
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Spirit of Power

––––––––

Natasja Eby



    
        
          Spirit of Power

        

        
        
          Building Bridges, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Natasja Eby

        

        
          Published by Natasja Eby, 2023.

        

    


Copyright © 2023 Natasja Eby

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—except in the case of brief quotations for the purpose of critical articles and reviews—without written permission from the author.

Bible scriptures are from the New King James Version.

ISBN-13: 978-1738872947 

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. However, should you find yourself seeking answers in a church on a weekday, this is intentional.

Cover and book design by Natasja Eby

Published by Natasja Eby

https://www.natasjaeby.com/ 



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SPIRIT OF POWER

    

    
      First edition. December 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Natasja Eby.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1738872947

    

    
    
      Written by Natasja Eby.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
        
            
            For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.

2 Timothy 1:7
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For all the Dan stans.

To the many fans of Uncle Dan from Knockout Girl.

This one is for you. Thank you for encouraging me to write this story. Dan deserved a good ending.
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Chapter One: Dan
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AS I WATCH MY STAR boxer beat the pants off his opponent, my chest swells with pride. I’m not supposed to pick favourites, and I try to take a tough approach to keep him motivated. But there’s no denying that Red Jackson is the best boxer Ontario has ever seen. He might even be the best in the country.

Don’t get me wrong. I loved training my niece and her boyfriend. I loved watching Julian rise to victory and win the Amateur Boxers of Ontario championship back in February. Elli came in second out of all the female boxers. That’s my DNA.

But Red’s heart is so entrenched in boxing. He’s fast, strong, and smart, and will always take the opportunity to educate his opponents—verbally or otherwise. There’s nothing that boy wouldn’t do for boxing.

His opponent gets too close to him, but Red doesn’t let him get a hit before throwing a hard uppercut. The other guy stumbles, but not enough for a knockout. It does leave him wide open for Red to get a jab and right cross in before the bell rings, though. Just enough to give him the win.

Red takes his win graciously, shaking hands with his opponent before basking in the glow of the audience’s cheering. Then he ducks out of the ring, rushing past me.

Hastily he says, “I gotta go.”

I nod, waving my hand at him. Okay, so there is one thing he wouldn’t do for boxing—he would never miss out on dancing with his girlfriend, Zara. Tonight, they have a dress rehearsal for their next show. I have told him many times not to let me double book him, but he’s convinced he can do anything.

I smile as he runs off to the change rooms. Maybe he can do anything.

He’s not terribly good with the media, though. He usually leaves me hanging just as people come over to take his picture or ask him questions. And in fact, now that he’s not here for a picture, most of the photojournalists look at me with disappointment in their eyes. What can I say? Red fights for the love of the sport, not the glory and fame. Although, if he did it for the money, we’d both be a little richer.

“If you really want to see Red, he’ll be at the community centre tomorrow night,” I say. “He’ll be dancing, but you may get your chance to talk to him afterwards.”

The journalists and bloggers give me mixed reactions, somewhere between confusion and disappointment. I smile apologetically as they turn away from me. I can understand Red’s reticence, but maybe this is the next thing we need to work on together.

“Daniel Smith?”

That voice is way too pretty to belong to anyone I know. I whirl around, only to discover that her face is also pretty...and unfamiliar. Dark hair, hazel eyes, a small polite smile. I won’t look down at the rest of her. Not like when I size up potential students.

“Mmhmm?” I mumble eloquently.

“You’re Red Jackson’s coach?” she asks.

“Yup.” There are other words in my vocabulary. I just can’t remember any of them. “He’s gone already, though.”

“I was looking for you, actually,” she says excitedly, her smile widening. “I’ve been told you’re the best boxing coach this side of Toronto.”

“Oh, um—” Words, Dan. “You have?”

“Yes,” she says confidently. “I was hoping you might have an opening. For a new student, I mean.”

“For...you?”

She nods and now I look at the rest of her. Pink acrylic nails, knee-high boots with three-inch heels, tight jeans, and a low-cut shirt. Not my usual type of student. Even Elli isn’t that prissy.

