

    
        
          Iron Soul

        

        
        
          Shawn P.O Allen

        

        
          Published by Allen Publishing House, 2026.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      IRON SOUL

    

    
      First edition. April 19, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Shawn P.O Allen.

    

    
    
      Written by Shawn P.O Allen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Training journal, age 16 — first entry: Don't know why I'm writing this. Mum bought me the notebook. She said it might help. Help with what she didn't say. Probably she means the stuff at school. I won't write about that.



The thing about Noel Breck was that he wasn't imaginative. He had three moves: the shoulder-check, the under-the-breath comment timed for maximum audience, and the thing he'd been doing lately, which was to put his face very close to Callum's and breathe. Just breathe. Callum had catalogued all three with the patient, exhausted precision of someone who has been studying weather for years — who can read a storm from the colour of the sky but still gets drenched every time.

Today it was the shoulder-check.

Callum was coming out of the side gate at half three, bag across one shoulder, head angled slightly down the way he'd learned to carry it — not low enough to look like a target, not high enough to look like a challenge — when Noel's shoulder caught him square in the collarbone and sent him sideways into the gatepost.

"Sorry, mate," Noel said, not looking back. His friends made a sound that wasn't quite laughter. More like the satisfied exhalation of people watching something predictable happen exactly on schedule.

Callum steadied himself against the post. His bag had slid off and landed in a puddle near the gutter. He picked it up. He did not say anything. He did not look at Noel's retreating back or at the two boys following him or at the girl near the wall who had seen it all and was now very interested in her phone.

He walked home.

This was the ritual. The ritual had been the ritual for three years, more or less, with seasonal variations — worse in winter when the corridors were crowded and there were more opportunities for things that couldn't technically be called anything. Better in summer, briefly, when everyone dispersed and Noel seemed to find better things to do. Callum had a theory that Noel's behaviour was inversely correlated with the weather. He'd considered putting it in the notebook his mother had given him, but it felt like the kind of observation that would look pathetic written down.

Port Hartwell in November was grey from the pavement up. The streetlights were already lit at quarter to four — that particular orange that makes everything look slightly ill. Callum walked the long route, the one that added eight minutes but avoided the road past the chip shop where Noel and his group sometimes ended up after school. He didn't tell himself he was avoiding them. He told himself he preferred this street. It ran along the back of the old harbour and there was usually wind off the water and he found it easier to breathe.

He was thinking about nothing in particular — a specific kind of thinking that was more like static, a low-grade buzz that kept everything else out — when he heard it.

He stopped.

Through the bars of a basement window, below street level, level with his knees: the sound of something hitting leather. Rhythmic, rapid, then a pause, then rapid again. And underneath it, barely audible above the wind, a voice counting in a flat, uninflected tone.

Three, four, five. Reset. Again.

Callum crouched down without deciding to.

The window was grimy. The light inside was poor — a single strip of fluorescent that flickered at irregular intervals, as though it were breathing. But he could see enough.

A boy, older than him by two or three years, was working a heavy bag. He was tall and loose-limbed with the kind of ease in his body that Callum associated with people who had never had to think about where to put their hands. He moved around the bag like the bag was a slow thought he was correcting from multiple angles. Jab, jab, cross. Step. Jab. Then a combination Callum couldn't follow, too quick, the hands blurring and the bag swinging back in a deep, satisfying arc.

He stopped. Rolled his neck. The fluorescent light stuttered and the shadow on the wall stuttered with it.

Then he did the whole thing again, exactly the same.

Callum's knees were starting to ache from the crouch but he didn't move. He watched the boy work for what might have been two minutes or ten — time had done something odd — and he felt something he didn't have a name for yet. It wasn't envy, exactly. It was more like recognition. Like watching someone do a thing you hadn't known you'd been waiting to see.

At some point he became aware that he was gripping the bars of the window.

He let go. Stood up. His right knee cracked loudly in the quiet street and he looked around, embarrassed, as though the sound might have given him away.

Above the basement steps, fixed to the brick wall with two screws, one of which had come loose so that the sign hung at a slight angle, was a board that read:

WESTSIDE BOXING CLUB Est. 1987. All welcome. Under-16s by appointment.

