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Just because you can’t quantify or verify it doesn’t mean it’s nonsense. Don’t let materialism define us.
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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1

THE STORM'S REFUGE





Beneath the thunderous roar of a rainstorm, Adam Tumbler waits in the cocoon of his tow truck partially parked under a desolate, narrow bridge—the refuge from both the ferocious tempest above and the storm of corruption consuming the city. The rain, falling in torrents, releases a clean, earthy fragrance that hangs in the air, a welcome reprieve from the usual city odors. Clad in an Army cap, his arm bears a tattoo of a gladiator driving a chariot pulled by two-winged horses—one white, one black. The gladiator tattoo, a deliberate choice made by Adam, transcends being a mere image on his skin; it is an ingrained emblem woven into the fabric of his worldview. It symbolizes his intentional journey through the chaotic cityscape and serves as a constant reminder of the battles deliberately inked into his very essence. 

The tow truck's console glow illuminates Adam's face as he listens to the dispatcher's voice over the radio, crackling with requests from stranded motorists. The thunder echoes beneath the bridge, a deep, resonant growl that reverberates through the metal frame. Raindrops dance on the hood of the tow truck, creating a soothing percussion amid the chaos. Pico, a loyal Cockapoo, rests on the passenger seat, a calming presence in the midst of the storm.

The underpass light flickers erratically, casting shifting shadows on the wet pavement. The light from the tow truck's dash paints Adam's face in a warm hue, creating a stark contrast to the stormy darkness outside. Thunder rumbles through the sky, shaking the very foundation of the underpass. Its light sparkles across the parked tow truck's juddering windshield wipers.

Adam's cellphone rings, flashing 'Emmette Quinn' as the Caller I.D.

"Checking up on me?" Adam leans back against the tow truck seat, his tone laced with a hint of sarcasm.

"Isee you're not dead yet?" Emmette's voice sputters through the phone, a mix of concern and exasperation.

"You worried about my burial costs?"Adam smirks, his attention fixed on the rain-soaked roadway.

"Wehave insurance for that? How's the story coming along?" Emmette's inquiry holds a note of genuine interest.

Adam's shoulders tense. "I'm stuck at the bottom of the food chain."

"Adam, these are crooked cops, and you're trespassing in their minefield. You could get blown away." Emmette's warning is underscored by the thunder, drawing nearer and growing louder.

A red sports car speeds by, hurtling at breakneck speed and unleashing a torrent of mud that forcefully coats the side of the tow truck.

"Jerk!" Adam's irritation flares.

"What?" Emmette's voice tightens with surprise and shock.

"No, not you, boss. A speeding nut-job.There's more here than meets the eye." Adam's eyes narrow, scanning the surroundings.

"An idiom?" sighs Emmette. "How about some honest Hemingway? I expect Old Man directness and grit from you."

"Calling me old?" Adam smirks again, a playful glint in his eye.

"Respect your history sonny and don't push yourself. Weigh the risks with your responsibilities." Emmette’s advice carries a motherly tone.

Adam glances at the photo taped to his steering wheel center cap—a woman's face redacted and a young girl. The inscription reads, 'Love you, daddy!'

Adam hangs up and wearily closes his eyes, seeking a momentary escape from the relentless demands, both stemming from his profession and the struggles in his crumbled life. He finds solace in the cool touch of a vial wedged next to his handgun. Popping the container’s lid, he downs a pill, a temporary remedy for the enduring tempest brewing within.

Reality snaps back when he realizes his water bottle is empty. An annoyed grunt escapes his lips, a grumble of frustration. With a determined sigh, Adam shifts the gear into drive, guiding his tow truck through the rain-soaked streets. His headlights carve through the darkness, revealing the soaked city façade.

As he approaches a nearby intersection, Adam's vigilant eyes scan the surroundings, ever watchful for a familiar neon beacon. He spots it—a pop vending machine standing stoically outside a closed gas station. Rain pounds on the roof of his tow truck like a rhythmic drumbeat.

Pulling into the station, Adam extracts some change from his console with a quick, practiced motion. Racing to the machine under the pouring rain, he inserts the coins with a metallic clink. The machine is lifeless.

"Damn!" yells Adam as he smacks the dispenser. The raindrops, cool and invigorating, dance on Adam's skin, providing a fleeting respite. As he takes a deep breath, he catches a faint taste of salt on his lips, carried by the rain that seems to have traveled from the nearby coast. The wind, harsh and chilling, brings a tangible discomfort, serving as a reminder of the unyielding nature of his distress. As he retreats to the shelter of his truck, slamming the door behind him, the taste of salt lingers—a bittersweet reminder of the challenges carved into his very soul. 

