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Before the car has even come to a stop, 
Abbot has locked her eyes on its front 
right tire — specifically, the yellow-
painted lug nut that rests at 3 o’clock. 
She slides to her knees by the tire and 
hits first that lug nut, then the follow-
ing four in clockwise succession, with 
an air-powered impact wrench. They 
fly off like so many pieces of popcorn, 
and Abbott, who is just 5 feet 3 inches 
tall and 115 pounds, yanks the old, 
65-pound tire off the car to make way 
for the new one. Her partner at the 
front end of the car, known as a tire car-
rier, slams a new tire into place, and Ab-
bott hits the five new lug nuts with the 

THE VOICE IN CHRISTMAS 
Abbott’s heAd yells 
“3-2-1, GO!” 
But this is 
no CrossFit 
workout Abbott 
is beginning. 
Rather, that 
internal countdown 
helps Abbott 
time the instant 
she vaults over 
the barrier 
that lines pit 
row and allows 
her foot to hit 
concrete with the 
very millisecond 
a 3,500-pound 
NASCAR car slides 
to the line. 

wrench to secure it. Then she sprints 
around the nose of the car, ponytail fly-
ing, dives into place aside the left front 
tire and repeats the process again. 

Removing or securing five lug nuts 
takes about 1.5 seconds, and the entire 
process is done in less than 15; 13 if the 
pit crew is good. Winners and losers in 
NASCAR can be separated by the small-
est fraction of a second, so speed is 
imperative, which is why Abbott spent 
most of last spring and summer prac-
ticing to cut down on her times. “The 
whole thing is so fast and so explosive 
yet so precise,” Abbott says. “And if I 
miss a lug nut, we could lose the race.” 
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Such is Abbot’s life as a front-tire 
changer. And it began because of her life 
as a CrossFitter, which began in a dusty 
military camp in Iraq, where she never 
would have been if her life hadn’t been 
changed forever on Nov. 17, 1996. 

Abbott was a happy kid. She grew 
up in Lynchburg, Va., with her parents, 
Barbara Nichols and Ed Abbott, her 
older sister Kole and younger brother 
Chris. Nichols named her daughter 
Christmas Joye because, when she was 
born on Dec. 20, 1981, she was, in fact, 
the best Christmas gift her mother had 
ever received. 

Abbott played a few years of base-

ball — not because she had a burning 
desire to compete against the boys but 
because she has always been small; her 
tiny hands made it difficult to hold a 
larger softball. In middle school, she did 
the happy-medium kind of cheerleading 
that falls somewhere between shouting 
with pompoms and doing back hand-
springs the length of the football field. “I 
did cartwheels,” she says. 

But when Abbott was 13, her whole 
world turned upside down. 

She was a passenger in a car with her 
sister and a friend on the way home 
from a party. The car flipped and rolled 
seven times. Kole was thrown from the 

car and fell into a coma. In what was an-
other holiday miracle for the Abbotts, 
Kole came to on Thanksgiving Day. But 
Christmas was shaken. “When you take 
your hero and strike them down and 
make them human, it affects you,” she 
says. “I almost lost my sister, and the 
doctors didn’t know how any of us had 
survived.”  

Kole would have to relearn how to 
walk and would lose two months’ worth 
of memories surrounding the accident. 
Christmas, who walked away with hard-
ly a scratch, remembers the car flipping 
and rolling, totally out of control. 

She would follow suit. 
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The Abbotts 
had always been religious and went to 
church together on Sundays. Christmas 
stopped going to services. She started 
smoking, drinking and sneaking out. 
Her grades slipped. For nearly nine 
years, she was adrift. As her friends 
grew up and moved on with their lives, 
she struggled to �ind a path. “After the 
accident, I was angry and depressed,” 
she says. “I kept drifting further and 
further away.” And she would have to 
go even further to get back on track. 

In January 2004, Christmas, then 22, 
found herself on an armored bus leav-
ing the Baghdad airport for the Green 
Zone, the area of the city held by in-

ternational forces after the coalition 
invasion in 2003. She had followed 
her mother to Iraq to work as a civil-
ian contractor for the military, and her 
welcome was a bit of a rude awakening. 
“They had found an IED — an impro-
vised explosive device — in the road, 
and we had to pull over and wait for a 
few hours,” Abbott explains. “I had no 
idea what I was getting into. I asked, 
‘Can’t we just drive around it?’”

Abbott was soon introduced to the 
sounds and stresses of war: the whistle 
of rockets, the thud of missile launch-
es, the boom of car bombs. Every day, 
there was gun�ire outside the camp, but 
she did her best to go about her duties. 

She started as a laundry attendant, 
collecting dirty laundry and reissuing it 
once it was clean. She moved on to be-
come an operations specialist, coordi-
nating all the needs of camp and work-
ing with military and security person-
nel to arrange convoys to get food and 
supplies. Along the way, she learned to 
�ire a gun. Several guns, in fact. “During 
my second stint in Iraq, we were re-
quired to qualify in �ive different weap-
ons, which means you had to be able to 
use them safely and pro�iciently,” she 
says. “I had to carry a gun and was is-
sued a 9 mm Glock.” 