Callum read it twice. Then he looked down at the window again. The boy in the basement was now talking to someone off to the side — an older man, thick-necked, arms folded, who was nodding very slightly in the way of someone who finds most things adequate but nothing extraordinary. The boy laughed at something. Even from here, even through the grime and the flicker, you could see that his laugh was easy. The laugh of someone for whom rooms generally went well.

Callum stood outside the gym for ten minutes. He counted, more or less, from the church clock two streets over.

Then he walked home.



The flat was warm and smelled of the bolognese his mother made on Tuesdays, which was the one meal she never varied. Judith Fenn operated on a rotating cycle of seven dinners that had been established when Callum was five and had not materially changed since. He used to find this boring. Lately he found it one of the only reliable things.

"How was school?" she called from the kitchen.

"Fine," he said, which was the answer he always gave and which she always accepted because she was tired and because they had a tacit agreement not to spend their evenings on things that didn't improve when you talked about them.

He went to his room and put his bag on the chair and sat on the edge of the bed. His collarbone ached where the gatepost had caught it. He pressed it with two fingers the way you probe a bruise, testing whether it was worse than it felt.

On his bookshelf, wedged between a geography textbook he hadn't opened in six months and a library copy of something he couldn't remember checking out, was a book he'd found in a charity shop on the high street the previous winter: The Complete Book of Boxing Techniques, third edition, spine cracked, some previous owner's annotations in pencil in the margins. The annotations were mostly disagreements. Wrong in the margins of the footwork section. Only if orthodox next to something about head movement. He'd read it three times. He'd read it in the way you read something when you have no practical access to the subject and you're not sure why you keep returning to it.

He didn't get it off the shelf. He just looked at it for a moment.

Then he went and ate bolognese with his mother and watched television and didn't mention the gym.



He came back the next day.

He didn't plan to, or he told himself he didn't plan to. He took the long route again and happened to slow down outside the basement window and happened to notice that the steps leading down to the door had a small laminated notice on the wall: Sessions: Mon–Fri, 4–8pm. Sat 9–12. Walk-ins welcome, £3 per session, wraps required.

He stood on the steps for a long time.

The door at the bottom was half-open. From inside came the sound of ropes turning and feet moving on a wooden floor and the specific percussive quality of a speed bag being worked fast. Callum had only ever heard this sound through glass. From this close it was different. Fuller. It seemed to move the air slightly.

He went down the steps, which were worn in the centre from decades of feet, and pushed the door the rest of the way open.

The gym was smaller than he'd imagined and also somehow larger. Low ceiling with exposed pipework painted white, and the single strip of fluorescent above the ring that he now understood was the one he'd seen from outside, still flickering at that same irregular interval. The walls were covered with photographs — not framed, just taped — hundreds of them, fighters in various stages of various fights, some faded to near-illegibility, some clearly recent. Heavy bags hung in a row along the left wall. A speed bag station in the far corner. Mats on the floor. The ring itself occupied the centre of the room: off-white canvas, ropes patched in two places with electrical tape.

There were five or six people training. Nobody looked at him.

The man he'd seen through the window — the thick-necked man with the folded arms — was in the far corner watching a teenager skip rope with a stopwatch in his hand. He had a short grey beard, a flat cap that had seen better days, and the expression of someone who had made peace with the fact that most things were going to disappoint him.

He looked up.

Callum realised he had been standing in the doorway for what was probably too long.

"Help you?" the man said. He didn't say it unkindly. He said it the way you say it when you have said it eight hundred times and the question is now just a word you make with your mouth.

"I wanted to—" Callum started. "I was wondering if I could—"

He stopped. He was not sure, precisely, what he'd been going to say. Try boxing. Learn boxing. Understand what you're doing when you move like that, so that I can understand why watching it through a window felt like the first time something made sense in a long time. None of these were sentences a person could say out loud to a stranger in a gym doorway.

"Join," he said. "Is it okay if I join?"

The man looked at him. He looked at him in the way of someone assessing a specific set of practical information: height, build, the particular quality of how a person stands when they're trying not to look uncertain. Whatever the assessment produced, the man's expression didn't shift.

