
As the late afternoon sun approached the western horizon, Lori Apricity, parked her hatchback and stared off into the West, absentmindedly twisting her ponytail around her finger. She took in a deep breath then got out and grabbed her sports bag before walking into the two-story sports complex that housed their dojo, a martial arts training hall where she taught. Tonight, a faceless ‘community outreach’ suit had been imposed on her Aikido class.  The Boys in Blue, even though theoretically trained to be more embracing, for reasons known only to them, still had it coded into their DNA that women were weak. She’d endured being underestimated so many times because she looked delicate, that she now took quiet pride in the shock they’d get when she’d take any of those naysayers down to the mat. 
Though she got ready for the patronizing, she reminded herself this wasn't the news that mattered—that would come tomorrow, in the mail, if this time, luck was really on her side. She was hoping she would finally get good news—the very important letter she’d been waiting for. 
The name of the one being imposed on her class, Flores, sounded familiar. As she approached the front desk, in the spacious atrium, she saw the high school senior they hired. “Brett, do me a favor. Pull up all the students I have in my class tonight.” As he typed she walked around the desk. 
He brought up the info and stepped back to give her the screen. “Miss Apricity, is everything ok?”
“Yeah, just checking on something.” Lori kept her eyes on the screen. “ Hey,” she quickly turned to him. “Did you hear about, the community outreach person?”
“Yes. Do you know anything more?”
She shook her head and looked back at the screen. “Not really. Just a name.” Her face then brightened. “Ok, it’s Toni’s dad. She’s a good kid. Let’s hope he is too.”
Brett nodded and turned to greet someone approaching his desk.
Lori headed to the section marked Aikido on the walls, but kept going past it to the locker room. After changing into her sports bra, she put on her white bodycon tee and then her gi, the traditional training uniform of martial arts. She then pulled her, two weeks too long, dark brown hair into a ponytail as she contemplated her problem. Her assistant called in sick, so how she would conduct practice, which involved an active demonstration, became an official dilemma. 
Oh wait! I know! 
When her manager told her about community outreach, she said it surprised her to see the email they received said he was also bringing his gi. Those are worn for martial arts, not for their fashion appeal, so he might not know Aikido, but he must know at least one martial art, right? After she got dressed she went out amongst the parents, looking for Ignacio Flores, hoping he might solve her problem. 
The room for Aikido was much like the others in this dojo. It had three large, navy blue mats, each 20 square feet, side by side, with mirrors along the walls on the back and each side. Behind, where the parents sat, that wall had bold depictions of martial arts painted across.  She saw a three-piece suit with a gi next to him and walked over.
“Mr. Flores?” She asked.
“Please, call me Ignacio.” His TV-detective smile told her official mode had been turned on.
“I’m Lori, the sensei.” She examined his Hispanic, bearded, six-foot-plus, burly frame. “I’d only had a chance to meet Toni’s mom before.”
“That would be Tammy, my ex.” He stretched out his hand and firmly gripped hers. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
“Do you know Aikido?” The warmth of his grip shot a spark up her spine, breathtaking but unwanted. Her own polite smile was needed to cover that spark. His build gave her hope for her demonstration; he looked fit enough—and then some. 
He started to shake his head as he held up the gi. “The email telling me to bring it…didn’t make sense.” 
Lori arched her eyebrows. “Perhaps it was fortune you received that in your email.”
He wore a look of surprise, which did seem out of place—unofficial and real. 
“Our good fortune.” She was trying to be enthusiastic while also looking composed. “My assistant is out sick today and we could use the help. I understand you’re in law enforcement, what do you do?”
“I investigate.“ His gaze tracked her stance—feet, legs, hips—like he was cataloging her the way investigators catalog threats, or maybe not just threats.  “Look, I’m very eager to help. My daughter loves your class, but just so you know, aikido isn’t something I’ve done before.”
“That is nothing to worry about. I don’t need you to do anything special.” She was hoping to ease his worry, and dilute his need to protect, “just attack.”
“Huh? I’m here for ‘community outreach,’ not ‘punch the teacher.’” He needed more convincing. “If this is some stunt, I change my mind and don’t want to participate.”
“No, not a stunt.” She had both hands up. “For what I’m going to be teaching tonight, this process is known to be very effective. I’ll be showing the class how to counter and defend any attack. I don’t want to know how you’ll come at me, I’ll just defend.”
“No offense,” he still had a questioning look, “but you are somewhat,” he paused as his hands indicated her small dimensions, “thin. The probability of me harming you is high if I don’t hold back.”
“If there is no attack,” she was trying to contain herself, “then there is no counter and I have nothing to teach.”
He shook his head, “I’ve been a field agent for over a decade.” Ignacio seemed to think Lori was just putting on a brave face and responded dismissively. “I don’t want to hurt…” 
“Listen,” Lori snapped, “if you’re one of those that goes by color,” she pointed at her belt, “this one may be white, but trust me; I earned what your detective’s mind would know is black. Don’t underestimate me, there is no chance in hell you can hurt me.” Lori pointed down the hall. “Please, change in the locker room. We’ll get started when you return.”
He seemed surprised to get put in his place and briskly walked away, almost in a jog.
The speediness he just displayed furthered her confidence in his fitness. But she feared he would hold back to a cop’s overly protective nature. His bad attitude wouldn’t help either. 
When he came back she then clapped her hands twice, signaling the start of practice. She brought them all to the center so that she and Ignacio were in front of everyone. “This is Mr. Flores, and he will be helping us today.” She then pointed to one of the kids. “Toni, this is your dad helping. Tell him thanks.”
