committee to success. His whole body was sore; particularly his jaw, neck, and his right hand. It had hurt hitting that guy the previous night, but it was well worth it. Worth aside, Sam hadn’t had a choice either; the man, a fighter named Holmes, was about to assault a friend at the time. Sam had no tolerance for sore losers and pussies that lost their fights, and then took it out on everyone but themselves.


Holmes had been looming over Kelly at the time, and Kelly hadn’t seen it coming; the kid was just standing around in the locker room, grinning lazily, happy to be in the locker room in the first place. Holmes had then knocked him over, shouting something Sam hadn’t heard clearly; he only heard the end, “…Think you’re worth somethin? You ain’t nothin-”


And then, without hesitation, Sam had stepped forward and dropped him hard. Sam didn’t like thinking about such moments in time; perhaps because he himself when he was younger had been involved in street fights and found out early in life that there was no glory in such battles.

Finished with his boxing for the day, he slapped hands with a friend, Mark, who was the Illinois state champ at 160 pounds in high school wrestling. Mark was lanky, and always crafty; technique came first before speed or strength. Sam played his game, using the techniques Mark taught him for the past few years. It was a close match, with Mark getting six takedowns on Sam, while Sam managed to take him down three times. Once it hit the ground, Sam had even more trouble maintaining position with a man like Mark, who knew every trick in the book.


“Nice match,” They shook hands afterwards. “You’re getting better.” Mark told him as they both sat on the mat, taking a breather.


“Thanks.” Sam said in between breaths. “It’s all because of you.”


“Yeah, well, remember me when you’re a champion someday.” They both laughed, and Mark stood up. “You ready for some submissions?”


“Let’s go.” Sam got up, winded, but still game. This was his favorite part of the day; submissions were one of his greatest skills, besides boxing. Mark was decent; but he was hardly the black belt in Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. Sam, on the other hand, was a brown belt, having been training in Judo and Jiu Jitsu for many years, at the behest of his step-father that he get into some kind of man-to-man competition.


Four minutes into the grappling match, after Mark initiated things with a takedown, Sam had him trapped in an armbar. Being covered in sweat from their already intense, previous workout, Mark slipped through the hold. He fell heavily back on top of Sam, only for Sam to catch him in a rolling triangle choke, which catapulted Mark to the bottom, choking, while Sam sat on top, pulling on his head. Mark was forced to tap Sam on the leg, signaling that he quit.


Two out of the three matches, Sam dominated Mark. In the third and final match, however, Mark the Cardio Machine took Sam down repeatedly, and would stand back up, forcing Sam to try and pull him into submissions, or make him walk into them. It didn’t happen again. Mark caught on quickly.


Once the third match was finished, they sat down again, both exhausted. “Ah, today was a good day,” Mark sighed contentedly. Sam looked closely as Mark’s skin, and he saw steam slowly coming off of his friend. He checked himself and found it the same.


“Yeah. Today was a good day.” He said.


 It had started with his step-father in the beginning; back when Sam was young, skinny, and just enjoying hanging out with his friends in sixth grade and holding hands with his girlfriend before he even considered training beyond the jiu-jitsu classes he had been involved in; taking the classes as seriously as a kid would take Karate, trying to get a black belt. Sam’s step-father was an ex-Green Beret; the man had no time or patience for lazy slobs. And at that time of youth when boys need their father the most, Sam’s step-dad was there. In a way. A large way that Sam couldn’t have understood at the time.


“You know you’re a slob, right?” the old man would comment as he came in the door. “You wanna change that? You sure look like it.” His step-father would be reading a newspaper on the latest of politics, or sitting watching the news on TV.


Or later, he would see Sam sitting with his friends inside the house, just fooling around and doing nothing in particular. He would shake his head. “Dear God, out of all the kids in the world, I had to get the lazy one. Get off yer butt and go do something physical! Get!” he would kick Sam and his friends out of the house.


“Pushups are for the weak. Do some pull-ups, or dips.” He would kick Sam lightly in the shin. “And don’t tell me that it’s impossible to do, or that size has something to do with it. I knew guys way bigger and fatter than you who could do thirty without breaking a sweat.”


And as Sam sat outside of the gym, waiting for Stan to come pick him up, he reflected how his step-dad had finally pushed him into wrestling; something he had loathed and hated more than anything in his life. He’d gotten his butt handed to him for three whole years in high school before tearing it up in his senior year, winning a regional title at 170 pounds. And during this time, his skills in Jiu-Jitsu became sharper, and his determination to learn the technique for good came on strong. After that, working hard in the gym became a hobby. A complete one, when he had met Mark, who was trying to become a mixed martial artist.


