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The boxing arena was a cathedral of violence under the hot lights. In slow motion, the punch came clean and devastating, connecting square with Joey László Jr.'s jaw. His head snapped sideways. Sweat sprayed like mist. His knees buckled.

The crowd was a blur of light and noise, and the sound dropped out. All he heard was his breath, ragged and stunned.

They say the punch that knocks you out's the one you never see coming, but they don't talk about the one you do.

Thud.

Joey hit the mat like dead weight. Arms splayed. Eyes blinking through blood and memory. A referee slid into frame, mouth moving. No sound. Just a muffled heartbeat.

People think fighters are fearless. They don't see the bills, the brother in holding, the old man hooked up to machines. Fear's not the enemy. It's the fuel.

The count began, still silent. A sliver of blood trickled from his mouth. He blinked up at the lights like they were judging him.

This ain't where it started. This is just the part where I finally woke the hell up.

The sun was harsh. Heat rolled off the pavement. Flies buzzed near a dumpster leaking something red and slow.

A small crowd had gathered behind the grocery store, delivery drivers, cashiers, a bored cook in a hairnet. They formed a loose circle between dumpsters.

In the center, Joey László Jr, early 30s, bruised but wired, bounced lightly on his feet. Sweat glistened off his neck.

Across from him, a bigger guy, tattoos up the neck, maybe ten years younger. He chewed gum, and didn't look impressed.

"Twenty says Joey gets rocked in under two minutes," Coworker number one said to coworker number two.

"Nah, he's slippery when he's hungry," Coworker number two said.

The fight began without a word. No bell. No ref. Just movement.

It wasn't boxing. It was tight and ugly, a clinch, a knee, Joey ducking under a wild hook. A sharp left to the ribs. Another. Then, pop, an elbow caught Joey's temple. He stumbled.

Lunch break. Steak blood on my boots and someone else's knuckles in my teeth.

The crowd murmured. Phones out now. Someone was filming. Joey saw it, eyes narrow. He charged.

The other guy wasn't ready. Joey got inside, landed two hard body shots, then a nasty uppercut. His opponent went down.

Silence. Then a slow ripple of hoots and cheers.

"Meat man wins again!" some guy shouted.

Joey wiped blood from his lip, already bored. He turned to the guy holding all the bets. He took his cut.

Joey stood behind the counter in his apron, cutting a rack of ribs like nothing happened. He favored his ribs, winced when he lifted his arm. A customer eyed his bruised face.

"You okay?" the customer said.

"Just tenderized the wrong cut," Joey said.

He gave a faint smile.

Behind him, a side of beef swung from a hook. It spun slightly slow, pendulum-like.

You fight to pay rent. You fight 'cause nobody's gonna do it for you. But mostly, you fight 'cause you don't know how to stop.

Joey walked up the stairs of his modest third-floor walk-up, tired. The kind of place that smelled like old carpet and coffee. Peeling paint. Faint sound of a neighbor yelling through a wall.

Mrs. Chen, early 60s, small asian woman, swept the carpet outside of her apartment. Joey saw her.

"Mrs. Chen," Joey said.

"Hey Joey. Did you eat?" Mrs. Chen said.

"Yeah, of course," Joey said.

"What?" Mrs. Chen said.

"A sandwich," Joey said.

"All you eat is sandwiches," Mrs. Chen said.

"I work in the deli," Joey said.

"Why don't you come over? I can fix you a nice bowl of soup," Mrs. Chen said.

"I'm good, thank you," Joey said.

"Mei's visiting," Mrs. Chen said.

"Oh yeah?" Joey said.

She smiled and nodded.

"Tell her I said hi," Joey said.

"She would be happy to see you," Mrs. Chen said.

"Another time," Joey said.

"Promise?" Mrs. Chen said.

"Yeah, promise," Joey said.

"Okay, Joey get some rest. You look tired," Mrs. Chen said.

"I am," Joey said.

"And old," Mrs. Chen said.

They both laughed.

"See you later Mrs. Chen," Joey said.

She went back to sweeping.

Joey entered, shoulder aching, face freshly swollen. Tossed keys on the table. Dropped his bag. Moved like this was every day, pain is routine.

"Hope you brought beer," a voice called from the kitchen.

"Is that you, Carlo?" Joey said.

"Yeah, I let myself in," Carlo said.

Joey walked into the kitchen. At the table sat Joey's older brother, Carlo László, late 30s, slick hair, sharp smile. A gold chain glinted at his neck. Half-eaten sub in front of him. His boots were on Joey's table.

Joey walked over and hit Carlo's boots off the table.

"What?" Carlo said.

"I eat there," Joey said.

"You got any beer?" Carlo said.

Joey opened the fridge. It was nearly empty. He grabbed a warm beer from the counter instead. No label.

"Just this one," Joey said.

He drank it.

"What happened to your face?" Carlo said.

"I was workin'," Joey said.

"Fighting's not workin'," Carlo said.

"It beats running errands," Joey said.

"Errands? I'm a made guy," Carlo said.

"You wish," Joey said, laughing.

"I make money without having to fight on my lunch breaks," Carlo said.

"I'm not afraid to get my hands dirty. Plus I like fighting. I'm good at it," Joey said.

"I'm just saying, there's other ways. Better ways. You know Pops wouldn't approve of you fighting for chump change," Carlo said.

They both looked at a framed picture of their father in his younger years with the welterweight belt around his shoulder after a boxing match after just winning it.

"Pop turns seventy-five this year," Joey said.

"Seventy-five? Damn. Where does the time go?" Carlo said.

"Exactly why I can't waste time. I have to figure something out," Joey said.

"You know the kind of people I know, I can get you real opportunities. I could make a call," Carlo said.

"Don't want it," Joey said.

"Joey, you're no better than me just because you work beating your meat," Carlo said.

They both laughed.

"I don't. I just don't want to take orders from someone who can turn around and kill me the next minute," Joey said.

"You always take orders from someone. Trust me," Carlo said.

Beat. Joey stared out the window.

"What do you want, Carlo?" Joey said.

"Nothing, can't a guy just visit his little brother?" Carlo said, smiling.

"Visit?" Joey said, laughing. "You and I both know you need something. So let's cut to the chase and tell me so I can give it to you so I get my ass to bed. I'm tired."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, brothers, bruised by different things.

"You know I'm looking out for you, right?" Carlo said softly.

"Yeah. That's what I'm afraid of," Joey said quietly.

Knock.

"You expecting company?" Carlo said.

Joey shook his head. He got up and walked towards the door. He looked in the peep hole and saw Mei, Mrs. Chen's daughter, 20-something, petite, holding a large bowl with a dish cloth. Her eyes wandered. Joey looked back at Carlo then opened the door. Mei smiled.

"Hey," Joey said.

"Who's that?" Carlo said.

Joey didn't pay any attention to Carlo.

"Hi. Joey?" Mei said.

"Yeah. Mei?" Joey said.

"Yeah," Mei said.

She looked at his blood stained knuckles then back at his face, smiling. Joey took his hand off the door and put them in his pocket.

"My mom told me you might be hungry," Mei said.

She showed him the bowl.

"Your mom's so sweet," Joey said, laughing.

"Yes?" Mei said.

"Yes," Joey said.

Joey reached to take the large bowl.

"You better not, it's really hot," Mei said.

"Oh, okay. Come in," Joey said.

Joey stepped aside and extended the door. Mei entered. Carlo continued to sit.

"Who's this?" Carlo said.

"This is Mei," Joey said.

Mei smiled at Carlo and walked towards the open kitchen placing the bowl down. She turned her attention to Carlo.

"Mei?" Carlo said.

"Mrs. Chen's daughter," Joey said.

Carlo snapped to it.

"You mean this is little Mei?" Carlo said, shocked.

Carlo got up.

"I can't believe it. Last time I seen you, you were this big," Carlo said.

Carlo placed his hand at waist height in the air.

"Yeah, I'm all grown up now," Mei said.

"Wow. And look at you," Carlo said.

"Carlo," Joey said.

"What? I mean she's beautiful," Carlo said.

Mei got embarrassed.

"You're embarrassing her. Sorry about him," Joey said to Mei.