“Why?” I ask, instead of telling her that yes, I suddenly have an opening.

Her eyes crinkle with an amused smile and it occurs to me that maybe she’s older than I originally thought. Maybe even 30. Not that that matters.

“I write for an online magazine,” she explains. “Right now, I’m working on a series of articles about sports for women that are both good for training and can be used as self defense.”

“Oh,” I say. “Boxing isn’t normally a first choice for learning self defense. In fact, it’s more of an offensive sport than anything else.”

“I know,” she says patiently. “But I already made my way through the typical ones. Now I want to learn to box. And hit someone as hard as that Red does.”

My eyebrows drawing in, I pull my lips in to keep from laughing. “I have yet to meet anyone who can hit as hard as him.”

Her smile falls. “So you don’t want to take me on?”

I swallow hard. I’d take her on a date but that would probably end in disaster. “What exactly were you hoping for?”

“Two or three lessons to get the gist,” she says.

“Two or three...” I put my hands on my hips and look around.

The arena is mostly empty now. The guy that lost to Red is talking with his coach and a couple of other people. He’s a stellar boxer, but Red is better. These guys train for years, almost seven days a week, just to be able to “hit as hard as Red does.”

I shake my head. “I can’t help you.”

Now she looks crestfallen. “Can you recommend someone who can?”

I laugh out loud at the innocent question. “I meant I can’t help you in two or three lessons. The shortest I’ve ever trained someone to even come close to Red’s level was three months and that guy is special. You’d need at least...ten lessons just to get you started.”

“Oh,” she says, her eyes mirroring the perfect O her mouth makes. “Okay, I’ll sign up for ten lessons, then. Can I start Monday?”

I would have said no, except that I admire her determination. And if there’s one thing I can’t turn down, it’s determined people. “Are you at least going to tell me your name first?”

“Of course,” she says extending her hand. “It’s Dove Campbell.”

I take her hand. “Nice to meet you, Dove. I’ll see you Monday at O’Keefe’s.”

She shakes my hand firmly, which is a good sign. “See you Monday.”

*  *  *
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RED COMES INTO THE gym early Monday morning, stopping short as soon as he walks through the doors. His face scrunches up as he looks around and sniffs the air.

“Okay, was Julian here over the weekend?” he asks. His former archrival turned best friend has a thing about cleanliness. “Why is it so clean in here?”

“I spent all day yesterday cleaning up,” I snip at him. “Thanks for noticing. And wipe your boots off.”

It’s a rainy November day and Red’s brought in a trail of muddy water. Even though there’s a mat by the front door. I don’t have the time to mop that up right now.

“Okay, Dad,” he says, putting his hands up. “Don’t know who we’re trying to impress here...” He wipes his feet like a good boy and then stomps off to the change room.

When I started working at Connor’s gym, O’Keefe’s Boxing Elite, I was half trainer, half maintenance man. I never noticed the dirt before Julian pointed out how much better we could be doing. And I do clean every once in a while, so it shouldn’t be such a shock to Red. Just because I washed every single piece of equipment, all three full-sized boxing rings, the floor, the change rooms, and even dusted the artwork hanging on the walls doesn’t mean I’m trying to impress anyone. Least of all someone who thinks she can learn to box in two or three lessons.

Red comes back out and avoids me even though we haven’t talked about his match on Friday. My energy is obviously too negative for him today.

I follow him over to “his” corner, where he’s preparing to practice on his favourite punching bag. Softening my approach, I ask, “How was your recital?”

He almost smiles and says, “It was good. Thanks for asking.”

“Good,” I say as he starts putting his hand wraps on. He didn’t even stretch first. “Gonna work on that bolo punch today?”

He sighs long and hard and pulls the wrap so tightly I’m worried about his circulation. “You know I won, right?”

“You almost gave it up because you didn’t work hard enough on a move you pulled out at random,” I remind him. The front door chimes and I look over. She’s here. “Okay, just, whatever. Work on your stuff. You’re doing great.”