Sam was sitting on a bench, head back, eyes shut when Stan finally arrived. 


“Hey, let’s go.” Stan called at Sam as Sam got up slowly to saunter over to the car. “What, you run into your lover, Mark, again? Hurry it up, I’m runnin’ late.”


Sam got in the car, slamming the door shut quickly as Stan took off. “Dude, I’ll drop you off at the apartment. I’ve gotta get to work.”


“Why do you keep leaving so late?” Sam shook his head. “You really gotta stop doing this.”


“I’ll stop doing it when you stop working out. How’s that?”


“Horrible. Get a new compromise.”


“Never.” Stan said, shaking his head. “You’ll just have to walk from now on.”


“Yeah, right. Promises.” Sam looked at him out of the corner of his eye; Stan was smiling.


“One of these days, man. One of these days.” Stan did promise.


They got to the apartment quickly enough, and after dropping Sam off, Stan darted the car towards the Starbucks downtown, knowing Rich was going to kill him for being late again.


Justin Kelly woke up later than usual, wondering what in the world happened to him during the night. His head hurt. Getting a sledgehammer to the face would’ve felt like a tickle compared to how his head felt at the moment. He held a hand to his head, and moaned.


Getting up, he scratched his jaw absent-mindedly. He slowly journeyed to the bathroom. He took a long piss, followed by a short, five minute shower, and then a shave. As the razor blade removed the stubble, his skin screamed aloud. He gritted his teeth as he layered on some aftershave.


Slipping on his working clothes, he went out to the kitchen to find Mel’s girl, Claudia, cooking breakfast.


“Morning,” she said to him.


“Good m-morning.” He always was struck by how good-looking she was. He only knew one girl that could top her. That Tara girl that he had just met. 


But Claudia was striking. A nice and simple white girl from Gary, Indiana, Claudia had gotten a degree in Culinary Arts, and God, was she good at cooking. She was shorter than Kelly, but three inches taller than Mel. Whenever Kelly saw the two of them standing next to each other, he almost always burst out laughing. Mel would always curse him for it.


But Mel was a lucky guy; Claudia had intelligence indeed to back up her good looks and cooking skills. A blonde that had never catered to the stereotypical ‘dumb-blonde’ crap, she often took care of the bills for Mel and Kelly, and Mel let her stay. It was more than that, however. She was simply beautiful. Her eyes stuck out as much as her bright hair; her eyes were a milky blue, and her lips were thin, yet absolutely tantalizing. She had a way of smiling that could turn the nearest man into a lover.


You add on to that that she was a wild girl into a lot of fun things (According to Mel) and you got a great girl. Kelly found himself stumbling around his words often when girls such as Claudia were speaking to him, or were within earshot of him.


He just felt like a fool around girls, period.


Nevertheless, she made him some breakfast, and he ate it quickly, desperate to get out, away from this wonderful girl, who had never done him any harm. He just couldn’t stand the smile on her face, the way she was kind to him. He couldn’t handle it. 


Mel strolled in a minute after Kelly finished breakfast. Mel pinched his girl on the rear, and she squealed, smacking his hand playfully. “You goin’ to work, man?” Mel asked Kelly.


Kelly opted not to speak. He just nodded; afraid his words would get twisted under Claudia’s divine eyes.


“All right. See you around.” Mel went back to her, just playing around with her. “Woman, make me a sammich. I’m hungry.”


Kelly stood up so fast he almost lost his balance and fell. With what dignity he had left, he thanked Claudia for breakfast in a stuttering fashion, and couldn’t get out of the apartment any faster.


Outside, walking down the steps, he cleared his mind of anything about girls or Mel or the apartment or his life. He just wanted to work. That was all he wanted to do.


He was born alone, he would stand alone, he would die alone.


Later during the day, Stan had shown up late for work. After getting chewed out by Rich, Stan had taken up the register. Rich had Kelly on cleaning duty again; cleaning the second floor and the first floor. That meant cleaning and wiping tables that weren’t in use by customers. It also meant taking care of the trashcans and such. Aside from all of that Kelly was still supposed to help Stan with making drinks and taking orders at the register.


But Kelly did not complain much about this work; he’d been doing it for most of his life, dirty work. It was merely a step towards humility; and humility was a gift that Kelly had been given from birth. He had never taken it on himself to place himself above others. He never had the desire to do so.