"I don't mean nothing by it. Do you remember me?" Carlo said.

"Yeah," Mei said, laughing.

She looked around.

"Is your mom and dad around? I'd like to say hi," Mei said.

The room got silent.

"My mother died a few years ago," Joey said.

"Cancer got her," Carlo said.

"Oh I'm so sorry," Mei said.

"Yeah, and Pops' in a nursing home," Carlo said.

Joey tried to make light of it.

"But he's good. I'll tell him you said hi," Joey said.

"Oh, please do. Because of him no one messed with me," Mei said.

"Oh, is that right?" Carlo said.

"Yeah he showed me the deadly hook," Mei said.

The guys laughed.

"Well, I should get going," Mei said.

Mei walked towards the door and opened it. She looked at Joey.

"See you around," Mei said.

Joey smiled.

"Bye Mei," Carlo said.

She smiled and exited. Joey looked at Carlo.

"Don't say it," Joey said.

"Dude!" Carlo said.

"Stop it," Joey said.

"Come on, she brought you soup," Carlo said.

Carlo walked towards the bowl and looked inside.

"You have to," Carlo said.

"I gotta get changed," Joey said.

Joey walked towards his bedroom.

"Get what you need and get out Carlo," Joey said.

Carlo got a spoon and took a sip of the soup.

Joey stood holding the pole listening to music from his phone with his wireless earbuds.

Nurses wheeled carts. A TV played an old Western too loud behind a half-closed door. Joey walked past the rooms slowly. One hand in his pocket. The other was holding a paper bag, something greasy folded inside.

He stopped at a door with a worn nameplate, Joseph László. He knocked once. Didn't wait for an answer.

Joe László Sr., known as Pops, 70s, tough face softened by time and meds, sat in a recliner. A blanket over his legs. He stared out the window like he was waiting for something to show up from the past. His eyes shifted as Joey entered.

"You're late," Pops said.

"For?" Joey said.

"What? Were you not going to visit your father?" Pops said.

"Sure I was Pops. Brought you something," Joey said.

He handed over a bag. Pops opened it, two coney dogs, extra onions. He smiled, slow and crooked.

"Doctor says I shouldn't," Pops said.

"Yeah, me neither," Joey said.

Pops took a bite. The room was quiet but not uncomfortable. Just the hum of machines, the sound of teeth on bread.

"You wanna bite?" Pops said.

"No, I'm good. Those are for you," Joey said.

"No come on, there's two in here," Pops said.

"No no no if I eat that I'll be up all night," Joey said.

"Okay, I'll leave one in case you get hungry," Pops said.

"How's the leg?" Joey said.

"Still there," Pops said.

"The nurses treating you right?" Joey said.

"Yeah, they all say they're my girlfriend. A new one started today. She's coming back to give me my sponge bath. Maybe she can give you one too," Pops said, mouth full.

They both laughed.

"Get your money's worth. I just got another bill," Joey said.

"It gets expensive, gettin' old. Better to die quick," Pops said.

"Don't say that. I'll figure something out," Joey said.

Beat.

"How's Carlo?" Pops said softly.

"Workin'. He wants me to work with him. Says the money's better," Joey said.

"I wish I didn't get him tied up with those guys," Pops said.

Pops looked at the top of his right hand, it had a nasty scar on it.

"Pops he's been with them for years," Joey said.

"Nah, it's cause of me. I messed up and he's paying the price. Don't get involved cause you won't be able to get out," Pops said.

It was quiet for a beat. They both stared out the window. Pops ate. Joey handed him his water. Pops took it and drank.

"Tell him to visit more," Pops said.

Pops leaned back, looked at Joey like he was trying to see through the years.

"Your mother would be proud of you," Pops said.

"She would be pissed at all of us," Joey said, laughing.

"Yeah she would. Don't fight so much," Pops said.

He looked at Joey's knuckles.

Beat. Joey shrugged.

"Fighting gets you nowhere. Look at me," Pops said.

"We can't help how life turns out," Joey said.

"You still have time. Do something great. I know you will. Use your brains not your body. Be like your mom," Pops said.

Joey sat quiet thinking about what he said.

Joey sat at the kitchen table alone. A single bulb hung overhead, yellow and too bright. It hummed. A takeout container sat in front of him, untouched.

He lit a cigarette. Breathed out smoke like it was something he didn't need anymore. On the table, a stack of unpaid bills, a flyer for a new local boxing gym folded like he didn't want anyone to see it, a photo of him and Carlo, young, sweaty, arms over each other's shoulders in a gym somewhere long gone.

He picked up the photo. Studied it. Set it face down.

They always talk about hunger. How a fighter's gotta want it more. But nobody says what happens when all you want is to not feel small anymore.

He rubbed his hand over his jaw. Winced. Not from the pain, but the routine of it.

You spend enough time being invisible, you start wonderin' if you ever existed at all.

He stood, walked to the fridge. Opened it. Nothing. He closed it again. Went to the bathroom. Flicked on the light. Stared into the mirror.

A man in pieces. Fading bruises. He smiled. It was tiring. Worn-in.

"Still here," he said to himself.

He turned off the light. Darkness again.

Bzzzzzt.

An old alarm clock buzzed at 4:00 A.M. Joey's hand slapped it quiet. No snooze. Just silence. He sat up in the dark. Shirtless, sore. Bones cracked as he stretched. He breathed like it hurt.

People think when you wake up at 4 A.M., it's 'cause you got discipline.

He lit a cigarette. Took a slow drag. Stared into the darkness like it was talking back.

But sometimes it's just 'cause you can't sleep through the noise in your head.

Joey tied his shoes, steel-toe work boots. Put on a heavy hoodie. Same one as yesterday. Walked down three flights of dark stairs in silence. The city was still asleep. Streetlights hummed. The wind was biting. He unlocked the back gate at the grocery store. Walked in through the delivery entrance.

Freezer fog breathed around Joey as he stacked boxes of meat onto a dolly. One of the boxes slipped, hit the ground with a thud. He gritted his teeth, lifted it back up. His back winced, but he didn't pause.

Another worker, Deon, early 20s, cheerful in a way Joey resented, sipped from a Gatorade.

"Damn, man. You ever take a day off?" Deon said.

"No rest for the wicked," Joey said.

Deon laughed.

"I'm just saying, place ain't going nowhere. Meat'll still be here if you sleep in once in a while," Deon said.

"Too much to do, Deon. Too much," Joey said.

"I heard that," Deon said.

Joey clocked in. He moved through the motions like a ritual. Tied his apron. Sharpened the knives. Arranged the display case.

A customer approached. Mrs. Rodriguez, someone who came in every week.

"Hi, Joey. Can I get a pound of that ground chuck?" Mrs. Rodriguez said.

"Sure thing, Mrs. Rodriguez," Joey said.

He scooped the meat, weighed it, wrapped it with the same care he always did.

"How's your grandson doing?" Joey said.

"Oh, he made the honor roll! Can you believe it?" Mrs. Rodriguez said.

"That's great. You must be proud," Joey said.

"I am. You remind me of him, you know. Good boy. Just needs the right opportunity," Mrs. Rodriguez said.

She paid and left. Joey watched her go. The next customer approached. Joey continued customer after customer.

Joey sliced chunks of meat and packaged them. Deon entered.

"Yo, Joey! You ready for a brawl," Deon said.

Joey continued to pack meat.

"Who's on deck today?" Joey said.

"Stock boy Henry," Deon said.

"He's a big guy. Is he sure," Joey said.

"Is he sure?" Deon said, laughing. "Are you sure?"

Joey continued working, talking to Deon without looking up.

"Well?" Joey said.

"Everyone's out back. Come on, let's do this!" Deon said.

Joey stopped abruptly. Now he looked at Deon.

"Alight, let's go," Joey said.

Joey walked towards the exit towards the back.

"Whoooo," Deon said.

Joey entered the alley with Deon. Most employees were waiting in a circle. Stock boy Henry was not a boy. He was a man, a burly russian man standing around 6'4" with a full beard, a mullet, and his shirt was off. Joey saw him, didn't say a word and untied his apron.

