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In my experience, I have found that the toughest game is the game of life, and when a man can do in that game what Jim has done, what does a fight mean, or a punch on the chin?

—Joe Gould,
 manager of James J. Braddock



In no list that you will ever see will he be listed among the ten greatest, but…[because] others see themselves in him and read their own struggles into his, he may have belonged to more people than any other champion who ever lived.

—W. C. Heinz,
 boxing writer and novelist



He is a great fellow, and he has a great story.

—Damon Runyon,
 legendary journalist who first called
 James J. Braddock “The Cinderella Man”
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ROUND ONE


When the bell rings, you’re in there to win.

—James J. Braddock,
 as quoted by Peter Heller in In This Corner




Madison Square Garden
 November 30, 1928

Boxing is a game of half steps and half inches, of timing, nerve, pain, endurance, and sometimes chance. Around the center ring of the Garden arena, nineteen thousand fight fans rose in a spiraling incline—too far to notice inches, too removed to notice chance. Most spectators simply waited for one gladiator to murder the other, in tonight’s case, for the wiry Jim Braddock to be flattened by Gerald “Tuffy” Griffiths, the “Terror from out West.”

With round one’s clang, the bulked-up, corn-fed Griffiths roared out of his corner like an unstoppable cyclone. Under the broiling hot lights, Braddock stood firm and watched him come. Tuffy had blown into town claiming more than fifty consecutive wins, the last with a stunning first-round knockout. Seven-to-one Braddock was just another Tuffy KO. A sacrificial lamb. Everyone knew it—the promoters, the oddsmakers, the sportswriters. Everyone knew it except Braddock himself and Joe Gould, his excitable little round-faced manager, punching the smoky air in Jim’s corner.

Whenever a reporter asked Gould why he thought his fighter was worth a plug nickel, he’d grab the man’s lapels and bark, “What do you know about Braddock? What? Were you on that Jersey Hillside when Jimmy was just a scrawny teenager, forcing his older, bigger, golden gloves-winning brother to eat punch after punch? Did you watch him rise through one hundred amateur bouts to win his own pair of golden gloves against Frank Zavita—a giant stovemaker who’d outweighed him by fifty-three pounds? Were you with me that day in Joe Jeannette’s gym when I offered some kid, a total nobody, five dollars to get smacked around by my top-ranked welterweight, never expecting it would be the kid, Jimmy Braddock, who’d do the smacking?”

Tonight, like every night, Joe Gould stood in Braddock’s corner, close enough to see the half steps and half inches. Close enough to know that when Tuffy Griffiths launched himself across the ring, Jim was never more ready.

Braddock’s sharp, solid jab surprised the charging Griffiths, sending the confident hulk back on his heels. The boxers advanced and retreated, hooking, blocking, and counterpunching, as they slipped and pivoted across the springy canvas. When Griffiths saw an opening, he launched again. His shoulders rippled through a flurry of combinations—jabs, hooks, body shots. These same fistic flurries had taken out Tony Marullo in Chicago, Jon Anderson in Detroit, Jim Mahoney in Sioux City, Jackie Williams in Davenport, even Mike McTigue, the former world’s light heavyweight champion.

Blood flowed and sweat streamed, soaking Jim’s brow, burning his eyes. Blows felt like thunderclaps and lightning together, exposing Jim’s guard, splitting his head. But Braddock failed to hit the deck as Griffiths’ other opponents had. Jim stayed on his feet, weathered the storm.

At ringside, reporters in straw boaters and fedoras sat chomping cigars, their fingers pounding the stiff keys of heavy typewriters. Every blow of the first round’s action was recorded, and nobody thought the New Jersey boxer would last a second round.

But by round two, Braddock had timed his rival’s rushes, and inside of a minute his power punch detonated—Jim’s golden right cross. Griffiths went down. The crowd rose up. A deafening din.

On three, the Terror was up again. The count didn’t stick.