I pat him on the shoulder and then walk as casually as I can over to Dove, who’s unraveling her scarf while looking around. She’s still wearing those very impractical boots and I hope there are some proper shoes inside that bag she’s carrying.

“Hello again,” I say.

She smiles. “Hey. This is one of the nicest gyms I’ve ever seen.”

And that’s why I spent all day cleaning. “Thanks. Connor runs a tight ship.”

“Connor?” she asks.

“Connor O’Keefe. The owner.” I gesture to the pink hallway across from the main entrance. “The change rooms are over there. When you’re ready, come out and I’ll get you started.”

I wait in the area between the change rooms and the ring closest to them. There’s a dummy standing nearby. I cleaned him earlier, too. Not that I think any of the regulars would care.

Red’s warming up on his punching bag, throwing light punches and dancing around the movements of the bag. It’s almost like he’s a gentle soul. Anyone who’s fought him knows there’s fire in his heart, though.

“I’m ready.”

Heart thudding, I turn around. Okay, so Dove has sweatpants, running shoes, and a loose sweatshirt, and her hair is up in a ponytail. That’s good. That’s perfect. There’s nothing distracting about that at all.

“Great,” I say. “What do you want to do first—learn some of the basics or just hop into the ring with my star over there?”

“Oh!” she says, looking over at Red. One hand covers her heart. “Oh, that sounds like a terrible idea. Just the basics, please.”

I laugh and hold out a couple of rolled-up hand wraps. “Put these on and then we’ll get gloves and I’ll let you hit something.”

“Okay...” she says slowly.

I watch as she starts unraveling one of them. She looks at the loop on the end, correctly guesses it goes on her thumb, and then tries to start wrapping it around her hand. I should have thought this through.

“Oh, sorry,” I mumble.

As I reached for it, my fingers brush hers, and we both accidentally let go of the wrap. While the loop stays around her thumb, the rest of it unravels, hits the ground, and keeps rolling.

“Sorry,” she says as she reaches down for it.

“No, that’s my fault,” I say. “I should have just done it for you.”

She smiles as she hands over the messy wrap. “You don’t have to do it for me. I’m a big girl. Just show me how.”

I put the thumb loop back on her and show her how to wrap it around her wrist, up her hand, and in between her fingers. When I’m done that hand, she flexes it a few times and I know it’s a perfect fit. Then she does her other hand. Not quite as perfect, but pretty good for a first try.

As we head over to where Red is still punching the bag, Dove stops and looks up at the wall. There are pictures of the boxers here that Elli put up a while ago along with framed copies of the awards they’ve won. Dove’s mouth slowly gapes open.

“Wow, you have a lot of talented boxers here,” she says. “Did you train them all?”

I smile, my chest filling with pride. “No. I trained Elli.” I point up to her picture. “She’s my niece. And Julian. That’s her boyfriend. And of course...”

Just as I point to Red’s picture, I can feel him approach me from behind. I wish he wouldn’t do that. He’s got a good three inches on me and although he’s not scary in the slightest, having him stand behind me puts me off my game.

“Fresh meat?” he says.

Inwardly, I groan. Red doesn’t have much tact. I half turn to him and say, “That’s not how we greet our guests. Red, this is Dove. Dove, Red.”

“Nice to meet you,” she says, stretching out a hand. Then she realizes his hands are in gloves and hers are wrapped up and she doesn’t know what to do. Red bumps her hand lightly, so at least he’s learned to be somewhat gentle.

“Dove caught your match on Friday,” I explain.

“Did you know I almost lost that match?” Red asks Dove.

I’ll deck him later.

“Didn’t look like it from where I was standing,” she answers.

“Anyway,” I cut them off. “Now Dove is here for some lessons.”

Red’s face brightens up. “Yeah, I’ll teach you.”

“With me,” I clarify.

“That makes more sense,” he says, shrugging. “I’ll just go back to my punching bag.”

“Actually,” I say, clasping him on the shoulder before he can turn away. “Since Dove likes your boxing so much, you can show her some moves. Beginner ones. Slowly.”

Red scowls so deeply I almost burst out laughing. “Why does that feel like a punishment?”