"How old are you?"

"Sixteen."

"You done any boxing?"

"No."

"Any martial arts, wrestling, anything like that?"

"No."

A brief pause. The man's gaze moved back to the teenager with the rope, who had maintained a perfect rhythm throughout this conversation without apparently registering it.

"Three pounds a session," the man said. "You'll need wraps. I've got some here, pound to borrow until you get your own. You do what I say, when I say it, without telling me why you can't. You don't use your phone on the floor. If you're going to be sick you do it in the bathroom." He paused. "Questions?"

Callum shook his head.

"Good." The man turned away. "Get changed. You're on the rope."

That was when the boy from the window appeared from somewhere — from the back, from around the corner of the bags, materialising with the easy inevitability of someone who is always where things are happening. He was even taller up close. He had a towel around his neck and was unwrapping one hand, and he looked at Callum with the focused, genuinely curious attention that Callum associated with adults, not people his own age.

"First day?" he said.

"Yeah."

"I'm Theo." He didn't extend the hand he was unwrapping — it was covered in chalk and sweat — but he nodded, which felt like the same thing. "Quirke's bark is worse than his bite. Well." He reconsidered. "Actually his bite's pretty bad too. But you get used to it."

Callum didn't know what to say to this.

"You know how to skip?" Theo asked.

"Sort of."

Theo looked at him with the patient benevolence of someone who has been told sort of many times before and knows exactly what it means.

"Right," he said. "I'll show you."



What followed was not graceful.

Callum tripped over the rope four times in the first minute. He caught it on his shin, then on his heel, then on the back of his own ankle in a way he hadn't known was mechanically possible. The fourth time he went down on one knee on the mat and the rope snapped around and hit him in the ear and the sound it made was precise and humiliating.

From across the gym, someone who Callum couldn't see made a sound that might have been a laugh.

Theo crouched down beside him and picked up the rope. He held it out. He didn't look embarrassed on Callum's behalf and he didn't look like he was suppressing anything. He just held out the rope and waited.

Callum took it.

"Wrists," Theo said. "You're turning it with your whole arm. It's all in the wrists. Small circles. And look ahead, not down." He paused. "And breathe."

Callum hadn't realised he'd been holding his breath.

He tried again. It was still bad. But it was marginally less bad, and he could feel, distantly, the outline of what the thing was supposed to feel like — the rhythm of it, the economy, the way the body was supposed to stay still while the hands did the work. He couldn't do it yet. But he could feel the shape of being able to do it.

Quirke watched from the corner for perhaps thirty seconds. Then he looked down at his stopwatch and returned his attention to the other boy.

At the end of the session — Callum had no idea how long it had been, somewhere between twenty minutes and the rest of his life — Quirke came and stood beside him. Callum had moved on from the rope to a heavy bag, where he had spent an uncertain amount of time hitting it in ways that Theo had gently but persistently corrected.

"You're done," Quirke said. It wasn't unkind. It was factual.

Callum unwrapped his hands. His palms were red. There was a particular burning in his shoulders he hadn't noticed until the movement stopped.

"You can come back," Quirke said, "if you want to. But come back ready to work, not to watch." He said it to the room generally, as though it were a policy statement and not directed at anyone in particular. Then he walked away.

Callum put on his jacket. His hands were shaking slightly — not from distress, he realised, from something else. From the specific depletion of having used his body in a way it hadn't been used before.

He climbed the steps back to street level. The sky had gone dark. The orange streetlights were back on, and the wind off the harbour was cold, and his bag was too light because he hadn't brought gym kit and had done the session in his school trousers, which he now noticed were chalked at the knee from when he'd fallen.

He stood on the pavement for a moment.

Then he walked home, the long way, past the water, and the wind came off it clean and cold and he didn't think about anything in particular, which was — he would understand later, much later — one of the things the gym was going to give him, and one of the first.
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Training journal, age 16 — third week: Quirke made me do the rope for the entire first hour today. Just the rope. Every time I caught it he'd say "again" without looking up. I don't think he's decided about me yet. I'm not sure I've decided about me yet either.