By now Jim’s adrenaline-rich world had turned hyper-real. Colors exploded, sounds spiked, awareness was dagger sharp. Time stretched for Jim, as it does for all good fighters, slowing in the face of violence. Inside the ropes, the slightest movement of his opponent’s arm swept bigger than an Atlantic wave.

Jim blotted out everything then: the wild screams of the crowd, the contemptuous stares of the sports writers, the shooting pain in his injured and taped ankle, the hysterical yells from his corner. All Braddock knew was this chance to put away the great Griffiths. He cocked his right again, timed it just right, and let fly. Tuffy reeled.

“One…Two…Three…Four…”

Glassy-eyed, Griffiths rose once more, shutting down the ref’s ten count.

Braddock was ready. He vaulted close and hurled a nonstop bombardment to his opponent’s face. Shoulder muscles, slick with sweat, were primed and loaded. Leather slammed forward at breakneck speed, then came the jab, jab, cross, and Braddock’s famous right connected for the last time, smashing into Griffiths’ chin like an Irish freight train.

The fighter’s jaw distended at an impossible angle, his eyes rolled back. Listing like a torpedoed ship, Griffiths sank a third time to the canvas. On three, Tuffy tried to stand with rubber legs. He staggered, and without another glove on him hit the deck for the last time.

“And from the great State of New Jersey, by technical knockout, tonight’s light heavyweight winner…Jim Braddock!”

The announcer’s bellow brought the capacity crowd to its feet. The hometown boy had done it—and just a stone’s throw from the Hell’s Kitchen tenement where he’d been born. Sweat dripping from his shock of black hair, Braddock pumped his fist in the smoky air, his bulky leather glove threatening to KO the Garden’s high, steel-trussed ceiling. With an explosion of insane screaming, thousands of fight-mad fans cheered the “Bulldog of Bergen.”

Jim took in the hooting, hollering faces—clerks and tycoons alike sporting double-breasted suits and diamond tiepins; flappers and floozies with bobbed hair and fox furs. It was Friday night, the world was throwing a party, and Jersey Jim’s victory was one more reason to celebrate.

Griffiths was Jim’s eighteenth knockout since he’d turned pro in 1926. His twenty-seventh win. And that’s how Braddock wanted to see himself—as a winner—not a Catholic-school dropout or punk kid scraper, not a Western Union messenger, printer’s devil, or silk mill errand boy. Tonight those former lives had sloughed off Jim like dead skin.

Braddock knew that promoters had held high hopes for Griffiths’ big Eastern debut. Tonight’s upset in the Garden, the very mecca of this sport, would ink Braddock’s name into headlines across the country and—if the right men said so—get him a shot at the heavyweight championship. Then Jim would be more than a winner. He’d be on his way to joining Gene Tunney and Jack Dempsey, to becoming what every boxer dreamed of, what every red-blooded man respected: the champ.

Inside the ring, hands grabbed Braddock’s slick shoulders, then came the familiar jolt. Joe Gould had burst out of their corner with a big yahoo, leaping onto the boxer’s back like one of Jim’s kids. Drenched in sweat, the little guy looked like he could have fought this one for Jimmy all by himself.

Gould hopped down and hugged his boxer’s neck. The Griffiths match hadn’t lasted more than five minutes; just the same, it had been a long, hard fight for the both of them. With bright, quick eyes, the manager took in the stomping, whistling, adoring horde, met his boxer’s steady gaze, and gave a huge grin. In reply, quiet Jim’s lips twisted up wryly.

To come against something you can see and beat back. That’s what the ring was for Jim Braddock: the right to give as good as he got. Tonight, the underdog had showed them. “Plain Jim,” the nice guy, the humble man…the winner.

 

In the swarming street, a parade of cabs had already whisked most of the golden throng away—to Times Square with its music halls, burlesque shows, and talking pictures, or all the way up to Harlem’s jazz joints, the Cotton Club and Paradise. A good hundred or so still lingered beneath a fire escape near the Garden’s side entrance, where an illuminated billboard announced tonight’s Jersey boy matchup against Tuffy the Terror from out West.