“It’s not.” I gesture for Dove to follow Red back to the bag. “I’ll call out the moves and, Dove, you can mimic what Red does when you feel comfortable.”

“Okay, I think I could do that,” she says uncertainly.

“Maybe you’ll even try it with gloves,” Red says, casting me an amused glance.

“Oh, right!” I say.

What is wrong with me? Quickly, I go to the spare gloves rack and pick out a pair the same size as Elli’s. I take them back to Dove, slip one onto her hand, and am pleased I guessed correctly. 

“Now the fun begins,” I tell her.
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Chapter Two: Dove
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AS DAN AND RED SHOW me the simplest of moves, my breathing slows and my muscles relax. To say it was nerve-racking coming here is an understatement. Red is tall and bursting with muscles. Dan is strong and in charge. Those things are intimidating, even from a respectable distance. But so far, these two have shown themselves to be gentlemen.

In the past, I’ve only ever worked with female instructors. It was the only way I could overcome my fear and get into any place that even resembled a gym. Approaching Dan the other day for boxing lessons was one of the scariest things I’ve ever done, but at least he didn’t seem to notice.

Dan calls out the name of the punches, Red does them slowly, and I repeat. They’re all things I’ve heard of before—jab, right cross, left hook—but doing them is a whole other process. And these gloves are heavier than they seem. Before long, my arms grow tired.

Dan knows just the right time to stop me. It probably has something to do with my sagging arms and heavy breathing. He says he’ll show me how to stretch out my muscles and stands in front of me to do so.

For a moment, I just watch this fully grown man in a t-shirt with the sleeves cut off stretching out his entire body like a gymnast. Apparently, my stupid brain hasn’t learned anything from the last guy who showed me his muscles.

“And then after that, we’ll do—” Dan turns around to make sure I’m following him. Which I’m not. “Oh. Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I say as he stares at me. “Sorry. I just zoned out.”

“No worries,” he says. “Let’s just stop here. What’d you think? You going to come back?”

“Definitely,” I say. “I’d love to get good at this.”

“Well, that’s entirely in your own hands.” He holds his fists up as if to illustrate. “I can only show you how.”

Frowning in thought, I nod and then go to change. Sad to say that that’s a new concept for me. That getting good is in my power, not my instructor’s.

Ignoring the shower stalls, I quickly change out of my workout clothes. Although I worked up a good sweat, I prefer to shower at home. I have to admit, though, even the showers look freshly cleaned. They’re shining, dry, and smell faintly of lavender. Everything about this gym is perfect. Maybe even including the instructors.

Dove, what? No. Get a hold of yourself.

By the time I’m finished changing, Red is nowhere to be seen. I wave goodbye to Dan, who gives me the most wholesome smile I’ve ever seen on a grown man. I can’t believe this guy teaches boxing for a living.

With a smile, I leave the gym. It might be a long time before I’m any good at boxing, but honestly... I could spend that long at O’Keefe’s. There’s something comfortable about this place.

Wrapping my scarf around my neck, I head into the parking lot. My smile disappears as soon as I get to my car.

The driver’s-side tire is completely flat. I lean down for a closer look and realize there’s a deep cut in it. How, though? How did he find me here? As tears fill my eyes, I look skyward where sleet is just starting to fall. Great. Even better. I check the other tires, but they’re fine, at least.

God, what am I supposed to do now? I pray silently.

I look back at O’Keefe’s. It’s open, it’s warm, and it’s friendly. I guess that’s my answer. 

With a resolve I don’t feel, I pick up my battered heart and go back into the gym. Dan is wiping down all of the equipment we used. I don’t see anyone else, so I approach him timidly. He sees me coming and smiles. When I was younger and more carefree, a smile like that could really take me in. Not anymore, though.

“Do you mind if I hang out here while I wait for a tow truck?” I ask as I take my phone out of my purse.

“Of course not,” he says, his smiling slipping into a concerned frown. “You having car troubles?”

“A flat tire.” I try to force myself to sound unbothered, but I know I’m failing.