His mother found the gym bag on a Thursday.

Not that it was hidden. Callum had left it at the bottom of the wardrobe, which in retrospect was the kind of not-hiding that is indistinguishable from hiding, and Judith Fenn had been doing laundry with the systematic thoroughness of someone who has been doing laundry alone for eight years and notices everything. She was sitting at the kitchen table when he came in from school with the bag on the table between them and her hands wrapped around a mug of tea that had gone cold.

She looked at the bag. She looked at him.

"There's kit in there," she said.

"Yeah."

"Boxing kit, by the look of it."

"Yeah."

She picked up her mug, remembered it was cold, put it down. "Since when?"

"Three weeks."

She nodded in the particular way she had that meant she was processing information and would continue processing it for some time before she said anything else about it. Callum put his school bag on the chair and stood in the kitchen and waited.

"Is it a club? Or is it—"

"It's a club. Westside. It's on Anchor Road, the basement one." He paused. "It costs three pounds a session. I've been using my birthday money."

Another nod. She looked at the bag again. One of the wraps was hanging out of the zip, slightly grey from use, and she reached out and tucked it back in with the automatic tidying gesture she applied to everything within reach.

"Is it—" She stopped. Recalibrated. "Are you learning properly? From someone who knows what they're doing?"

"His name's Quirke. He's been running it for years. There are photos on the wall, fighters he's trained." He hesitated. "He's good, I think. Hard to tell, because he doesn't—" He tried to find the right word for what Quirke didn't do. "He doesn't explain himself much."

Judith looked at her son for a long moment. He had a bruise on his forearm, faint yellow-green, which she clocked but didn't mention.

"Does it help?" she said. "Whatever it is you're going for."

Callum considered giving her the non-answer, the fine or the sort of. Instead he said, "I want to find out what I can do. I don't know if that makes sense."

It was quiet in the kitchen. Outside someone's car alarm was going off intermittently, as they did in this part of the city, and neither of them paid it any attention.

"It makes sense," his mother said.

She picked up her mug, stood, poured it down the sink, filled the kettle. The subject, for now, was closed in the way that their subjects were always closed — not finished, just put somewhere accessible for later.

The next morning, when Callum came down for breakfast, his gym bag was by the front door. She had washed the wraps and folded them, and there was a note tucked into the zip: Flask inside. Don't let anyone hit you in the head if you can avoid it. Alongside the note, a small plastic flask of tea.

He stood there looking at it for longer than he needed to.



Quirke ran Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday sessions for the junior members. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday were senior training and technically off-limits to the under-eighteens unless Quirke said otherwise, which he occasionally did for reasons that seemed arbitrary but probably weren't.

The Tuesday sessions had a structure that Callum had begun to map:

First forty minutes: conditioning. Rope, shadowboxing, bag work, floor work in rotating circuits. No instruction beyond corrections delivered with the economy of a man who charges by the word. Elbows in. Again. Hands up. Higher. Again.

Next thirty minutes: technical work, which varied. In the first three weeks it had been footwork, footwork, and footwork. Callum had spent approximately four and a half hours moving around the gym floor in a stance that Quirke had adjusted seven times and which still didn't feel natural, shifting his weight the way Quirke had shown him and not the way his body wanted to, which was wrong in ways Quirke could apparently see from across the room.

Final twenty minutes: free. Which meant whatever the individual gym member decided, within limits. Most of the juniors used it for bag work. Theo, on the evenings he trained alongside the juniors — which was most evenings, because Theo seemed to live at the gym in the way that some people live at the library, out of a genuine preference for being there — used it for a private routine that never varied and that Callum had started to study without quite admitting he was studying it.

It was in the free session on a Friday in his fourth week that Theo sat down on the bench beside him.

Callum was cooling down, unwrapping his hands, staring at the floor with the specific blankness of someone whose body has been emptied out and hasn't refilled yet. Theo sat down, dropped a towel on the bench, and said, without preamble:

"What are you working on?"

Callum looked up. "What do you mean?"

"When you're on the bag. What are you thinking about?"