"Oh shit! Who's taking bets, y'all?" Deon said.

He put his hands in the air with his money and walked towards the crowd exchanging money. Joey and Henry stared at each other.

"Y'all taking bets?" Coworker number one said.

"You know Joey don't lose. But he sure bleeds a lot," Coworker number two said.

Joey cracked his neck, stepped forward.

Then, "Joey!" the manager called.

Everyone turned. The store manager, mid-40s, khakis and clipboard, strided into the alley looking out of place.

"You got a minute?" the manager said.

Joey exhaled. Stepped out of the circle. The crowd groaned, disappointed.

Joey stood. Didn't sit.

"Look, budget's tight. Holiday freight's lower than usual. We're making some adjustments. You're gonna be down to three days a week for now," the manager said nervously.

"Since when?" Joey said.

"Tomorrow," the manager said.

"Tomorrow?" Joey said.

Joey leaned in.

"Yeah," the manager said.

"Be real with me, are you cutting my hours because of the fights?" Joey said.

"Joey, come on. Who do you think I am?" the manager said.

The manager leaned forward.

"Budget cuts," the manager said.

Joey just stared at him.

"In a few months it'll be holiday season, and you'll get your hours back," the manager said.

Joey stayed quiet.

"That's all I got. Listen Joey, you're a good worker. I like you, hell I hired you. This is just temporary," the manager said.

Joey looked at the floor disappointed.

"I'll text you when things get back to normal," the manager said.

"Yeah, I won't hold my breath," Joey said.

Joey exited.

Joey sat surrounded by a disaster of paperwork. Bills spread everywhere. Calculator. Empty beer bottle. Pack of cigarettes, half gone.

He punched numbers into the calculator. Stopped. Stared at the result. Tried again with different numbers, like maybe the math would change.

"Come on," Joey said.

The phone rang. He looked at it, didn't answer. It stopped. It started ringing again. He picked up.

"Yeah?" Joey said.

"This is a reminder that your payment for Joseph László Sr. is now fourteen days overdue," an automated voice said.

Joey hung up. Hard.

He opened his laptop. Typed jobs near me. The screen loaded slowly. Page after page of requirements he didn't have. College degree. Experience he didn't have. References from places that wouldn't give them.

He closed the laptop. Picked up the nursing home bill. $3,847. Past due. His paycheck stub from the grocery store, $1224 every two weeks. He did the math in his head. Stopped. Laughed, but there was no humor in it.

"Fuck," he said to himself.

The phone rang again. This time he yanked it out of the wall.

You spend your whole life thinking there's a way out. Like if you just work hard enough, keep your head down, something's gotta give. But some holes, you can't dig yourself out of. You just keep digging till you hit bottom.

He stood, walked to the window. Looked out at the empty street.

Joey sat on the stoop, hoodie up, jacket over it, looking at his bruised hands. A wind rolled through the empty street. Trash skittered by.

Off-screen, engine revving, tires squealed.

Carlo's black '66 Buick Riviera swung into a spot in front of the building and slammed into a trash can. Joey watched. Laughed.

Carlo jerked the wheel back and forth, trying to correct. Hit the curb. Swore under his breath. Still didn't see Joey. He finally got the car parked, crooked as hell.

"Mother, fuck!" Carlo said.

"You call that parking?" Joey said.

Carlo looked up, finally saw him.

"You prick! You see me and don't help?" Carlo said.

"That's all you bro," Joey said.

"It's the eye. Ever since that guy cracked me, I got no depth perception. I keep hitting shit on my right side," Carlo said.

"What guy?" Joey said.

"Never mind. What are you doin' here?" Carlo said, nodding it off.

"What? Can a guy visit his older brother?" Joey said.

"Well well. Look who needs a favor now," Carlo said.

Joey stood. Straightened his jacket.

"They cut my hours," Joey said.

City lights streaked past the windows. Carlo drove one-handed. Joey stared out at nothing.

"What happened?" Carlo said.

"Nothing," Joey said.

"Come on," Carlo said.

Carlo looked at him.

"Was it the lunch brawls?" Carlo said.

Joey shrugged.

"Dumbass," Carlo said.

"What?" Joey said.

"You have all this talent and you're wasting it on fighting for fun," Carlo said.

"So what can you do for me?" Joey said.

"Don't worry, I'll get you straight. I have something I have to do right now then I can take you to meet somebody," Carlo said.

"Who?" Joey said.

"Someone to get you on the payroll," Carlo said.

"Great. Pop's bill is coming up. Someone's gotta keep him alive," Joey said.

Carlo chuckled.

They pulled into a run-down warehouse lot near the river. The sky was navy blue, that no-man's hour. Carlo popped the trunk, pulled out a duffel bag.

"Wait here. I'll just be a second," Carlo said.

"You sure you don't want some muscle," Joey said, laughing.

"Yeah right. Be right back," Carlo said, laughing.

Carlo disappeared into the building.

Joey walked away from the car. Hands in his jacket. He reached a fence near the water. Looked out at the dark current.

Distant gunshots.

Joey flinched. He turned abruptly. An unmarked van screeched into the lot. Undercover cops burst out. Shouts. Lights.

Joey ducked behind the fence. He watched, frozen, as Carlo ran out the back of the warehouse, nearly slipped, and was tackled hard to the ground.

Cops piled on. Carlo caught eyes with Joey. Joey stepped forward. Carlo looked away, trying to protect him. Joey stopped, then backed up slowly. He put up his hood and turned. He walked away into the dark.

The room was dim. The daylight crept through the cracks of the pulled curtains. Joey slept on the couch in gray sweatpants and a white tank-top. Half a cigarette in an ashtray. Ash everywhere.

A knock. Soft. Then louder.

Joey stirred. Blinked like he forgot what room he was in.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

"Hold on, Jesus," Joey shouted.

He dragged himself up. Stumbled to the door. Peeked through the peephole.

Through the peephole Joey saw two men in dark jackets. No uniforms. One held a badge, flashed fast, too fast. The other wore sunglasses. It was cloudy outside.

Joey opened the door, chain still on.

"Morning. Sorry to bother. You Joey László?" Russo said. Mid-40s, soft-spoken.

"Who's askin'?" Joey said.

"Detective Russo. This is Detective Salas. Mind if we ask you a few questions?" Russo said, showing his badge again.

"My lawyer says don't talk to people before coffee," Joey said.

"You don't seem like a lawyer guy," Salas said, grinning.

Joey said nothing. Just looked them over. Their clothes were nice, but not right. One guy's boots were too clean. No radios. No notebooks. The badge looked laminated. Joey had seen better fakes at a bar.

"Well?" Joey said.

"Last night your brother, Carlo, was arrested," Russo said.

"I don't know shit," Joey said.

"You were with him last night, weren't you?" Salas said.

"We're brothers. I see him sometimes. Ain't a crime," Joey said.

"Joey, listen, this is the part where you do yourself a favor," Russo said, leaning in slightly.

"Do me a favor, and if you're not here to arrest me, get out of my face," Joey said.

Salas stepped forward. Russo stopped him.

"Kid, you don't want problems. Trust me," Russo said.

"I can handle it," Joey said.

Salas and Russo laughed.

"Come on, let's go," Russo said to Salas.

The guys headed down the stairs.

"Oh and let me guess if I know of anything give you a call," Joey said.

Salas looked up from the floor below.

"Don't worry kid we'll come find you," Salas said.

Joey shut the door. Locks it. Deadbolt. Chain. He leaned against it, listening to the sound of their footsteps fading.

Joey walked to the window. Lifted the curtain just enough. Through the window, the two cops got into a black unmarked car. Drove off smoothly. Like they were never here.

Then, a few cars down, another car idled. Big. Flashy. Two overweight men stepped out wearing black leather jackets and dress clothes. They weren't pretending.

"Awe, fuck!" Joey said.

He grabbed his boots. Fumbled into them. Threw on his coat. Headed to the back exit.

Joey moved fast down the narrow stairwell, ducking low. Out the back.

He pushed the door open and a massive hand grabbed him. Wham. A punch to the gut folded him in half.