Folding up the cloth he was using, he asks, “Do you have a spare? I could change it for you and save you the towing fee.”

I grip my phone and weigh his words. It would save me money, but he would notice the slash. “It’s alright. It’s raining and you’re probably...busy...”

He looks around with a little smirk on his face. We’re the only two in here. Was I his only student for the day?

“I’m not too busy to help you out,” he says. “But if you don’t want me touching your car, then I understand.”

He’s worried...about touching my car? Dove, you’re being ridiculous. “No. You know what? I’ll take you up on the offer if you really don’t mind.”

“Alright, let me just grab some tools.”

I wait as he goes through an employee-only door. Another guy comes in and I realize that no matter how pretty this place is, it’s still rather male-dominated. But that’s fine. I’ve had plenty of self-defence training. Plus, the other guy doesn’t even seem to notice me.

“Okay, show me your car.”

I pivot to face Dan, who’s got a car jack in one hand and a lug wrench in the other. He’s so pleasant-looking, like he lets out spiders instead of killing them and walks old ladies across the street. But that doesn’t stop my heart from racing at being caught by surprise.

“Okay,” I say breathlessly. He doesn’t seem to notice that I’m as awkward as a 12-year-old, instead of confident like all of the other 32-year-old women I know.

“I don’t have any wedges,” he says as I lead him out to the parking lot. “But I’m pretty sure there are some bricks out back that’ll do the trick.”

Wedges, bricks... I should really learn to change a tire myself. I’ll just add that to the list of things in my quest for independence. I flip up my hood to keep dry but Dan doesn’t seem to care. He doesn’t even zip up his coat, so it flaps open in the wind.

As soon as Dan sees my little sedan, he stops short. I was hoping he wouldn’t notice right away or at least not make mention of it.

But then he says, “Dove...that’s not a flat tire. That’s a slashed tire.”

“I know,” I say in a defeated tone of voice.

He glances back at me, searching my face like he’s trying to figure me out. “Any idea who would have done that?”

I shift uncomfortably under his scrutiny and shove my hands in my pockets. He still hasn’t moved. He’s just waiting for an answer.

“You said you’d help me,” I say quietly. I had meant for it to sound more assertive, but no dice.

“And I will,” he says quickly.

Thankfully, he doesn’t ask any more questions as he sets up the car jack and gets the bricks he was talking about. I see now, the bricks go behind the back tires so when the car’s jacked up, it doesn’t roll backwards. Then the jack goes up and then you take the tire off.

I’m fairly convinced I could do this next time, if there is a next time. That is, until I see how he takes the nuts off the tire. It looks like it takes quite a bit of effort to turn the wrench on just one of the nuts. And there are six. Once again, I’m stuck in a world where I am simply not strong enough on my own.

At least I can get an umbrella from my car and hold it over his head. His light brown hair is already soaking wet, and I feel bad, but he doesn’t seem bothered. The whole time he works, Dan doesn’t say anything. He just does his thing and mercifully lets me stay silent.

When he’s almost finished getting the tire off, I get the spare from my trunk. I bring it over to him and he tosses the old one off to the side.

As I heft the ruined tire into my trunk, he says, “I think you should report this to the police. And there’s a camera out here, so you can get footage from Connor if you need to.”

I shake my head. No. I can’t do that.

Once the tire is in my trunk, I bring my umbrella back over to Dan. He’s already got the spare in place and is putting the nuts on it. The umbrella is pointless now since everything is wet. But he still doesn’t complain.

“Who are you protecting by not going to the police?” he asks mildly as he turns the last nut onto the spare.

“Me,” I whisper.

Dan raises an eyebrow as he stands up, but his eyes are still kind. I lift my umbrella up so it can cover both of us. I can tell he’s waiting for further explanation.

I don’t know what compels me to do it, but I say, “Look, this was probably my ex trying to get my attention. He’s not allowed to come near me, so...”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not allowed to slash tires, either.” Now Dan’s eyebrows have lowered and he’s frowning. “Actually, no one is.”