“Thank you dad!” Screamed Toni.
They both stood at the center of the mat and she reached out to shake his hands. 
In a quiet tone, he eked out, “It feels like you’re making this up as you go.”
She shook her finger then stood back up, took her position, then loudly, said, “Attack!” 
He didn’t. His first move was a lazy, easily blocked roundhouse. His second was just as bad, a poor attempt to confuse by swinging the other hand.
She was struggling to stay calm, “neither of those were real. Please, I need to counter…something.”
He didn’t look convinced but nodded. His third attempt was better, but still wasn't real. The effort to get behind, a common cop move, was blocked effortlessly. The wrestler’s double leg takedown he tried after that was the closest to a real attack so far. She was able to get her legs behind her then push him to the mat when he reached for what wasn’t there anymore.
As she put her hands on his shoulders to push him down, she felt the raw power in his movement, and the strength of his frame. Her body assessed details her mind refused to acknowledge; he knew how to control force and had strong arms. Even the crisp citrus of his aftershave couldn’t be missed. But why aftershave? He’s bearded!
Focus! This is a demonstration! 
After they got to their feet, she whispered again, “those last two were better, but still not real. I need you to come at me.”
He still needed convincing.“I can’t hurt my daughter’s favorite teacher.”  
She held up her right hand as if taking an oath. “I promise. You will not hurt me.”
He nodded, and seemed to be finally convinced. After squaring off, he paused, then at long last, he did what she had almost been begging him to do all along—he attacked! 
He set her up for a jab by pushing her shoulder. The response is to counter the force applied, so he pushed to get her to spring back. She didn’t and noticed he was coming around for her legs. The pushback was a sneaky feint! The attack got countered, but not easily. Once back in the center, she had him try again, and again he attacked differently. Now that he was varying his methods, she had more to teach! His next two attempts were also good. 
Once again at the center, she turned to her students. “Please, everyone, let's thank Mr. Flores.” She clapped for him as did the rest. Both of her hands were shaking both of his as one of the complex’s assistants led him away.
Lori stood out in front of the class and discussed what techniques she used. She emphasized how they always needed to be ready to be able to stop all attacks.  She had them then split into pairs. There were a couple dozen of various ages, some kids, some teens, along with a few adults. After the class was over the students started to leave. He was amongst the parents that approached her.
“Mr. Flores, thanks again for helping.”
“Don’t mention it. So, on this Community Outreach…”
Lori held up her hand interrupting him, “this is the first day I heard that term. I know we try to be active. Why a few weeks ago.” Lori motioned towards Toni. “Your daughter helped in a demonstration at one of our parks.”
“I remember that, I heard she was great. But how about you show me some data about this place. Like how many people come here, per week, per month.” A testiness appeared in his voice. “Can you show me that?”
“I can’t. I’m sorry,” she said. “All I do is teach one class. We do have that available, I just can’t get you that myself. You will need to call management during business hours.”
“What is it with this place?” Ignacio arched his eyebrows. “They said I’d get everything I needed.” 
“And you will.” Lori wondered where this terrible attitude had come from. “Management told me they left two voicemails for you. Neither of which got returned. They didn’t know what you needed. Call them. I’m sure they’ll be happy to give you whatever you want.” 
“The voicemail thing is my fault, I was having one of those days, but how hard can it be to give me what I asked for?” That testiness kept growing. “If this is how your dojo handles responsibility, it’s a good thing I’m here.”
She paused, not sure how to repeat the same answer, so she just used the same words again. “Contact them during business hours. The number I can give…”
“Come on dad.” Toni started pulling at him with both hands. “Practice is over, let’s go.”
Ignacio bent at the waist. “Sweetie, not yet. Daddy will take you soon. I promise.” He kissed her forehead. 
Lori didn’t need this, an overconfident dad cop. It frustrated her that he was both charming and bossy. 
He turned to Lori as he stood. “I got the number.”A grimace kept its firm grip on him as he took his daughter’s hand. “Come on.”
As they walked away, Lori shook her head in wonder. What an annoying man. It took some convincing to get him to finally help in the demonstration. He did good once he listened, so why getting angry for no reason? It didn’t make sense. There was a simple solution to this non-problem—call during business hours. Why get mad? There were some people that were just no fun to be around, he must be one of them.
A quick march was then made back to the locker room to change. She exhaled in relief after she took off her damp sports bra. It had done its job and kept everything in place, but she was always glad for the freedom felt in her end-of-the-day comfy smiley face t-shirt. On next came the sweatpants. As she slung her bag over her shoulder and started towards the front, she saw one of her friends. “Hi Margie.”
Margie turned off the vacuum and took out an earbud from one ear. “Who was that macho hunk you beat tonight?”
Lori smiled as she chose her words. “Just one of the parents, he offered to help.” 
“You got his ass on the mat several times; that’s always fun to watch.”
“I got to go.” Lori shook her head and waved as she walked out. 
Once outside, she discovered this August day in Los Angeles had gotten even hotter after the sun went down. The heat made her question the decision to not pack shorts instead of the sweats. She looked over the crowded parking lot then felt another familiar irritation. She didn't remember where she parked. So again, she got out her keys and started turning her car’s alarm off and back on. 
Lori knew things: She knew she was going to keep teaching this aikido class once a week. She knew she was going to keep instructing this headstrong brute’s daughter once a week. She knew she was going to keep enduring him at her dojo once a week. And she also knew, unruly fate, with its twisted sense of humor, would soon schedule a rematch.