Vito, 30s, short about 5 feet and really overweight, thin black hair and over dressed, stepped in, breathing heavily. Wheezing like an old dog.

Bobby, 40s, the guy who punched Joey, stood near 6 feet tall, full head of black hair, not wearing so much clothes as Vito, grabbed Joey.

"Come on man," Joey said, gasping.

"You need to come with us," Bobby said.

"Why you breathing so hard? Did he punch you too?" Joey said to Vito.

"Shut up, kid! I have an ulcer," Vito said.

"You should get that checked," Bobby said to Vito.

"I have an appointment next Tuesday," Vito said.

"Guys what the fuck is going on here?" Joey said.

Vito sucker punched him in the stomach. Joey folded again. They threw him into the back seat of a beat-up black Lincoln. The door slammed.

Joey leaned against the window. Still catching his breath. The car smelled like cigars and meatball sandwiches.

"Guys it smells like shit in here," Joey said.

Vito stuffed a meatball sub in his mouth. He turned to Joey.

"You wanna bite?" Vito said.

Joey didn't answer.

"Don't worry we'll get you back home safe and sound. Just a quick meeting," Bobby said.

"Meeting?" Joey said.

"Bobby, you said too much," Vito said to Bobby.

"Eat your sandwich, Vito," Bobby said to Vito.

"You guys are the worst," Joey said.

Joey looked out the window waiting for this day to be over.

The car pulled up in front of a dilapidated building, boarded windows, flaking paint. The sign above the door was barely legible, St. Sebastian Boxing Est. 1968.

"This place's been closed for years," Joey said.

"Not for everybody," Bobby said.

They pulled Joey out of the car, not roughly now. Like he wasn't a threat. Like they'd already decided he belonged here. They led him to the rusted side door. It swung open. There was no lock.

Inside, it was alive. Not crowded, but real. Someone punched a heavy bag in the corner. The sharp pop-pop of leather gloves on mitts from two fighters. Chalk dust floated in shafts of light. Men trained with military silence, to them this was a ritual. Fighters jumped rope on opposite ends of the gym. And some shadowboxes.

Joey stopped in his tracks, took it in. A few of the fighters looked at Joey, knowing he didn't belong there.

"How do I not know about this?" Joey said.

"There's a lot you don't know, kid," Vito said.

They kept moving.

A heavy steel door creaked open. Inside sat Salvatore "Sally" Romano, late 50s. Clean. Sharp. Reading glasses halfway down his nose.

He was at a battered desk, neat stacks of paper in front of him. No pinky ring. No cigar. Just the quiet confidence of a man who hadn't needed to raise his voice in decades.

"László," Sally said without looking up.

Bobby and Vito pushed him forward. Sally set his paperwork aside, took off his glasses, and looked up.

"You don't look like your brother," Sally said.

Joey stayed quiet. Sally continued to stare at him. He gestured to a chair. Joey didn't sit.

"Your brother owes me money. What are you going to do about it?" Sally said.

"That ain't mine to pay," Joey said.

"Whoa, he talks!" Sally said.

Bobby and Vito laughed.

"You're right. But someone has to," Sally said.

Sally got up and stood in front of him toe to toe. He wasn't as tall as Joey, but he was fierce.

"Listen, if your brother gets out of county, he's a dead man, unless," Sally said.

"I'm not like my brother," Joey said.

"I know," Sally said.

Sally circled Joey, looking at him up and down.

"You're the fighter. The brawler. The meat guy," Sally said.

Bobby and Vito laughed again. Joey side eyed Bobby and Vito.

"I know about you, kid," Sally said.

"What do you know about me?" Joey said.

"You don't remember me, do you kid?" Sally said.

Joey said nothing.

"Before your brother, your father used to work for us. He was our fighter," Sally said.

"Oh, so you're the one who got his hand busted," Joey said.

"I wasn't in the ring," Sally said.

"He didn't bust his hand in the ring," Joey said.

Joey gave him the death stare.

"Because of you, me and my brother had to give up our future to make money," Joey said.

"Future? You two punks weren't going to be anything," Sally said, laughing.

Joey looked like he wanted to spit in his face.

"Face it kid, it was a matter of time before you were my fighter too," Sally said.

He came around to Joey's face again.

"Your father. He was a damn good fighter. Disciplined. Did what he was told. If you got that kind of blood in you, and you can listen, you'll be fine. Can you listen?" Sally said.

Joey said nothing.

"Let's say I agree to fight, I fight for you and you get Carlo out?" Joey said.

"Yeah. Maybe a few things here and there and that's it. You hit hard. You don't fall down easily. We get Carlo out once you make all the money back he lost," Sally said.

"Which is?" Joey said.

"Don't worry about that. I'll let you know," Sally said.

"What if I say no?" Joey said.

"Then your brother dies in county. Your old man gets thrown out of his little room in that shitty home. And you? You go back to punching beef until your heart gives out in aisle nine," Sally said, leaning forward.

Silence.

"Or, you do a couple of fights and help your family. Hell, you're fighting in alleyways for free. Don't be so stupid," Sally said.

"How do I know I can trust you," Joey said quietly.

"Trust," Sally said, smiling.

They all laughed except Joey.

"This is business, kid. Trust don't live here," Sally said.

Sally stuck out his hand to shake his.

"We got a deal?" Sally said.

Joey stared at his hand. He had no choice, but to shake hands with the devil. He hesitated then gripped Sally's hand. Sally smiled.

Joey moved the coffee table against the wall. Rolled up the cheap rug. Stood in the center of the small room in sweatpants and a tank top. He raised his hands. Muscle memory kicked in.

Jab. Jab. Cross.

His form was rusty but the power was still there. Each punch cut through the air with a sharp whistle.

Hook. Uppercut. He moved around the room, shadow boxing with ghosts.

Twelve years old. Pops would make me practice combinations until my arms felt like spaghetti.

He picked up the pace. Sweat started to bead on his forehead.

Don't just throw punches, he'd say. Think. Every fighter's got a rhythm. Break the rhythm, you break the fighter.

Joey stopped. Breathing hard. He looked at his hands. Still taped from the alley fight. He walked to the bathroom mirror. Stared at his reflection.

"What the hell am I doing?" Joey whispered.

His reflection didn't answer. He returned to the living room. Started again.

Jab. Jab. Cross. Hook.

This time, he wasn't just throwing punches. He was fighting someone. Someone faster. Someone who wanted to hurt him.

Duck. Weave. Counter.

The combinations flowed now, natural as breathing. Until he threw a hard right cross and his fist went through the thin wall between his apartment and his neighbor's.

"What the fuck!" the neighbor shouted.

Joey pulled his hand back. Looked at the hole. His knuckles were bleeding.

"Fuck," Joey said to himself. "Sorry about that," he called to the neighbor.

Knock on his door. Joey looked at the door.

"Joey, you okay over there?" Mrs. Chen said.

"Yeah. Just rearranging furniture," Joey said.

"Okay, if you need help I can come in," Mrs. Chen said.

"Thank you, but I got it," Joey said.

"Okay. Let me know," Mrs. Chen said.

"Appreciate it," Joey said.

He sat on the couch, held his bleeding hand. In the quiet, he could hear his heart still pounding.

Fluorescent buzz. Concrete walls. The smell of leather, sweat, and disinfectant. Joey sat on a folding chair. No trainer. Just tape. Just bruised knuckles and his own breath.

He wrapped his hands himself. Tighter than usual. Eyes swollen from lack of sleep, not fear. Around him, other fighters warmed up. Shadow boxed. Stretched. Joey didn't laugh. He was a still flame. Low and burning.

Door creaked open. Sally stepped in, smooth and calm.

"We're ready, kid," Sally said, taking a slow breath.

Joey looked up.

"If you say so," Joey said.

"That's the spirit," Sally said, grinning.

Joey looked at his baggy yellow shorts.

"Do you have any smaller shorts," Joey said.

He stood up and pulled the shorts up.

"It's just for tonight," Sally said, laughing.

Sally left the room.

"And a different color would be great!" Joey yelled out.

He looked down at his shorts.

"Fucking yellow," Joey said.

He stepped out.

"I can't believe I'm doing this," Joey said to himself.