"I'm just—" He tried to reconstruct what he'd been doing. "Trying to keep my hands up. Trying not to drop my right."

Theo nodded. "What else?"

"That's mostly it, honestly."

"Right." Theo leaned back against the wall. He had the relaxed posture of someone whose body is so thoroughly under his own control that relaxation and readiness are the same state. "You need a thing. One thing per session that you're working on. Not everything at once — one thing. Otherwise your brain tries to manage twelve things and manages none of them."

"Quirke hasn't said that."

"Quirke assumes you know. He forgets what it's like not to know." Theo said this without criticism. It was an observation, like noting that someone was left-handed. "He's been doing it since he was nine. He genuinely doesn't remember not knowing."

Callum thought about this. "What's your thing? When you're training."

Theo was quiet for a moment. Not evasive — thinking. "Right now? Head movement after the jab. I'm lazy with it. I land the jab and I stay where I was, which means I'm giving someone a straight line back to my face." He demonstrated the problem in miniature, a slight forward motion of his head to show the exposure. "I've been doing it since I was thirteen. It's the kind of thing that doesn't matter until it does."

"And then it matters a lot."

"And then it matters a lot," Theo agreed.

They sat in the comfortable silence of two people who have just said something true and don't need to add to it. From across the gym came the rhythmic sound of someone on the speed bag, fast and even. Quirke's voice, low, counting to someone out of sight.

"Where did you come from?" Theo asked. Not unfriendly. Genuinely curious, the same directness he'd shown on Callum's first day. "Before here, I mean. What were you doing?"

"School," Callum said. "Mostly school."

"What else?"

Callum thought about the fire escape at lunch, the corner of the upper yard where nobody went because the wind came off the harbour and it was always cold. He thought about the boxing book with the argumentative annotations. He thought about the particular texture of three years of doing nothing when things happened to you, not because you couldn't think of anything to do but because you had learned, somehow, that doing things made them worse.

"Reading," he said.

Theo accepted this without comment. "What about now? You keep coming back, which Quirke says is the main thing. But what do you want from it?"

It was the same question his mother had asked in different words. He gave Theo the same answer he'd given her, because he'd found it was the most honest thing he had: "I want to find out what I can do."

Theo looked at him for a moment with that focused, appraising attention. Then he nodded, once, as though something had been confirmed.

"Good," he said. "That's the right reason."



There was a hierarchy in the gym that nobody had explained to Callum but that was, once you understood it, completely legible. Not a cruel hierarchy — more like the natural ordering of any place where skill is the dominant currency and everyone can see everyone else's skill at all times. The older seniors who had fought regionally occupied a specific area of respect that manifested as space and quiet. Quirke's attention was its own kind of status. The juniors existed in a good-natured meritocracy of effort.

And then there was Theo.

Theo existed slightly outside the normal structure, the way a landmark exists outside a map. He was the gym's best fighter, the reigning regional champion at under-nineteen, and had been for two years. He was also, Callum was slowly realising, the gym's gravitational centre — the person toward whom everyone else oriented without quite noticing they were doing it. When Theo was in the building the atmosphere had a different quality. When he wasn't, the gym felt slightly provisional, like a stage before the main act arrives.

He was also, and Callum found this harder to account for, genuinely and uncalculatedly kind.

Not in a soft way. Not in the way of people who are kind because they find confrontation uncomfortable. Theo was kind the way people are kind when they've decided it matters and don't feel the need to apologise for it. He corrected Callum's form without condescension. He lent him proper hand wraps without making it a thing. He answered Callum's questions — and Callum had begun, cautiously, to ask questions — with the patience of someone who remembers that everything was once confusing.

Callum had not had a friend who was kind in the way Theo was kind. He'd had people he sat near, and people he worked with in class, and one boy in year nine, Hargreaves, who had been funny and occasionally decent before moving to Leeds. But Theo's particular quality of attention — the way he looked at you like you were worth looking at — was new, and Callum found he didn't quite know what to do with it.

He did what he usually did with things he didn't know how to handle. He said nothing and waited to see what it became.



In his fifth week, Quirke put on pads for him for the first time.