The door swung wide, banging against the clean brick wall and releasing a pearl-gray cloud of smoke. A single lightbulb flashed, throwing a split-second spotlight on the lean six-foot-three boxer and his paunchy, cigar-chomping manager as they emerged from the doorway and made their way through the electric knot of dapper fans.

The air was cold, the November whipping off the Hudson a few avenues away, but Braddock’s muscles were still warm from his two-round workout. Jim nodded at the tailored overcoats and mink stoles waiting in the chill. He recognized some regulars from his Newark and Jersey City fights—loyal followers who’d come across the river.

“Just give a few, leave ’em wanting,” Gould croaked to his fighter. The manager’s voice was usually sharp and resonant, but after a fight, he was hoarse for days from all the yelling.

“You want to sign my name for me too?” Braddock quipped as he stopped in front of a woman in a long overcoat with rabbit cuffs and collar. She held out her program.

“Least then they could read it,” said Gould.

“Hand it to skill and experience over here.”

The woman appeared bewildered, unsure how to respond to the wisecracking men. Jim smiled warmly, took her program. “Better let me,” he told her in a mock whisper, “Not so sure he can spell.”

When fans saw Jim was stopping to give autographs, they closed in. Programs were thrust forward, sports pages, glossies of himself in a staged boxer’s pose, gloves up, expression fierce—Marquis of Queensbury by way of Newark.

Jim signed and signed.

“Gave him a cold meat party, Jim,” a guy shouted from the back.

“Way to go, Braddock!”

Jim’s brown eyes danced. He liked these people, the fact that they loved him so. A willowy brunette caught his attention—supple and slender, impossibly tall with a spoiled little heartbreaker smile. She opened her coat, lifted her hem. The flapper skirt rose like a Broadway curtain, revealing long legs in white stockings, blue garters at the knee. Then came that glimpse of naked promise—an invitation to a performance not to be missed.

Jim just smiled. Shook his head. Got back to business.

“Hey! Win some, lose some, huh Johnston?”


The hoarse bark of his manager’s voice made Jim look up. Who was Gould baiting now? From the smoky side door, a big man had emerged, Jimmy Johnston, the Garden’s fight promoter, twice the size and weight of Gould—in more ways than one.

You didn’t get in the Garden without Johnston’s say so. Men like him and Tex Rickard, mastermind of the first million-dollar gate, set up boxers like bowling pins. Griffiths’ star had been rising, and he should have rolled right over Braddock like all the other setups. That’s what the bookies had predicted, that’s what Johnston had wanted.

Braddock hadn’t even been considered for the Gerald Griffiths matchup until the month before. Pete Latzo, the former welterweight champ, had been the man originally chosen to fight Tuffy. Jim Braddock had been selected to serve as nothing more than Latzo’s small-time “tune-up.” Then Braddock shattered Latzo’s jaw in a Newark ring and doctors had to use eleven feet of wire to put the man’s face back together. Suddenly Latzo was sipping his meals through a straw, and Griffiths’ headlining fight card had a vacancy.

Sure, Braddock was supposed to have been the sacrificial meat, but it was Griffiths who got slaughtered. Now Jimmy Johnston was wearing an imported silk suit and the face of a man who’d lost.

Braddock had seen that look before, on the men he’d sent to the canvas. He’d seen it on other men, too. Men his father’s age, working those errand-boy jobs Jim had held through his teens. It was a look that said you’d been beaten but weren’t going to show it—even though it did show. It was the rigid mask of pride that couldn’t quite cover the shattering embarrassment of being thought a loser. Braddock had never seen that face in his own mirror, and he never intended to. But Jim wasn’t a spiteful man, and he had no desire to be a sore winner.

He turned, touched his manager’s sleeve. “Leave it be.”

Gould nodded, as if he agreed. Then he kept on talking.

“Although you gotta figure this one, you gotta figure maybe you get behind the wrong guys.” The little manager was now officially squaring off with the big suit. “What’s Griffiths favored, six to one and, oh yeah, outweighs my boy by, what, five pounds more than that scale you fixed says, then jab, cross…”

“Actually, it was jab, jab, cross—” Braddock corrected. He wasn’t keen on watching Gould spar, especially with a man as influential as Johnston, but he couldn’t let his manager confront the promoter alone. For the past three years, Gould had been in Braddock’s corner every step of the way, collaring sportswriters and singing Jim’s praises. The least Jim could do was back his friend up.