Wiping the rain from his face, Adam looks at Pico and mutters, "Sorry, Pico. That contraption doesn’t like us.”











  
  

2

ECHOES OF THE PAST





Arhythmic thumping sound pulsates in Adam's ear, jolting him from his slumber. He adjusts his earpiece and listens while staring at the daylight and the morning rush-hour traffic streaming by. 

"Got it, thanks," says Adam as he starts the engine, shifts into drive, and speeds up from his unsanctioned rest stop.

Upon arriving at the crash scene, a cleanup crew is in full swing, sweeping up the debris. Adam sees the headless body behind the steering wheel of the red sports car, flattened under the tail of a tractor-trailer. It’s the same car that sped by earlier.

"I was right, wasn’t I, jerk?" mutters Adam upon seeing the blood red sports car. As he stands in awe, the scene triggers a vivid memory, pulling him back to his military service.

Adam trails his sergeant and platoon as they return to base camp. In passing the Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (MASH), a doctor orders Adam.

"I need you to pitch in, soldier. I need a hand," says the doctor, pointing at Adam. "Help gather the wounded. Bring here the ones you think will survive."

"I’m not medical. I can’t play this game."

"The hell you can’t! I outrank you."

"Start playing, Tumbler," says the sergeant with a grin.

 "Yes, sir," says Adam through gritted teeth.

"Don’t call me that. I ain’t no knight," says the sergeant as if offended.

The platoon heads for the bunker as Adam remains the lackey. Chopper blades, with their rotors chuffing, buzz over Adam’s head as he directs the traffic of stretchers. Handlers move toward an open field morgue where hacked-up bodies, toe-tagged, rest under white sheets next to a signed, no-save area of piled body parts.

A soldier thrusts a severed arm into Adam’s chest. The emotional tension is clear and tangible.

"Save him!" commands the young man.

"There’s nothing I can do."

The soldier points his gun at Adam’s nose.

Frightened, Adam requests, “Put your friend on that stretcher.”

They carry the stretcher to the morgue. A medic takes the limb and tosses it atop the no-save pile. Adam, full of remorse, tells the soldier, "Your friend is gone. I’m sorry."

The soldier places the gun in his mouth and fires.

Awakened, the chilling echo of the soldier’s desperate act haunts Adam’s face. His senses hold the metallic taste of gunpowder and the haunting sound of a gunshot. Paramedics loading body bags into an air ambulance mark the abrupt shift from war memories to the present reality. The rhythmic thud of the propeller's thrust creates a whirlwind of dust, a grim aftermath.

Meanwhile, Sergeant Renzo Sacco engages in a hushed conversation with two truckers, Prowler and scar-faced Gears. Prowler, agitated, questions Gears about the mysterious arrival of the Creeper.

"Hey Gears, how’d that Creeper get here before us?" says Prowler.

"Don’t sweat it. Sacco has it covered," says Gears.

Sacco, with a smirk on his face, adds a morbid touch of humor to the grim situation. "You know, the driver’s pants were at his knees."

"Yikes," says Prowler, clenching his teeth.

"Yeah, the blow job went to his head," grins Gears.

"You’re a twisted ass," says Prowler.

Gears, with his dark sense of humor, says," They found the driver’s head down the road. It beheaded in the wrong direction. Get it?"

"Enough, sicko," orders Sacco, unamused. Chewing his gum like a cow, he directs the truckers to move the car.

Adam, not one to back down, interrupts the proceedings. "Hey, I was here first."

Sacco stares down at Adam, emphasizing," My name isn't 'hey,' and your tow truck is blocking my cruiser. Move it."

Adam, undeterred, stands his ground and leers.

"You’re interfering with a police investigation," asserts Sacco.

"How do I join the group?" Adam says, challenging Sacco’s authority.

Sacco, spitting out his gum, confronts Adam face to face, delivering a stern message. "Now you’re littering. Get my drift?"

Adam, unfazed, retreats with a sneer, leaving Sacco to grumble. 

Nearing his truck, Adam, in a swift maneuver, reaches into Sacco’s cruiser and pirates a handheld radio scanner.
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A FATHER'S BATTLE





Vilma, a tomboyish preteen, dashes through the chaos ofHighland School's dismissal towards Adam, who stands beside his electric car. 

“You made it on time, Daddy,” Vilma exclaims as she clambers into the passenger seat.

Adam offers a knowing smile, his eyes slightly crinkling. On the open road, he rolls down his window halfway, saying, “I need some fresh air.”