The gym's main lights were off, only harsh overhead bulbs glowing above the ring like an interrogation room. The crowd pressed in tight, men in leather jackets, smoke curling from cigarettes, the air thick with sweat and cheap cologne.

A bell clanked, not the polished kind, this one was rusted, its ring dull and mean.

Joey stepped through the crowd shirtless with oversized shorts and mismatched gloves, Bobby and Vito parting bodies for him. People sized him up, whispers, smirks, eyes that had seen a hundred guys like him walk in and leave broken.

"In this corner, Ricky 'Slick' Mendez," the referee said.

The other side of the ring came alive, Ricky "Slick" Mendez, shirtless, sinewy muscle, tattoos crawling up his neck. He bounced on his toes, grinning like he already knew the ending. He kissed his mouth with his fingers then tapped a rosary tattoo on his chest, spit on the canvas, and pointed at Joey like he was marking his next meal.

"And in the other corner wearing bright yellow shorts," the referee said.

The crowd laughed.

"Joey László Jr.," the referee said, chuckling.

A polite smattering of applause. More a formality than support.

The bell rang.

Round one. Joey kept his guard high, circling off beat. Ricky was fast, in and out like a snake, jabbing, testing.

"Nice shorts!" Ricky said.

Joey tried to focus on Ricky's hands, but he was fast throwing lefts and rights to his head.

"Those are like three sizes too big. One good hit and your pants are going to fall down," Ricky said.

"It's all they had," Joey said.

"What do you mean it's all they had?" Ricky said.

Ricky moved in close and started swinging. Joey ate a couple of shots to the ribs, winced. Before he knew it Ricky landed a hard right to Joey's head. The crowd reacted. Ricky backed up and counter-circled. That threw Joey off. He lost his footing and stumbled. He looked around the ring to find Ricky. His eyes were hazy.

The bell rings.

"Hey kid! Over here," Sally said.

Joey turned to the sound of Sally and walked towards the corner. He sat on a small stool. Sally leaned over him, wiping his face with a rag.

"Kid, what's a matter with you? I thought you could fight?" Sally said.

Joey looked at him.

"I never fought in the ring," Joey said.

"Your father never sparred with you in the ring?" Sally said.

"No, he didn't want me fighting," Joey said.

"Eh, I find that hard to believe," Sally said.

"Alright what should I do?" Joey said.

"Just stick and move kid," Sally said.

"That's it?" Joey said, surprised.

The bell rings.

"That's it," Sally said.

He grabbed the small stool and backed out of the ring. Joey got up.

"And try not to get hit. Just move around," Sally said.

Joey just looked at Sally, confused.

Round two. Joey started circling in the ring. Ricky smiled. Ricky moved in throwing a few jabs. Joey dodged the third jab.

The pace picked up. Joey got more confident and threw some clean jabs and landed a few. Ricky started talking between punches.

"That all you got, meat boy?" Ricky said.

"How does everyone know I work at the grocery?" Joey said.

Ricky dug to the body. Ricky was finding range now, snapping Joey's head back with a jab that stung worse every time. He landed in the corner of the ring.

"Get out of the corner!" Sally said.

Joey was breathing heavily, sweat dripping, his arms starting to feel like stone. He moved side to side trying to get out of the corner.

Joey bobbed and weaved making Ricky hit air. Joey hooked a left and connected to Ricky's right ear. He stumbled back. The crowd cheered. Joey stepped forward out of the corner.

The bell rings.

Joey back at his corner on the small stool. Sally leaned over, wiping his face.

"See kid, stick and move. But don't be stupid. Don't let him get you in the corner. It's a death trap!" Sally said.

"What should I do next?" Joey said.

"I don't know kid, knock him out," Sally said.

The bell rings.

Joey got up. Sally grabbed the small stool.

"Some advice," Joey said.

Round three. Joey and Ricky got up slowly, staring at each other. Ricky lost the bounce in his step from Joey's left hook. They circled each other. Joey was in rhythm now. Ricky saw how comfortable Joey was. Ricky counter circled and threw right jabs. He went in and tied him up.

The ref broke them up. Ricky threw a sneaky left hook catching Joey off-guard.

"Eh, this fuckin' kid. Come on Joey," Sally said, yelling.

Joey bounced and circled. He threw a few jabs, missed. Ricky moved in left jab, left jab, left jab, fast, then a right hook, connected. Joey stumbled. Left hook from Ricky. Ricky's forearm shoved up under his chin. Then, an elbow sliced across Joey's left brow.

Flash of white. Then red.

Blood ran hot into his eye. He blinked, couldn't see out of the left. The crowd roared.

"Night-night, Joey," Ricky said.

Joey swayed. Breathing ragged. Sally yelled something, but it was muffled, like he was underwater.

Then, the sound dropped out. All he heard was his own heartbeat. All he saw was Ricky's grin. Before Ricky could throw his right hook, Joey stepped in. Big. Wild.

Boom, left hook.

Ricky's head snapped sideways. His body followed. He went down like a felled tree.

For a second, silence.

Then the room erupted. Money changed hands, people shouted, the air electric. But Joey didn't celebrate, he just stood there, breathing hard, blinking through blood. His chest and yellow shorts covered in blood.

Then Bobby slipped in, taking an arm.

"Come on. Hospital time," Bobby said.

Fluorescent hum. The walls were pale green, paint chipping near the floor. The smell of antiseptic hung heavy. Joey sat with a loose dingy white t-shirt on a gurney, oversized yellow shorts bunched around his waist. His hand still wrapped with tape. His left eye was ballooning shut, his lip split, dried blood streaking his cheek. His breathing was steadier now, but still shallow.

The privacy curtain snapped open. Alex, late 20s, caucasian, walked in with a clipboard under one arm. Nurse scrubs. Golden-brown hair tied back. Calm in movement, sharp in the eyes, someone who had seen worse and didn't scare easily.

"Ouch. I hope you're not the other guy," Alex said.

Joey tried to laugh.

"Ow," Joey said.

"Did you just come from a fight?" Alex said.

Joey nodded. She set the clipboard down, snapped on gloves with a practiced flick. She moved in close, tilting his head toward the light, examining the cut above his eye. Joey winced.

"Do you always lose?" Alex said.

"Who said I lost?" Joey said.

A quick, crooked grin from him. She didn't return it, not yet.

"Hold still," Alex said quietly, focused.

She started cleaning the blood away with gauze. Joey watched her, the way she was methodical but gentle. Her hands didn't hesitate. She stitched his eye.

"You pick these shorts out yourself?" Alex said.

"No, these guys gave them to me before the fight," Joey said.

He glanced down at them, shook his head. A flicker of curiosity between them. She threaded the needle, tested the sharpness against the light.

"Promise me if you get like this again you come see me. You don't want to ruin your pretty face," Alex said.

She fought a smile, stayed focused.

"You think I'm pretty," Joey said, laughing.

She tried not to laugh. She smiled and looked up. Joey studied her, like he was trying to remember the last time someone cared if he walked back out in one piece. It had been a while.

She leaned in, close enough that he smelled the faint trace of coffee on her breath.

"This is gonna sting," Alex said.

"I'm sure it won't hurt as bad as," Joey said.

She started stitching. Joey gripped the edge of the gurney but didn't flinch.

The curtain pulled back just enough for Bobby to poke his head in.

"How much longer, sweetheart?" Bobby said, looking at Alex.

"Just finishing up. He took it like a champ," Alex said.

"Yeah you should have seen him tonight?" Bobby said.

"I would have loved to. When's the next fight?" Alex said.

"Soon," Bobby said.

His phone rang. He looked at it.

"I gotta take this. Joey meet me out front," Bobby said to Joey.

Bobby closed the curtain. She tied off the stitch, trimmed it.

"There. All set Joey László Jr.," Alex said.

He raised an eyebrow.

"Thank you, Doc," Joey said.

"Dr. Alex. Remember to protect that eye," Alex said.

She smiled at him, peeled off her gloves, dropped them in the bin, and left him sitting there, stitched up, still a little bloody.

Plastic chairs bolted to the floor. Scratched plexiglass smudged with fingerprints. A row of phones on tangled cords. The air smelled faintly of disinfectant and stale coffee.