In Iraq in 2006, Abbott was intro-

duced to something else she had nev-
er done before: CrossFit. By the time 
she went overseas, she had already 
quit smoking and begun to work out. 
One day in the camp’s gym, a Marine 
showed her the famous online video of 
Nicole Carroll, Annie Sakamoto and Eva 
Twardokens performing “Nasty Girls”: 
three grueling rounds of 50 squats, 
seven muscle-ups and 10 hang power 
cleans, for time. Abbott was hooked. “I 
saw girls my size doing things I didn’t 
think girls my size were able to do or 
were supposed to do,” she says. “I didn’t 
necessarily understand what I had just 
seen, but I knew I wanted to do it.”

Abbott started doing CrossFit work-

outs outside with soldiers in her camp, 
using whatever equipment they could 
get their hands on: ammo boxes, sand-
bags, cinder blocks. “CrossFit made me 
an athlete,” she says. “And it �illed a hole 
in my heart.” 

It was around that time that Abbott’s 
mom says she started to see her daugh-
ter’s “greatness” come out. 

CrossFit quickly became 
Abbott’s life. After returning from Iraq 
in early 2008, she landed a job on 
CrossFit’s seminar staff, got an English 
bulldog puppy and named her “Fran” 
after the infamous benchmark lady and 

started working on her goal of open-
ing her own gym. In December 2010, 
she opened CrossFit Raleigh in North 
Carolina with several partners. A year 
later, Abbott went out on her own and 
renamed the box CrossFit Invoke, with 
the tag line “Invoke Your Inner Athlete” 
because that is what CrossFit did for 
her. 

“I love lifting heavy,” she says. “One of 
the cool things about being so small is 
that it really is quite impressive when 
you can move a lot of weight. When a 
160-pound woman cleans 170 pounds, 
it’s impressive. But when a 115-pound 
woman does it, it’s even more amazing.” 

Seven years into her CrossFit career, 
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Abbott is still PR’ing all the time; right 
now, she can do that 170-pound clean-
and-jerk. She also can deadlift 255 
pounds, snatch 145 pounds and over-
head squat 200 pounds. She would love 
to make it back to the CrossFit Games 
as a competitor — her CrossFit Raleigh 
team finished 16th overall at the Games 
in 2011 — but first, she’s concentrating 
on balancing her CrossFit goals with 

her dream of becoming the first female 
to hop over the wall as a member of a 
NASCAR pit crew. 

When Abbott accompanied a group 
of CrossFit friends to Charlotte, N.C., 
for the Pit Crew Challenge organized 
by Ted Bullard, then of Turner Motor-
sports, in January 2012, she had been 
a lifelong NASCAR fan but had never 
changed a tire in her life. That day, 

they played at jacking up cars, and Ab-
bott was able to hit five lug nuts in 1.7 
seconds — much faster than any of her 
CrossFit comrades and not too far be-
hind the professional standard of 1.3 
seconds. She loved the high-pitched 
squeal of the wrench and knew right 
away it was a toy she wanted in her ar-
senal. 

Bullard invited Abbott to train with 
Turner Motorsports pit coach Shaun 
Peet, and she was a quick learner. In 
February 2013, she signed with Michael 
Waltrip Racing and began training six 
days a week in the pits. She had the op-
portunity to shadow the pit crews of 
drivers Clint Bowyer and Mark Martin 
during NASCAR Sprint Cup Series races 
and worked the pits for female driver 
Jennifer Jo Cobb in NASCAR’s Camping 
World Truck Series.

The attention Abbott received as 
a beautiful woman working the pits 
dwarfed even the attention she had 
received as a beautiful CrossFit com-
petitor. Bryant Gumbel called her a 
“pint-sized Superwoman” on HBO’s 
Real Sports. She was featured on ABC’s 
Nightline, CNN, ESPN and Fox Sports 
and in the pages of Cosmopolitan and 
Inked magazines. And indeed, she is tat-
tooed, 14 times and counting. 

A weeping willow on her calf reminds 
her of playing as a child in Virginia. The 
classic revolver on her hip commemo-
rates her time in Iraq. The compass 
rose on her rib cage reminds her to 
stay true to her path. And like Abbott 
herself, the sword-wielding goddess on 
her arm embodies beauty and brawn. 

In July, Abbott, who is 32, decided to 
take some time away from the grueling 
NASCAR schedule to concentrate on 
running her gym and possibly opening 
a second box. And despite a note on her 
Facebook page at the end of October an-
nouncing her departure from Michael 
Waltrip Racing, she is currently talking 
with several NASCAR teams and hopes 
to sign on for the 2014 season. “The 
things I have been the most scared of in 
my life have been the things that have 
changed my life,” she says. “CrossFit is 
one of them, and NASCAR is another.” 

Once, a car crash sent Abbott reeling. 
Now, it’s cars that drive her home. ❑
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