“I know,” I say, my defenses starting to trickle in. “But he does this kind of dumb stuff all the time and going to the police doesn’t really change much. Clearly.” I gesture to the car to illustrate my point. “He doesn’t listen. He doesn’t back off. He does the bare minimum to not get in too much trouble while still making sure that I—”

What am I doing? Why am I telling Dan all this? I only just met him. Oh, but those kind hazel eyes...

“Anyway, thanks for your help,” I say, looking away from said eyes. “I appreciate it.”

Instead of acknowledging my gratitude, he says, “Is that what the boxing is about? Was your ex that bad to you?”

I bite back a snippy answer. I’ve had friends, even family ask how bad Sid could really be when I first told them about the divorce. Like I was imagining the verbal abuse that quickly turned physical. Like maybe I was being too hard on him. Forgiveness and reconciliation are important in a marriage, right? But Dan doesn’t know about all that, so I shove away my negative feelings.

Instead of answering him directly, I say, “The self defense classes weren’t cutting it. Sure, I could fend off or escape an attacker. But every time I see him again, I freeze up. He doesn’t even have to do or say anything. For once, I’d like to be the one on the offensive, the one in control of the situation. So I’m trying something new.”

Dan nods slowly, one half of his mouth tipping up even as water drips down from his hair onto his lips. “I can help you with that.”

I look up into his eyes. There water’s dripping into them, too, but he doesn’t care. He’s just focused on me and my problem. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he says. “You can learn all kinds of stuff through boxing. Like how to be in the moment and be aware of your body and your surroundings and your opponent. It’s definitely a confidence-boosting sport.”

“Okay,” I say softly. That sounds amazing. That’s what I want. “I’d like that.”

“And if you ask Red nicely, he’d probably tell you exactly how he broke a guy’s nose and gave him two black eyes at the same time,” he adds, his eyes dancing with mirth.

I laugh, even though I shouldn’t. “I don’t think I’ll ever need that, but I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks again for your help.”

“Anytime,” he says, stepping out from under the umbrella so I can get to the door of the car. “I really mean that.”

As I drive away, grateful for Dan’s help, I think about what he said. Help me anytime? That’s the kind of thing people say without meaning one bit of it. So what if he agreed to give me boxing lessons because begged him to? That’s how he makes a living. And changing my tire? Obviously a one-time deal.

Thankfully, I’m pretty good friends with Sheila, the only female mechanic in town. She even has an opening for me tomorrow.

When I take my car in, she doesn’t even ask—she just takes the old tire and tosses it in the back of her shop. The cut is noticeable, but she doesn’t mention it.

Instead, she says, “You replaced this tire all by yourself? Good for you, girl.”

I smile into her spunky brown eyes. Sheila’s a good ten years older than me, but she has a vibrant spirit. If calling me girl makes her feel young, then I’ll let her get away with that.

“No, I didn’t,” I say no matter how much I’d love to take credit for it. “But I watched the guy who did it for me and I feel like I could probably try next time.”

“Oh, a guy, eh?” she says as she crouches down next to my spare tire.

I shake my head even though she’s not looking at me. “It’s not like that.”

She grunts and starts turning her lug wrench the same way Dan did to get the nuts off the tire. I sigh.

“If I had your kind of muscles, I could have done it by myself,” I tell her.

She whips around so quickly to look at me that her cornrows bounce all over the place. “What are you talking about? This isn’t about muscles. It’s about leverage. Simple physics. Come try it for yourself.”

Holding her wrench out to me, she taps her foot impatiently while I hesitate. Maybe she’s right. I take the wrench, position it on one of the nuts, try to turn it, and then...nothing. I let out a frustrated grunt.

“See?” I gesture to the tire, like it’s the tire’s fault and not mine..

“Okay, it’s a little about the muscles,” she says, reaching out to squeeze my arm. “But you got ’em in there somewhere. Just get the right leverage and heave ho!”

“Alright...”

I put my hands on either side of the wrench as far as they’ll go. Rethinking my strategy, I grab one end of the wrench with both hands and pull down as hard as I can. The nut gives way and Sheila yelps excitedly.
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