“Jab, jab, cross!” the manager repeated, moving his short arms with the hits, punching the air like he always did when Braddock was inside the ropes. “And your boy’s hearing highball whistles. Hell, I could hear ’em. You, Jimmy?”

“I heard something.”

“So maybe no one’s a bum after all, huh Johnston…?”

Braddock hated that word. Had heard it before. Some in the press said his early KOs were pushovers, no-accounts, bums. So what did that make Jim? After tonight…after Griffiths…what could Johnston say? What could anybody say?

Gould cocked his head to one side and fixed a withering glare on the promoter. Johnston held Gould’s gaze. The moment hung for a long time, adrenaline soaked and dreamlike. Like the ring, thought Jim, where a second became a minute and a minute became an hour—and when you were taking punches, one three-minute round could last till the end of time.

Finally, Johnston turned. Breaking off, he strode to his waiting car.

“TKO,” Gould told Braddock with a smile.

Jim narrowed his eyes. No matter what the Griffiths fight was ruled he knew what he’d done. “I won on a knockout, Joe.”

The manager smiled. “Not you. Me.”

Braddock shook his head. The fans might call him the Bulldog of Bergen, but it was his manager who deserved the title. After years with Gould, Jim knew one thing for certain—his little, obstinate, constantly barking manager had almost no control over his own mouth.

“I’ll get a cab.”

“A cab, James.” Gould pointed to the curb where a long, sweet, 1928 Cadillac Imperial limousine waited with shining fenders, polished running boards, and a leather roof.

Braddock’s eyebrows rose. He knew his manager favored fawn-colored suits, expensive cigars, and deluxe restaurants, which went right along with Gould’s favorite motto: “Gotta keep up appearances.” But this seemed over the top.

“Jimmy,” said Gould, waving Jim to the limo, “we gotta talk.”

A uniformed chauffeur pulled open the back door. Gould nodded to the driver and ducked inside. Braddock copied Gould, nodding and ducking just like his manager. As the car took off, Braddock settled into seats with backs higher than his living room sofa and leather softer than his oldest pair of gloves. There looked to be enough room in this ride for a baseball team, he figured, plus gold trim and fixtures so polished Jim could see his broad nose, square Irish face, and amused brown eyes reflecting back.

Gould grinned. “So I’m saying it.”

Braddock glanced out the dark window. “No you don’t. You’ll jinx it.”

“That’s ten in a row,” Gould said anyway, pulling a small brown bag from a leather pocket in the limo door. “Ten in a goddamned row.”

Jim allowed a little smile. Knockouts, like tonight’s, were what the fight fans wanted, and Gould knew it. Sure, Jim could outmaneuver a guy for the duration, dance around his opponent all night like a ballerina, but his big right cross, his power punch, was what brought the thunderous roars and the big paydays. Jim had learned fast that pleasing the paying public was what scored dollars for the promoters—and boxers who scored serious dollars were taken seriously.

Gould reached for a glass from a fixed gold tray and opened the fifth in the brown bag. He poured his scotch in silence, not bothering to offer Jim one. The boxer would just decline it, like he always did. It had nothing to do with the Volstead Act, or being famously abstinent like the current heavyweight champ, Gene Tunney. Braddock would take the occasional glass of beer or wine. But he performed better off the hard sauce.

Braddock watched Gould knock back a few. Jim waited. Then waited some more. Finally, he laughed.

“What?” asked Gould.

“Just seeing how long you could stay quiet is all.”

Gould shot him an irritated look.

Horns were blowing up ahead, and Jim leaned forward, curious, to peer past the lowered partition. The driver was trying to crawl through a crowded intersection. The light was green for him, but a tipsy group of partyers in fedoras, overcoats, and furs were defying their own red light. While cars honked, a giggling ruby-cheeked debutante in a headband and full-length sable began to dance the Charleston in the middle of the jammed avenue.