It was at the end of a Thursday session, most of the other juniors already gone, the gym down to its late-evening quiet. Quirke came and stood in front of him with pads on his hands and said, "Show me what you've got."

Callum threw a jab.

Quirke didn't move, didn't react, looked at Callum's hands with the expression of a man reviewing a piece of work that is not quite what was requested.

"Again."

Callum threw another jab.

"You're reaching," Quirke said. "The arm is going before the body. The power starts here." He pointed to Callum's hip. Not touching — pointing, as though indicating a point on a diagram. "Without that, it's just an arm. The arm alone is nothing. You understand?"

"I think so."

"Don't think. Show me."

Callum tried again. He thought about the hip, the rotation, the sequence he'd read about in the book and that he now understood, in some separate and humiliating register, he had not been executing.

"Better," Quirke said. One word, delivered to the pad rather than to Callum, which was as close to praise as Quirke had come in five weeks.

They worked for fifteen minutes. By the end Callum's shoulders were burning in a new and specific way and his jab was — he could feel it — marginally closer to the thing it was supposed to be. Not there. But closer.

When Quirke took the pads off he said, "You've been studying something."

Callum wasn't sure if this was a question. "There's a book—"

"I don't care about the book. I can tell you've been thinking about it. That's not the same as doing it, but it's more than most people do." He put the pads on the shelf. "Come Thursday. We'll do this again."

He walked away. That was it. No further elaboration, no warmth, no context.

Callum stood in the empty ring for a moment after he left. The fluorescent light stuttered once overhead. On the wall to his right was a photograph he'd been slowly making sense of over the past weeks: a young man, maybe twenty, in full amateur kit, gloves raised, a slightly stunned expression on his face as though the camera had caught him mid-realisation. Underneath, in marker: D. Quirke, ABA Junior National Finalist, 1991.

Callum looked at it for a while.

Then he climbed out of the ring, picked up his bag, and went home.



The incident with Noel happened on a Tuesday.

Not a gym day. An ordinary Tuesday in December, grey and raw, the school corridors carrying that particular end-of-term quality of compressed energy, everyone slightly louder than they needed to be. Callum was coming round the corner of the main block toward the front entrance when he heard it.

Not Noel's voice — someone else's. Younger. The high, flattened quality of someone trying not to sound frightened and not quite managing it.

He stopped at the corner and looked.

Noel and two of his group had a year-eight boy backed against the wall near the bike sheds. Callum knew the boy by sight — small, glasses, the kind of stillness in his body that comes from extensive practice at making yourself small. Noel wasn't touching him. Noel never touched, technically. He was doing the other thing, the breathing thing, the face-close-and-wait thing that Callum had catalogued in himself over three years. The boy's bag was on the ground. Noel's foot was resting on it.

Callum stood at the corner.

The calculation he ran in that moment was not heroic. It was practical, rapid, and almost unconscious, the kind of assessment the body makes before the mind catches up: What happens if I walk past. What happens if I don't. How this goes. How this ends. He had done this calculation before — done it hundreds of times, from both sides of it — and the answer had always been the same. Keep walking. Don't make it worse. You can't do anything.

He walked forward.

Not quickly. Not slowly. He walked at the pace you walk when you're going somewhere you're supposed to be, and he came around the corner into their sight line and he didn't stop.

Noel looked up. Something moved across his face — recognition, then assessment, then a slight narrowing that Callum knew was the recalculation.

"Fenn," Noel said. Neutrally, testing the sound of it.

Callum stopped. He was six feet away. He looked at Noel, then at the boy against the wall, then back at Noel.

He didn't say anything.

This was not strategy. He genuinely had nothing to say. His mouth had gone dry and his heart was doing something architectural in his chest and every functional thought had apparently left the building. But his feet had also, without his instruction, stopped moving.

Noel waited. Callum could see him waiting — could see the specific pause of a person who runs on other people's discomfort and was accustomed to being provided with it on schedule.

The discomfort didn't come.

The moment stretched. It had an odd quality, like the gym's fluorescent light on the edge of flickering — this uncertain duration, held.

Noel's foot came off the bag.