And so when Rich yelled at him that morning for failing to greet a customer, he took it in a stride. Stan got sour after taking Rich’s verbal abuse. He would swear vengeance against Rich in some way, shape, or form, but he never carried through with his threats.


“When you gonna do it?” Kelly would ask him when no one else was around. 


“Next time,” Stan would say. “I swear, by God, I will get him. If it’s the last thing I do in this world, I swear it.”’

“Yeah. S-sure-sure thing, Stan. Can’t wait.” He started to catch, and he paused, waiting it out. “It’s gonna be f-fireworks.” As he spoke, a woman dressed in a business suit and glasses came in. Stan peered over the register at her. She sat down at the back, at the table Kelly had just cleaned.


Stan whistled. “How old do you think she is?”


Seeing her caused the stutter to make a comeback. “Too old for me, man.” Kelly said it after giving it a moment to concentrate.


“Why don’t you go and be real casual,” Stan was starting to get a crazy look in his eye, “And ask her if you can serve her in any way,” before Kelly could protest, Stan covered his mouth. “Not-uh. Shhh. Listen to me; make sure you say, serve. Don’t ask if you can help you. Ask her if you can serve her.”


“N-n-n-” Kelly tried to wait it out, but his heart was leaping in his throat. “No. N-no way man.”


“Aw, come on, when ya gonna get a better chance than this?” Stan couldn’t believe his answer. “Rich is busy. He ain’t gonna see this; I’ll tell him I put you up to it if he comes.”


“No!” Kelly almost shouted it. The lady looked up casually, then went back to reading something from her briefcase that she had carried in with her.


“What are you, a pussy?” Stan was pushing it.


“Leave it be, S-Stan!” Stan then saw the fire in Kelly’s eyes, and he was tempted to goad it a tad further, just to see what Kelly had in him.


But Rich opened the door before a further word could be said. “Are you two busy?” he asked them.


“Not yet. No one’s come in.” Stan said.


“Then go find something to do, will ya? Make yourself useful around here!” Rich shut the door before either of them could blink.


“You know,” Stan said calmly. “I think I’m going to hit him with my car. I wouldn’t hit him hard; maybe twenty miles an hour or so. Just enough to put him in the hospital for a bit. What’cha think?”


Kelly didn’t bother answering. He went back upstairs to get back to what he was good at; cleaning. Stan just chuckled. “Don’t worry, buddy,” he called up the spiral stairway after Kelly. “We’re gonna find you a girl, and that’s a promise. If I can’t get it done, then Mel or Sam will.”


“T-thanks.” Kelly was just wishing Stan would leave him alone. He was tired of it all. He just wanted to be by himself for a while.


-


The day wore on, and Stan and Kelly were getting tired of the Starbuck’s and Rich. Rich was going around to people, being polite, as he usually was. But then when he could get a chance he would berate Kelly and Stan for slacking off. Stan was usually the catalyst, with Kelly ending up and getting the blame.


“Did you get those tables over there, Stan?” Rich would point to some.


“Kelly said he would take care of it.” Stan would offer.


“Kelly, get over there and clean them. Vamos, you!” he took Kelly by the arm and gently shoved him in that direction.


But despite this annoyance, Kelly was inwardly content. The work was good; he was getting paid. He had a home to go to after this. What more could he want? He had pretty much everything in life that a man could want.


Right?


Or maybe not.


Stan started to sing a Black Sabbath song aloud, “I’m gooowang thaaaaaroooo CHANGES.”


And Kelly, knowing some of the song would sing with him. “She was my woman; I loved her soooo…but IT’S TOO LATE NOW…I let her gooooo…” when it came to singing, Kelly rarely had difficulty with his stuttering speech. For some reason, musically his tongue wasn’t affected.


Rich shot them down quickly, however. “When I finally pay people to sing, I’ll be in my grave.” He called from the office.


“That can be easily arranged.” Stan hissed when the door shut. He was busy helping a gentleman get a coffee.


“When? W-w-when ya gonna do it?” Kelly laughed, feeling at ease now. The crowd of people coming in and going out didn’t affect him; he blocked them out, ignoring them so that he could work comfortably.


“When I’m ready.” Stan said.


“Sure, Stan, sure.”


The day finally ended, and Kelly was glad to go home to some good cooking, and managed to block out the sounds of Mel and his girl’s midnight antics.


Barely.