“Don’t dodge the tough talks, daddy,” Vilma cautions.

“Dodge what?”

“Don’t sidestep the hard stuff you feel. I’m not a kid.”

“True, you're a precocious pup.”

Vilma studies the tattoo on her dad’s arm, her finger air tracing its lines, curiosity lighting her face.

“Daddy, what’s your tattoo all about?” she asks.

Adam glances at the inked gladiator in a chariot pulled by two-winged horses. A silent moment passes before he shares, “It's me, an image of my past in the military. The chariot represents the journey, and these two-winged horses…” he pauses, choosing his words carefully, “they represent the conflicting forces within me. One white, one black.”

“Conflicting forces?” wonders Vilma.

Adam nods, his attention distant. “Good and bad, right and wrong. The choices I had to make, especially when others disagreed with me.”

Again, Vilma air traces the tattoo thoughtfully. “So, like, you’re the gladiator steering your path, but those horses are kind of like angels and demons?”

Adam smiles at her interpretation. “Yes, sunflower. Life is a constant battle between good and evil, and sometimes, it’s hard to tell which one is leading the way.”

Vilma leans back, absorbing the gravity of her dad’s words.

“By the way, Daddy, I know what precocious means. It’s better than being called a military brat.”

“Are you facing more trouble at school?”

“Not since I gave Jimmy a black eye. Everyone is afraid of me now.”

Adam suppresses a smile.

"How's your head, Daddy?”

Adam hesitates. “My memories are just below the surface. Fresh air helps.”

Vilma, sensing her father’s unease, shifts her focus to the car’s touchscreen display.

“Sometimes computers go wonky. They need rebooting. People too.”

“I’m fine, young lady.” Adam’s voice carries a subtle strain. “You should concentrate on visualizing your tumbling routine. The tournament is around the corner.”

Vilma frowns, contemplating her father’s words. “So, like, the fresh air helps clear your mind, like a reboot for your memories?”

Adam nods, grateful for Vilma’s perceptiveness. “Exactly, sunflower. It's like giving my thoughts a breath of fresh air, a reset.”

“That’s an idiom,” says Vilma. “In trials, I got a perfect 10 for my floor routine.”She stares at her dad, and after a beat, she adds, “I give you a 5 out of 10, Daddy.”

“You’re so beautiful and smart, but please stop.”

“Daddy, do you remember when I got into trouble at school for speaking out?”

“I’ve lost count,” laughs Adam.

“You said you would not punish me because the school already gave me a consequence.”

Adam frowns and asks, “Where are you going with this, sunflower?” as he eyes the small sunflower pinned to the car’s dashboard.

“Well, I don’t think you should punish yourself when the Army already gave you a consequence.”

Adam sighs. “I like you better as a princess than an imp.”

Vilma collects her thoughts, then steers the conversation in a new direction. 

“Mom is going back to work tomorrow. She says she’s bored at home. Her boyfriend left. Want to know more?”

Adam’s face tightens. “Nope.”

“Yeah. I got a weird vibe from him. I guess people just click differently. And about Linda…”

“Linda split. She couldn’t handle my nightmares.”

With renewed childlike energy, Vilma states, “You need someone like me. Not those pills. It’s that simple.”

“Are you really my kid?”

“Of course. Mom didn’t cheat when you were here. Besides, I have your temperament.”

“Temperament?”

“Yes, Daddy, temperament. A person’s animal nature.”

“Sounds scary.”

“Only if you keep the monster inside. I don’t. You shouldn’t either.”

Adam’s look of amazement is conspicuous. “How old are you?”

“I will always love you, no matter what. It’s my job to find you a queen.”

“Don’t do it, Vilma.”

“It’s necessary, and I want to, so get used to it.”

“Yes, Your Royal Highness.”

Adam pulls into his former driveway. Vilma dismounts, kisses her dad, and runs to the house. The next-door neighbors stand observing and gossiping. Adam’s ex-wife stands on the porch but avoids making eye contact. She disappears inside as soon as Vilma steps near.

In the quiet aftermath, a man approaches from the side.

“Mr.Tumbler? Adam Tumbler?”

“Yeah.” Adam looks annoyed.

The man hands over an envelope and says, “You’ve been served,” before scooting away.

Adam opens the envelope and finds a legal document of several paragraphs. The underlined, following sentence catches his immediate attention.

I am asking the Court to issue a restraining order and not allow Mr. Tumbler access to my child.

Adam, a face of controlled anger, crushes the letter in his fist, the paper giving way with a sharp, decisive crinkle.
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