"Whatever," he said. To no one in particular. He walked away. His group followed, one of them glancing back, uncertain.

Callum stood on the concrete outside the bike sheds. The year-eight boy picked up his bag. He didn't say thank you, just moved quickly away in the other direction, which was exactly what Callum would have done.

Then Callum walked to the end of the road and round the back of the chip shop that had been closed since September, and he stood against the wall in the dead smell of old fryer oil and he put his hands on his knees and he breathed.

He was shaking. Not the good shaking, the post-training shaking. The other kind. The shaking that starts in the core and works outward and has nothing to do with the muscles.

He stayed there for three minutes, maybe four.

Then he straightened up. He took his hands off his knees. He picked up his bag.

His hands were still unsteady on the bus home. He watched them, these hands that had been learning, slowly, to do something, and he thought about the difference between the thing Quirke had shown him — the power that started in the hip, the sequence, the control — and this. The particular quality of standing still and not moving when everything in you wanted to. The different kind of not-flinching.

He didn't write about it in the journal that night.

But three days later, on the way to Thursday training, he thought about it again. He was going down the worn steps to the gym door, and the smell of the place was already on the air — leather, chalk, the faint mineral cold of the basement — and it occurred to him, in the particular way that certain things occur to you when you're not trying to think, that maybe there were two kinds of standing your ground. The one that happened in the ring, which he was slowly learning. And the one that happened before you knew you were capable of it, which was harder to train for, and which had, apparently, already begun.

He pushed open the door.

Quirke was already inside, arms folded, stopwatch in hand, watching a junior skip with the expression of a man who has seen everything and is waiting to be surprised.

He glanced at Callum.

"You're two minutes late," he said.

Callum didn't apologise. He put his bag on the bench and started wrapping his hands.

From the far corner, Theo caught his eye and nodded once.

Callum nodded back. He finished the wrap, stepped onto the floor, and picked up the rope.
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Chapter Three
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Training journal, age 16 — week eight: Theo says I'm getting faster. Quirke hasn't said anything, which Theo tells me means the same thing. I don't know if I believe that. But I've started to notice that Quirke stands closer when he's watching me than he used to. Maybe that's something. Maybe I'm reading too much into where a man stands.



Christmas came and interrupted everything.

The gym closed for ten days, which Quirke announced on the last Thursday of term with the same tone he used for everything — flat, informational, not inviting discussion. He pinned a handwritten note to the door: Closed 23 Dec – 2 Jan. No exceptions. Happy Christmas. The last two words looked slightly surprised to be there, as though even Quirke had not entirely planned them.

Callum spent the first three days of the break feeling the absence of the place like a low-grade illness.

This surprised him. He hadn't known he'd organised himself around it until it wasn't there — the Tuesday and Thursday rhythm, the specific quality of the walk down Anchor Road, the smell of the gym coming up through the pavement grate before you even reached the steps. He'd thought of the gym, until now, as a thing he did. He was beginning to understand it was becoming something else.

He shadowboxed in his bedroom for twenty minutes each morning, which felt faintly absurd but less absurd than not doing it. The bedroom was too small — he kept catching his elbow on the wardrobe — so after two days he moved to the back garden, which was narrow and cold and overlooked by the neighbours' kitchen window, and he did it there instead, in the grey December mornings before his mother was up, watching his reflection in the dark glass of the back door and correcting what he could see.

On Christmas Day his mother made goose, which she did every year in memory of a tradition she had inherited from her own mother and maintained with the solemnity of a liturgical rite. Callum ate two servings and they watched television and she fell asleep in the armchair in the way she always did by eight o'clock on Christmas evening — not from excess but from the specific exhaustion of someone who had been upright and cheerful for other people all year and had finally been given permission to stop.

He looked at her sleeping. The small lines around her eyes. The hardware shop's particular tiredness that lived in her hands even at rest. He had a thought he couldn't quite finish, something about what she had built by herself and what it cost, and he left it unfinished because finishing it felt like it would require him to say or do something he didn't yet have the language for.

He did the washing-up quietly and went to bed.



In the gap between Christmas and New Year he went running.

This was not something he had done before and was not something anyone had told him to do. He
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