As the driver carefully crawled through the crowd, Jim noticed they were passing the famous 21 Club, a restaurant and two bars now bursting with swank customers. Braddock had never been inside, but Gould had. He’d once told Jimmy the owners had created a secret chute where bottles could be tossed during a raid. Even Braddock’s wife, Mae, knew about it from one of her favorite gossip columns.

“Behind Twenty-one’s doors,” she’d read to Jim one morning in a playful voice, “lovely little heiresses, the intelligentsia of Wall Street, Broadway, and Fashion Avenue gather at any hour to discuss the news of the town. The speakeasy has become the coffeehouse of our age.”


A cop fan of Braddock’s once told him that since Prohibition started, almost nine years earlier, thirty thousand illegal bars had opened up in Manhattan. Judging from the way drunken crowds routinely plugged up traffic, Braddock figured that estimate was low.

“You’re getting stronger every fight,” Gould said as he nursed his scotch. “I been seeing it.”

Braddock leaned back. Gould’s tone was serious, but Jimmy still quipped, “So you’re not blind, after all.”

Gould well knew Jimmy had worked long and hard for tonight’s upset. Before they’d even dreamed of setting foot in the Garden, before Jim had become a headliner, before he’d even turned pro, he’d boxed more than one hundred matches and earned the New Jersey light heavyweight and heavyweight amateur titles—both in the same night.

“You may favor the right, sure, but you got no stage fright or nerves,” continued Gould in his assessment. “And you never been knocked out.”

Braddock shifted his weight on the luxury seat. Not having a left was a sore spot for him, but he let it go. It hadn’t mattered tonight anyway. Like Gould said, he’d never been knocked out—and as far as he was concerned, he never would.

Gould leaned close, took the cigar out of his mouth. The next thing out of it was no joke. “You’re in line now, Jimmy. You’re gonna get your shot.”

Braddock nodded, couldn’t help but feel the shiver. He glanced away a moment, saw his reflection in the dark window, confident, prepared. Everything was falling into place.

Outside, crowded sidewalks rolled by, the city’s dazzling lights bathing raucous revelers in a golden glow. Theater marquees shined with a glory that dispelled the night, as if the Strand, the Embassy, and the Globe’s Ziegfeld Follies were all bragging, “So who needs the sun anyway?”

Beside the limo, an expensive roadster pulled up. Inside, two well-dressed young men laughed and clinked glasses. They looked more like kids really, playing at drinking scotch and holding fat cigars. Top of the world, they were—and why not? Braddock thought. It was the fifth straight year of the boom. Everything was going up, skyscrapers and stocks alike. The market had been driving upward, punching through records month after month, and everyone seemed to be getting rich. Braddock and Joe had wanted a piece of it, too, so they’d sunk their winnings in deep. Together they’d invested in another venture as well, a taxicab company, and Jim was certain they could only get richer.

That’s right, thought Jim, he was a winner in the market and in the ring. More than that, he was going straight to the top of the highest skyscraper in the fight game. With Gould talking up the right promoters, setting up the right opponents, Jim was going to get his shot at knocking them all down, and becoming the Heavyweight Champion of the World—

“We need to get you out, being seen,” said Gould. “Flash-flash, bing-bing. Satchmo’s playing the Savoy. And there’s this new jinny uptown.”

So that’s why the driver had turned north, thought Braddock. Gould was trying to hijack his hide, throw him in with the up-all-night crowd again. Jim had been holding out hope he might be the first passenger to cross the George Washington Bridge. But that crossing was still under construction—and this was one husband and father who wasn’t going to any celebration that didn’t include his wife.

Braddock shot Gould the usual look. “Home, Joe.”

Gould had a comeback. He always did. But Braddock beat him to the punch—

“Home.”

With familiar resignation, Gould shook his head. Leaning forward, he called to his driver. “Jersey, Frank. For Mr. Adventure.”