Joey sat at a booth, jeans on, but still looking like he went a few rounds with a cement wall, split lip, stitches above his left eye, faint purple shadow along his jaw.

A guard brought in Carlo, an orange jumpsuit sagging from too many washes. His swagger was dimmed, but his eyes still scanned for an angle.

They sat. Carlo picked up the phone. Joey lifted it, slow.

"Joey, what the fuck," Carlo said.

"It's nothing. Seriously," Joey said.

"What happened?" Carlo said.

"Nothing. I met with Sally," Joey said.

"Did he fuckin' do this to you? Because I swear," Carlo said.

"It's not like that. Honest," Joey said.

"Explain," Carlo said.

"They came to get me. Made a deal," Joey said.

Carlo stared, waiting.

"I have to do a few fights to pay them off," Joey said.

"You do that!" Carlo said.

"There's nothing I can do. It's a done deal," Joey said.

Carlo rubbed his face, dragging his fingers through his hair. Stress chewing at him.

"Motherfucker," Carlo said.

"I'll be okay," Joey said.

"That's not yours to pay back," Carlo said.

"It's a few fights," Joey said.

"You could get killed. This isn't some backyard brawl, Joey. These guys are trained killers," Carlo said.

"I don't have a choice. They're watching Pops too," Joey said.

Carlo leaned back, defeated.

"Fuck. I never meant to put this on you. I swear," Carlo said.

"I know. I just have to fight enough to make bail. Then I'll figure something out," Joey said.

"It doesn't work like that," Carlo said.

Joey just stared at him.

"They've got you now. First it's a few fights. Then you make them money. Then it's more fights. More money. Then you get the attention of Sally's boss, and we're all fucked," Carlo said.

"We're?" Joey said.

"Yeah, 'cause when I get out, I'll be standing right there next to you taking orders," Carlo said.

"Who's him?" Joey said.

"Wolf," Carlo said.

"Wolf?" Joey said.

"He runs everything. Everybody in the city, cops, lawyers, judges, they all work for him. Fuckin' everyone," Carlo said.

A guard overheard the name Wolf and walked over.

"Time's up," the guard said.

"See what I mean?" Carlo said to Joey.

The guard grabbed Carlo before he could hang up.

"Just, be careful," Carlo said.

Joey sat there, receiver still in hand, watching Carlo get dragged through the door. Speechless.

Joey sat on a barstool near the window. Half-eaten sandwich in front of him. The place smelled like old beer and desperation.

At the other end of the bar, Mickey, 60s, weathered face, missing two fingers on his left hand. He was the kind of guy who knew everyone's business.

"Mickey," Joey said.

"Joey. Heard about Carlo," Mickey said.

"Yeah," Joey said.

Mickey slid down a few stools, closer. Joey looked up.

"You know Sally Romano?" Joey said.

Mickey's face changed. He glanced around the bar, made sure no one was listening.

"Why?" Mickey said.

"I'm fighting for him," Joey said.

"Joey, that's not the business you want to be in. Does your father know?" Mickey said, leaning in, quiet.

"Not yet," Joey said.

"He might give you a beating worse than the one you got. Sally's not the guy you worry about. He's reasonable. Businesslike," Mickey said, laughing.

Mickey held up his hand with the missing fingers.

"It's who he works for that'll kill you in your sleep," Mickey said.

"Wolf?" Joey said.

Mickey went pale.

"Jesus, Joey. Who told you that name?" Mickey said.

"Carlo mentioned him," Joey said.

"I was never here. You never asked me nothing," Mickey said, standing up, throwing money on the bar.

He headed for the door and right out of it.

Joey sat alone at the bar, staring at his reflection in the mirror behind the bottles.

Some doors, once you open them, you can't close again.

Quiet. TV off. Window cracked just enough to let in the smell of cut grass. Joey sat in a hard plastic chair beside his father's bed. Pops, wiry under the blanket, eyes still sharp but body worn thin. He stared out the open window like it was a TV screen.

"That a cut above your eye?" Pops said.

"Yeah, something like that," Joey said.

"Can you still see?" Pops said.

"Just enough to knock him out," Joey said.

Pops chuckled. Silence. A bird chirped somewhere outside.

"You fighting again?" Pops said.

"Yeah," Joey said.

"Good," Pops said.

Joey turned, surprised.

"Thought you said you didn't want me fighting," Joey said.

"Did I? Guys like us have to fight. It's all we know," Pops said.

"Not sure I want to," Joey said.

"What's the matter? Carlo?" Pops said.

"Yeah, a little bit," Joey said.

They shared a look, not father and son right now, but two fighters in different corners of the same ring.

Pops nodded toward the hallway.

"Help me up," Pops said.

They shuffled slowly along the paved path. Pops leaned on Joey's arm, stubborn about how much help he'd accept. A breeze moved the branches overhead.

"How's Carlo?" Pops said.

"I'm worried about him," Joey said.

"He's stronger than you think. Wild, yeah, but he cares about you," Pops said.

"You think so?" Joey said.

"I know so," Pops said.

They stopped at a bench. Pops lowered himself down, breathing heavy but with a glint in his eye.

"If you're stepping in the ring again, make it count. Don't fight their fight, find your angles. Every fighter's got a weakness. Sometimes it's not his body. You remember what I taught you?" Pops said.

"Pops, that was a long time ago," Joey said.

"So you remember. Good. If you pay attention to the patterns in the first few rounds you got him," Pops said.

Joey smiled.

"Patience is key. This is a sport, not a brawl. You learn, you make some money, you help Carlo," Pops said.

Joey studied him, searching.

"What makes you think he needs my help?" Joey said.

"Your face says it all," Pops said.

They sat in the late-afternoon light, the hum of traffic far away.

A black Lincoln slowed to a stop in front of Joey's place. Bobby stepped out first, slick grin, gold watch catching the sun. Vito followed, chewing gum like he had nowhere to be. They both looked up at Joey's apartment.

"Yo, Joey," Vito shouted.

Joey moved the curtains and saw Bobby and Vito standing there like two big balloons.

"Awe fuck!" Joey said to himself.

"Come on down," Bobby shouted up to him.

Joey stepped away from the window and closed the curtains.

Joey exited the building wearing gray sweat pants and a dark blue zip up hoodie.

"Afternoon, champ," Bobby said.

Joey crossed his arms.

"That eye looks like shit," Vito said.

"Fuck you Vito!" Joey said.

"Fuck me? Fuck you!" Vito said.

Vito stepped forward. Bobby blocked him.

"Enough!" Bobby said.

Joey laughed.

"What do you want?" Joey said.

He tossed a set of keys underhand. Joey caught them.

"Sally said you earned it," Bobby said.

Bobby pointed down the street to where a gleaming midnight-blue Cadillac sat, chrome polished like a mirror.

"Low miles. Leather seats. You could eat off the floor mats," Vito said.

"I wouldn't eat off the floor, but I bet you would," Joey said.

Vito grabbed his junk.

"Yeah right here buddy," Vito said.

Joey laughed. He threw back the keys to Bobby.

"I don't need a car. I like walking," Joey said.

"Ain't about what you want. It's about respect," Bobby said.

Joey glanced at the car, then back to them.

"Don't make this weird, kid," Vito said.

Bobby threw him the keys back.

"See you at the gym," Bobby said.

Bobby and Vito walked back to the Lincoln. The Lincoln pulled away, leaving the Cadillac and the keys in Joey's hand.

The leather creaked under Joey's weight. He ran a hand across the dash, spotless. No scratches, no wear. Too clean.

He drove with one hand, the other resting on the wheel like he wasn't sure he wanted to grip it. He pulled up to the gym.

The Cadillac rolled up against a backdrop of faded brick and cracked pavement. Inside, muted thuds of gloves on heavy bags, faint shouts of trainers barking instructions.

Sally leaned against the apron, watching two kids spar in the ring. He didn't look at Joey when he walked in, just said over her shoulder.

"How's the ride?" Sally said.

Joey tossed the keys onto the mat between them. They landed with a dull clink.

"It's nice, but I don't need it," Joey said.