They reversed direction and headed downtown to the Holland Tunnel, a feat of engineering that had opened just the year before to become the world’s first underwater vehicular roadway. Newspapers said the ventilation system was a model for similar tunnels planned around the world. That’s what Jim loved about this city. Like a fighter, it never stood still, even punching under rivers through rocky earth to come out the other side.

Jim’s parents had done that, too. Started on one side of an ocean and come out another, emigrating across the Atlantic to make a better life. The year Jim was born, Joseph Braddock and Elizabeth O’Toole Braddock had moved across water again for the same reason. With their six boys and two girls in tow, they traveled over the Hudson to relocate in West New York, New Jersey, once known as Bergen Hills. The peaceful residential township of churches, stores, and small houses, with the occasional outcroppings of the underlying Palisades’ prehistoric rock, reminded Jim’s parents of the old country—more so than the crowded concrete at 551 West Forty-eighth Street anyway.

In Jersey, Jim had grown up a typical American boy, playing marbles and baseball and hanging around an old swimming hole on the edge of the Hudson or under the Hackensack River Bridge. He’d endured Saint Joseph’s Parochial School, where a classroom of thirty-five boys engaged him in constant fistfights. His chief nemesis had been a kid with the same name. Jim and Jimmy had tangled more than thirty times, with Braddock’s best friend, Marty McGann, holding his coat and keeping score. Sometimes Jim won, sometimes he lost, but always the fight was interesting.

It was another friend, Elmer, who’d been Braddock’s first KO. Some argument over marbles had led to Elmer’s going at it with Jim, the kids in the schoolyard running over to look on, eyes wide. Suddenly, Jim landed a terrific right on his pal’s chin. The kid went down like he’d been hit by an axe, then his head hit the sidewalk and he lost consciousness.

“Elmer is dead!” some kid yelled and Jim had frozen in terror.

A doctor came and Elmer woke again, but in the time it took, Jim had gone through a sickening scare. He’d never felt he was cut out for school—books, math, history, none of it connected. So a few months after Elmer dropped, Braddock dropped out for good.

At fourteen, he started working a series of unskilled jobs. Along the way, his older brother Joe had started to box and made it all the way from an amateur welterweight championship to a professional rating. One day, he and Jimmy got into a brotherly argument. The fists started flying, and to everyone’s astonishment, including Jim himself, the skinny younger brother held his own against the older, more experienced fists. It was the first time Jim thought maybe he could be a winner in the ring.


Finally, on the night of November 27, 1923, at the age of seventeen, he’d climbed through the ropes in Grantwood, New Jersey, using the alias Jimmy Ryan. The alias was necessary for two reasons. His brother Joe had already put a Braddock on the card that night, and Jimmy had been paid to enter the bout—a grand total of three dollars. Jim Braddock wanted the chance to prove himself, but he knew a professional match on his record would derail his ability to fight as an amateur. Thus, to prevent the New Jersey state amateur boxing authorities from finding out, he’d used the “Ryan” moniker.

Jim’s opponent that night was Tommy Hummell, a member of the Fort Lee police department. During the bout, both boxers went down more than once, but they came back every round. Newspapers wrote about it, calling it the best fight they’d seen that night, which was as good as the church blessing to a young boxer who’d just fought the first professional match of his life.

These days, Braddock lived in Newark, New Jersey, the state’s largest city, with a thriving business district, green parks, and neighborhoods that had buildings from the time of the Revolutionary War still standing. To the west, the gently sloping woods of the Watchung Mountains overlooked a city center of skyscrapers, built up among the remnants of an old seaport town. To the east, the city faced the gaunt flatlands of the Hackensack tidal river, with Jersey City and New York visible from taller buildings. The industrial area was also to the east, where freight lines ran from Port Newark’s docks past large factories, electric plants, great garbage dumps, and Newark’s poorest residential districts.

Braddock and his family lived far from those bleak industrial areas. His recently purchased home sat in a sedate, old suburb north of the city center, where Victorian and colonials occupied large, well-tended yards. As Frank, the limo driver, turned down Braddock’s wide, tree-lined street, Gould dipped into his pocket and pulled out a thick wad of green.

“We’ve got eight hundred eighty-six for Jeannette,” he said counting out bills for Joe Jeannette, the veteran heavyweight who’d opened a gym on Summit Avenue in Union City, the place where Braddock trained and he and Joe Gould had first met. “Two hundred sixty-four each for the two bucket kids; three hundred for the ring fees; my two thousand, six hundred fifty-eight; and your three thousand, two hundred forty-four makes eight thousand, eight hundred and sixty dollars.”

Gould handed Jim his share of the prize money.

“You could come in for a drink?” Braddock offered as the car pulled up to a stately white colonial. “The kids would love to see you.”

Gould paused a moment. “You still married to the same girl?”

Braddock gave a little smile. “I was this morning.”

Gould chomped his cigar. “Maybe a rain check. And tell her I undercharged on the gym fees, and no load on the towels, would ya?”

“I’ll point it out.”

As Braddock climbed out of the limo, he bit his cheek to keep from laughing. Fearless Joe had chased down some of the meanest junkyard dogs in boxing, yet when it came to tangling with the headstrong lady inside Braddock’s own home, the man turned his taillights and ran. Then again, thought Braddock, watching the limo speed down the road, the way Mae grilled Gould on the splits, Braddock could hardly blame him.

Jim turned toward his house to find the front door swinging wide. Framed in the golden glow of the vestibule light was a woman too lovely to be any man’s wife, let alone a big, tongue-tied bastard like him.

From the moment he’d met Mae Theresa Fox, she’d knocked Jim out. It was the only time in his career it had happened—and that was just fine with him. He moved toward her, his gaze traveling over her chestnut hair and slender curves, primly wrapped in a flowered dress with an intricate lace collar—like a gift specially bound with a delicate ribbon only her husband could undo. He took in her serious face and wide-open eyes, full of that unusual combination of good sense and longing, and deep inside his body, Jim felt the familiar stirring, the impulse to touch her more powerful than the need to breathe…









ROUND TWO


The bridegroom was a positive picture of health and carried no black eyes. And Mae Theresa was a distinctly lovely bride.

—Ludwig Shabazian, Relief to Royalty,
 James J. Braddock’s authorized biography, 1936





When Mae finally saw her husband striding up the fieldstone walkway, her eyes refused to blink. Jimmy was here again. Her lean, strong husband had come back to her on his own two feet, whole and unharmed. Alive. The realization instantly lifted the dark cloud, released the suffocating weight. She could breathe again. Feel again.

Fight nights were always like this for Mae. Jimmy would kiss her good-bye in the afternoon, and half the evening she’d feel paralyzed, whispering prayers, watching the clock. Then he’d come home, and the exhilarating relief would release her from all those hours of fearful numbness.

Men died in the ring. It was not an uncommon occurrence. And if they didn’t die they got hurt. Bad. The whole thing was a spectacle of injury and pain, and Mae didn’t completely understand it. But she loved her husband, so she tried her best.

It was a cold Saturday in January, at a 9:30 A.M. Mass in West New York’s St. Joseph’s of the Palisades Roman Catholic Church, that Mae Theresa Fox had vowed to take Jim Braddock in sickness and in health, in good times and in bad.

Mae had been a telephone operator. She’d lived in Guttenberg, New Jersey, close by the Braddocks’ home in West New York. Her brother, Howard, had been a friend of Jim’s. Next to Marty McGann, the kid who used to hold Jim’s coat while Jim fought in the schoolyard, Howard was one of Jim’s closest pals.

Mae’s brother used to bring Jim back to the Foxes’ for something to eat, and it was Mae who liked to set the table—mainly because she liked to be around the handsome, shy smiles of one Jimmy Braddock.

Although Jim had loved Mae from the moment he’d met her, he didn’t get around to actually telling her so for quite some time. As a suitor, he’d been timid and reserved. Yet Mae had come to understand that although James was a person of few words, he was a considerate and generous man, and when he did have something to say, his wry sense of humor was usually evident, as well as his decency and quiet strength.