"It's a gift, kid. Take it," Sally said.

"I'm not here for gifts. I just want to pay the debts and get my brother out. Use the car as payment," Joey said.

Sally finally looked at him.

"I need a lot more fights out of you before payments are filled," Sally said.

Joey stared at him silently.

"Wolf heard about the fight. He was pleased and sent the car. It's not for you to deny. Trust me. Take it and shut up," Sally said.

Sally leaned on the ropes. The sound of the sparring match filled the silence.

"Next time, you won't get to give it back," Sally said.

"When's the next fight?" Joey said.

"Tonight," Sally said.

Joey thought for a beat. He turned and walked towards the exit, the keys still on the mat.

"Old textile warehouse on Pier 47. eight o'clock. Don't be late," Sally said. He didn't look at Joey.

Sally watched him go.

"You need shorts, kid?" Sally said.

Joey didn't turn around.

"Nope, I'll get my own," Joey said.

He exited. Sally went back to watching the kids spar.

Joey walked through the shadows holding a duffle bag between warehouses. Steam rose from manholes. The sound of his footsteps echoed off brick walls.

He glanced over his shoulder. A black Lincoln crawled slowly behind him, headlights dimmed.

Joey stopped. The Lincoln stopped. Joey started walking again. The Lincoln followed.

"Come on, guys," Joey said to himself.

A line of expensive cars parked outside a seemingly abandoned building. Men in dark coats smoked cigarettes, stamped their feet against the cold.

Joey approached the side entrance. A bouncer, thick as a tree trunk, nodded him through.

The Lincoln parked across the street. Bobby and Vito got out, stretched, and followed Joey inside.

The space was massive. Old machinery pushed against the walls. Overhead lights cast harsh shadows. A boxing ring sat in the center like an altar.

The crowd was different tonight, bigger, louder, more money. Silk shirts and gold chains. These weren't grocery store workers betting lunch money.

Joey moved through the crowd. Whispers followed him.

"That's the meat guy," Guy number one said.

"Heard he knocked out Slick with one punch," Guy number two said.

"Yeah, but The Butcher's different," Guy number three said.

Joey found Bobby and Vito near the ring.

"There he is! How'd you get here?" Bobby said.

Bobby and Vito laughed.

"Guys I saw you following me," Joey said.

"That wasn't us," Vito said.

"I don't need a babysitter," Joey said.

Vito made baby noises.

"Is there somewhere I can change?" Joey said to Bobby.

"Yeah in the back. Vito, show the kid," Bobby said to Vito.

"Come on, kid," Vito said.

Vito opened the door to a small room with just a folding chair. He flipped the switch to the light.

"This is it. Do you need shorts? We got the yellow ones you like," Vito said.

"No, I'm good I brought my own," Joey said.

Joey tapped his duffle bag.

"I'll come back and get you when it's time," Vito said.

Joey nodded. Vito exited. Joey shut the door.

The lights dimmed. A bell clanked.

"Ladies and gentlemen, in the red corner, fighting out of San Juan, Puerto Rico," the announcer said.

The crowd erupted.

"With a record of twenty-three wins, zero losses, eighteen knockouts, Miguel 'The King' Reyes!" the announcer said.

Miguel "The King" Reyes stepped through the ropes. He wasn't huge, maybe 5'10", but he moved like a predator. Lean muscle, scars across his knuckles, a tattoo of a cleaver on his left shoulder. His eyes were dead calm.

He didn't showboat. Didn't smile. Just bounced lightly on his toes like he was waiting for permission to kill something.

"And in the blue corner," the announcer said.

Joey was on his knees praying with his boxing gloves together in front of his face. He wore red shorts with a green stripe down the side with a thin strip of white through the green. Vito entered.

"Hey kid, they're calling for you," Vito said.

Joey stayed quiet. He continued to pray.

"Amen," Joey said to himself.

He kissed his gloves and looked at Vito. Vito signed the cross.

Joey and Vito entered. Vito stood behind Joey as if he was his trainer. Polite applause. Joey climbed through the ropes. No fanfare. No entrance music.

Sally slid between the ropes, carrying a water bottle and a towel.

"This guy's fast. Faster than Ricky. Keep your hands up, move your head, and don't let him trap you against the ropes," Sally whispered.

"That's it?" Joey said.

"What do you want from me? I'm not Freddie Roach," Sally said.

The referee, a grizzled ex-fighter with cauliflower ears, called them to the center.

"You know the rules. No eye gouging, no biting, no kicks. Everything else, we'll see," the referee said.

Miguel stared through Joey like he wasn't there.

"You ready to bleed, papi?" Miguel said, thick accent.

Joey stayed quiet and stared into his eyes, not losing concentration.

The bell rang.

Round one. Miguel came out fast. Not wild, but methodical. Jab, jab, step to the side. Testing distance.

Joey circled, keeping his guard high. Miguel threw a right hand that whistled past Joey's ear.

"Ooh, that would've taken his head off!" Vito said ringside.

"Shut up, Vito. You're making me nervous," Bobby said.

Miguel cut off the ring, herding Joey toward the corner. His footwork was precise, calculated.

Joey tried to slip out, but Miguel threw a left hook to the body that doubled him over. The crowd shouted.

Sally pounded on the mat.

"Get out of there! Move!" Sally said.

Joey clinched, trying to catch his breath. Miguel shoved him off, landed a clean uppercut that snapped Joey's head back. Blood trickled from Joey's nose.

"First blood, papi," Miguel said.

The bell rang.

Joey stumbled to his corner. Sally shoved a stool under him.

"Kid, you're getting picked apart out there," Sally said.

"Tell me something I don't know," Joey said, spitting blood.

"He's got a pattern. Jab, jab, then he steps right for the hook. When he steps right, you step left and counter," Sally said.

"And if I'm wrong?" Joey said.

"Then you wake up tomorrow with a headache," Sally said.

The bell rang.

Round two. Miguel came out more aggressive now, smelling blood. He threw the combination Sally mentioned, jab, jab, step right. Joey stepped left and threw a right cross that connected flush on Miguel's jaw.

Miguel's head snapped back. The crowd gasped. For the first time, Miguel looked surprised.

"That's what I'm talking about!" Bobby said, jumping up.

Vito was in shock.

Miguel shook his head, refocused. Now he was angry. He came forward throwing bombs. Left hook, right cross, left hook again.

Joey ducked the first two, but the third one clipped him above the ear. His knees wobbled.

Miguel smelled the finish. He pressed forward, throwing everything he had. Joey covered up, backing toward the ropes.

Miguel landed a brutal right to the body, then came up top with a left hook that rocked Joey's world. The crowd was on their feet.

"Don't go down! Don't you dare go down!" Sally screamed.

Joey's vision blurred, but he stayed upright. Miguel wound up for the knockout punch, a telegraphed right cross. Joey saw it coming like it was in slow motion.

He slipped under it and threw a short left hook to Miguel's liver. Thud.

Miguel's face went white. His hands dropped. His knees buckled.

"That's for calling me papi," Joey said, breathing hard.

Miguel tried to straighten up, but his body wouldn't obey. The bell rang, saving him.

"Holy shit! Did you see that body shot?" Bobby said.

"Yeah, Miguel's gonna piss blood for a week," Vito said.

"You got him, kid. Just keep doing what you're doing. Watch out for his hooks," Sally said.

Round three. Both fighters came out cautious now. Miguel was hurt, but still dangerous. Joey was tired, but finding his rhythm.

They circled each other like wolves. Miguel threw a tentative jab. Joey slipped it and countered with a right hand that grazed Miguel's temple.

Miguel tried to clinch, but Joey pushed him off and landed a clean left hook to the ribs. Miguel grimaced, backed up.

The crowd was quiet now, sensing the shift in momentum.

Miguel made one last desperate charge, throwing wild hooks. Joey ducked under a right hand and came up with an uppercut that lifted Miguel off his feet.

Miguel crashed to the canvas like a fallen tree. The warehouse exploded.

But something was wrong. Joey looked down at his right hand. He could tell something was wrong.

"Fuck," Joey said, staring at his hand.

The adrenaline wore off. The pain hit like a sledgehammer.