It took Jim a great deal of nerve to pop the question. He’d told Mae he’d wanted to wait until he had enough money to set up a nice home. When his boxing winnings had given him a small fortune of $30,000, he presented his case. Some of the money was in the bank, he told her, some in stocks and bonds, and the remainder invested in a West New York taxicab company. The money didn’t matter to Mae. She’d have married Jim Braddock no matter the figures on his balance sheet. But he hadn’t been certain of her feelings, and as he waited for her answer, she noticed he was shedding nearly as much perspiration as he did during one of his fights. Her yes gave him such obvious relief, she couldn’t stop herself from laughing.

After their wedding, a home and family quickly followed. For Mae, she discovered that old saying was true. With each passing day in a good marriage, the love for your spouse grows stronger than the day before. But because of her husband’s profession, this meant Mae’s fears for him had grown as well.

Her Jimmy was moving closer now, toward the doorway. He paused a moment, just to gaze at her. She searched his wide-set brown eyes, his square, rugged Irish face for any sign of tonight’s outcome. Jimmy was a man unaccustomed to losing—only twice in the two and a half years since he’d turned pro. Mae knew tonight’s fight had been a long shot for Jim. The fighter named Griffiths had been favored to win. For a moment, she was hopeful, but then Jimmy looked down.

I can’t ask him, she thought. I can’t. She let her eyes do the awkward work of questioning. Jim’s answer was a slow shake of his head.

Mae looked away. She couldn’t stand to see her husband suffer. Not physically—which was why she no longer went to his fights—and not like this either. Losing to Griffith had to be a terrible blow. But boxing always let men down, sooner or later. For Jimmy, Mae always knew this moment would come—

Just then, a tiny chuckle made her look up again, back into her husband’s face. The tragic frown had disappeared. In its place was a roguish grin. The storm had passed. The flood was over. The world was new.

She closed the distance.

“I could kill you.”

The words were soft in his ear, just so he knew killing truly wasn’t what she had in mind.

“I like the sound of that.”

Jim was already pulling her slight form against his solid frame. His big, callused hands traveled down her slender curves, his mouth moved over hers.

Mae sighed longingly. When they were newlyweds, after his fights, she used to let him carry her right up the staircase and into their bedroom. But they weren’t newlyweds anymore. There were kids to be seen to, a guest right behind her.

“Jimmy,” Mae whispered, “my sister.”

Jim looked at the door to find his sister-in-law Alice, a slightly older version of Mae, walking into the hall. Racing past her were two jackrabbits with bright eyes and light brown hair. They circled Jim’s legs, hopping and squealing.

“Daddy, did you win?” cried four-year-old Jay.

Jay understood about Daddy’s job. Three-year-old Howard was still too young to comprehend what all the excitement was about, other than Daddy being home. Jim smiled down at his boys. He took hold of the younger one’s belt, hoisted him up for a kiss, then bent down to plant another on the older one. My little men, thought Jim. His eyes met Mae’s. My little family.

The Braddocks moved inside after that. Jim gave them a dramatic accounting of his pugilistic performance under the Garden’s broiling lights, and then Alice helped Mae settle the boys in to bed—not easy after Jim’s big boxing tale. Mae checked on her sleeping baby girl, Rose Marie, said good-bye to her departing sister, then sat down with Jimmy for some food.

Mae didn’t eat much, just opened a bottle of wine.

“Was he a real slugger?” Mae’s lively eyes were playful. Her face flushed.

Jim’s eyebrows rose. His wife had gotten tipsy. “You could come watch,” he suggested.

Having Mae see him win as a headliner in the Garden, that would be grand, thought Jim. He considered the nearly empty bottle beside the burned-down candle. Maybe if she had a little wine first, he thought, maybe then she’d come.

But the suggestion didn’t go over. Mae’s eyes looked away, the playfulness gone. “You get punched. Every time, it feels like I’m getting punched too. And I ain’t half as tough as you…and anyway…” she added, forcing her smile to come back, her fears to recede, “who wants those articles about me running
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