"Fuck!" Joey said.

He cradled his hand against his chest. Sally rushed over.

"Let me see it," Sally said.

"I think I broke something," Joey said.

"Hospital. Now," Sally said.

"What happened?" Bobby said, approaching with a wad of cash.

"Broke my fucking finger," Joey said through gritted teeth.

"Which one?" Vito said.

"I don't know," Joey said.

"Don't cut the glove off here, do it in the car. Get him out of here," Sally said.

Bobby and Vito grabbed Joey and got him out of the ring as fast as they could.

"Go get his stuff," Bobby said to Vito.

Vito headed to the changing room.

Bobby exited with Joey. Vito exited a moment after with Joey's duffle bag. He threw a towel over Joey's shoulders.

"It's so cold. Fuck!" Joey said.

"Stay here I'm going to get the car," Bobby said.

"Hurry," Joey said.

Bobby exited across the parking lot.

Bobby drove fast switching lanes without looking. Vito sat with Joey in the back seat. He pulled a switch blade out of his pocket and flipped it open.

"We gotta cut the glove off," Vito said.

"Fuckin' hurry. I'm freezing my ass off," Joey said.

Vito tucked the blade under the laces and sliced. He slid the glove off. Joey's hand was purple. His pinky finger was swollen like a balloon.

"I fuckin' knew it," Joey said.

"Oh that looks bad," Vito said.

"What?" Bobby said.

"I hit him wrong. Help me put on my sweater," Joey said to Vito.

Vito helped Joey put on his hoodie.

"What do you mean, you hit him wrong?" Bobby said.

Bobby stared in the rearview mirror.

"I broke my pinky," Joey said.

Bobby glanced at the road. All cars were at a stop. He jammed on the break. The car skidded to a halt.

"What the fuck, Bob?!" Vito said.

"Ugh," Joey said, screaming in pain.

"Everyone okay?" Bobby said.

"Yeah, just don't kill us before we get to the hospital," Joey said.

"Sorry kid. We'll get there," Bobby said.

The light changed to green. Bobby eased off the break.

The same pale green walls. The same antiseptic smell. Joey sat on a gurney, holding his mangled hand like a wounded bird. The curtain slid open. Alex walked in with a clipboard, saw Joey, stopped.

"Oh, come on. Really?" Alex said.

"Miss me?" Joey said, grinning despite the pain.

"What did you do this time?" Alex said.

Joey showed her his hand. Her expression changed from amusement to concern.

"Jesus, Joey. That needs surgery," Alex said.

"Can you fix it?" Joey said.

"I can stabilize it. But you need an orthopedic surgeon," Alex said.

She snapped on gloves, started examining the break. Joey watched her work, the way she frowned when she concentrated.

"This is going to hurt," Alex said.

"Story of my life," Joey said.

She started manipulating the finger back into position. Joey gritted his teeth, didn't make a sound.

"You know, most people scream when I do this," Alex said.

"Most people don't get punched in the face for a living," Joey said.

She splinted the finger, wrapped it carefully.

"There. That should hold until you can see a specialist," Alex said.

"Thanks, Doc," Joey said.

She looked up at him. Something passed between them.

"You should get some rest," Alex said.

"I'm not going to be able to sleep, not for a while. Would you like to get some coffee?" Joey said.

"Coffee? What, like, tonight?" Alex said.

"Yeah. What time you get off?" Joey said.

"Midnight," Alex said.

She just stared at him.

"You gonna go and come back?" Alex said.

"No, I'll stick around here," Joey said.

"You can't, we need these rooms," Alex said.

"Fair enough. Do you have some place I could change?" Joey said.

"What, you don't want to go get coffee in your boxing shorts," Alex said.

"No, I'm really cold," Joey said.

"Yeah, there's a bathroom down the hall," Alex said.

Joey got up and grabbed his duffle bag.

"I'll meet you out front in an hour?" Joey said.

She peeled off her gloves, tossed them in the waste bin.

"Yeah, I'll see you out there," Alex said.

She smiled and exited.

Joey's smile was so big it was almost like he forgot how much pain he was in. Vito was sitting behind him on a chair the whole time. His smile was just as big as Joey's.

"Can I come get coffee too?" Vito said.

Joey, startled. He forgot Vito was there.

"Vito!" Joey said, surprised.

Joey, now changed into his street clothes, stood with Bobby. Vito sat on a bench a few feet away from them.

"Hey listen you don't have to stay with me," Joey said.

"I know, I just want to make sure you're okay. Sally will have it out for me if he finds out I left you here and something happened to you," Bobby said.

"Nothing's going to happen. I'm just going to get coffee," Joey said.

"At midnight?" Bobby said.

"Yeah, have you seen her?" Joey said.

Bobby nodded.

"I have something for you before we go," Bobby said.

Bobby reached in his pocket and pulled out a fat white envelope filled with cash.

"This is for you, from the last fight," Bobby said.

"Really? I thought Sally was going to keep all of it," Joey said.

"Sally's a good guy. He's not, not going to pay you. You're still fighting," Bobby said.

Joey took the envelope and put it in his jacket pocket.

"Tell him I said thanks," Joey said.

"Alright, kid. You sure you don't want us to wait with you," Bobby said.

"I'm sure," Joey said.

He nodded. Bobby stared at him for a beat.

"Come on, Vito," Bobby said to Vito.

"Good, I'm freezing my nuts off," Vito said.

Bobby and Joey laughed. Vito got up with his hands in his pocket.

"See ya, kid," Bobby said.

"See ya," Joey said.

Bobby and Vito exited.

The automatic doors slid open. Alex emerged in jeans and a worn leather jacket, hair down now. She looked around, spotted Joey leaning against a lamppost.

He'd changed into dark jeans and a hoodie, his bandaged hand tucked in his hoodie pocket.

"You're still here?" Alex said.

"Of course. Where else would I be?" Joey said.

"Most guys would've gone home by now," Alex said.

"Well, I thought I could really use a cup of coffee," Joey said.

She walked over to him. Under the streetlight, she could see the fatigue in his eyes, the way he favored his injured hand.

"You sure you're up for this? You look like you got hit by a truck," Alex said.

"Trust me when I say my body feels like it's been hit by a truck," Joey said.

She smiled despite herself.

"Come on. I know a place," Alex said.

They walked side by side down empty sidewalks. Steam rose from manholes. The occasional taxi rushed past.

"So, Alex what?" Joey said.

"Martinez," Alex said.

"Mexican?" Joey said.

"Half. My dad's side. Mom's from Ohio," Alex said.

"That explains the accent," Joey said.

"What accent?" Alex said.

"You don't sound like you're from here," Joey said.

"I'm not. Moved here three years ago for school," Alex said.

"Medical school?" Joey said.

"Nursing program first. Then hopefully med school if I can afford it," Alex said.

They stopped at a crosswalk. The walk signal blinked.

"What about you? Joey what?" Alex said.

"László. It's Hungarian. My great-grandfather came over with nothing," Joey said.

"And now?" Alex said.

"I got a little more than nothing," Joey said.

The light changed. They crossed.

"That's progress," Alex said.

A classic chrome diner, neon sign buzzing. Through the windows, they could see a few late-night stragglers, a cab driver, a nurse getting off shift, someone who looked like they'd been drinking.

"This okay?" Joey said.

"Perfect. I practically live here during finals," Alex said.

Red vinyl booths, checkered floor, the smell of coffee and bacon grease. A waitress, 50s, tired but friendly, approached with a pot of coffee.

"Sit anywhere, honey. Coffee?" the waitress said.

They slid into a corner booth. Alex across from Joey.

"Two coffees. And maybe some pie if you have any left," Alex said.

"Apple or cherry?" the waitress said.

"Apple?" Alex said to Joey.

"Sure. Á la mode?" Joey said to the waitress.

She nodded.

"I like your style," Alex said, smiling.

The waitress poured coffee, left them with menus they didn't need.

Joey cradled his coffee cup with his good hand. Alex studied his face in the diner's harsh fluorescent light.

"So, this fighting thing. Is it temporary or," Alex said.

"I don't know yet," Joey said.
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