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Prologue
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March, 1969
She raised her hand, released her breath and knocked.
"Come in," Seamus Sullivan called.
She did, stepping into the office he kept on the second floor of Kansas City's most famous fight gym. He sat at his desk with his back to the door, feet up on the broad windowsill, reading a copy of Ring. The familiar sight hit her like a fist in the stomach, and she sucked in a small, sharp breath.
He glanced over his shoulder, and in his eyes flared a pure, unguarded joy. Until he saw the look on her face. Then the joy disappeared, just like that, and the excruciatingly polite expression he had adopted with her since their divorce took its place. He tossed the magazine aside and turned to confront her. "Hello, Laura," he said quietly.
"Hello, Sully." She closed the door behind her and crossed the room.
He rose, motioning toward a straight-backed chair. "Have a seat."
She declined with a shake of her carefully coifed head and remained standing. "I can only stay a minute," she said, wanting to get this over as quickly and painlessly as possible.
The incessant thwack of a punching bag being pummeled on the balcony level punctuated the tense silence that suddenly seized the cluttered office.
Looking around her, Laura was relieved to see that nothing had changed since she'd left him. Contracts and newspaper clippings still littered Sully's desk. Posters of fierce-faced fighters still passed for wallpaper. A foul-smelling cigar still sent smoke signals from the beanbag ashtray sitting on the windowsill.
All told, it made the papers burning a hole in her purse that much easier to present to him.
"You look great, Slim." Sully's use of the affectionate nickname he'd bestowed upon her during their whirlwind courtship flustered her almost as much as the way his admiring gaze took in her conservative blue wool princess coat and the blond hair swept back from her face to reveal simple pearl earrings. "As classy as ever." 
Laura wasn't sure what to make of his compliment, so she simply nodded her thanks. She knew deep in her heart that he still loved her. But his definition of love was totally different from hers. He thought of love as a sometime thing, while she considered it a day-to-day commitment. And their daughter needed—
"How's Maureen?" he asked her then. 
"She's beautiful, Sully, just beautiful."
His smile took a grim turn. "You never bring her around anymore—"
"A fight gym is no place for a little girl."
Sully opened his mouth as if to argue the point, then sighed resignedly and changed the subject. "Did she get that doll I sent her for her birthday?"
The porcelain-faced doll belonged on a display shelf, not in the arms of a five-year-old girl. But Laura's relief that another battle had been avoided spilled over into generous truth. "She takes it to bed with her every night."
He ran a hand through the thick red hair that their daughter had inherited. "I meant to bring it out to your folks' house myself, but I signed a new fighter that day—a real comer—and the time just got away from me."
Same old Sully, Laura thought, stung anew by the way he'd always put his surrogate sons first and his wife and daughter second. Forcing the bitter memories to the back of her mind, she broke her news before she lost her nerve. "I'm getting married again next month."
"Well...congratulations." His face fell but his voice remained doggedly buoyant. "Who's the lucky guy?"
"His name is Paul Bryant."
"Sounds familiar."
"You might have seen his picture in the paper."
"In the society section, right?"
"Financial," she corrected, refusing to rise to the bait of his caustic tone. "He's a banker."
Sully gave a humorless laugh. "With bankers' hours."
Laura hesitated, but there was no other way to say it except straight out. "Paul wants to adopt Maureen after we're married."
Sully staggered, as if he'd just been hit with a sucker punch. "No!"
"He couldn't love her more if she were his own." And Laura wouldn't be content until the three of them were a family in the eyes of the law.
"But she's my daughter." He thumped his chest with his closed fist to emphasize his claim. "Mine!"
"She barely remembers you." That was a desperate lie, told by a desperate woman whose little girl's emotional wounds always seemed to break open at bedtime.
It was also a low blow. Sully's eyes glazed over with pain and he sank to his chair in slow motion. The ssh-ssh-ssh of someone skipping rope drifted in through the window overlooking the gym.
Laura opened her clutch purse, got the consent forms out and laid them on his littered desk. She turned and started toward the door, then paused to look over her shoulder. Dry-eyed, for she adamantly refused to shed any more tears over the man who'd fathered her daughter, she delivered the decisive punch. "If you love her, Sully—really love her—you'll let her go."
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Sullivan's Fight Gym was no place for a lady, either.
It wasn't just the Northeast area neighborhood—once home to the city's upper crust, now habitat of so many urban hopeless—that caused Maureen Bryant to circle the block twice before pulling over to the curb in front of the old brick building.
Nor was it necessarily the motley crew of males—some with their hair spiked to the mid-June sky, others with their shirts open to the navel—who were making their way inside while she sat outside with the engine idling and her heart racing.
It was, more than anything, her own soul-wrenching ambiguity that had her stalled.
Maureen reached to cut the motor, then retracted her hand and left it running. She usually wasn't this wishy-washy. Then again, she rarely had reason to venture this far north and east of the Country Club Plaza.
A siren wailed in the distance, reinforcing her doubts. She didn't have to do this herself. Her family's attorney had practically pleaded with her to let him send the eviction notice by registered mail. And Mr. Marks, the fast-talking commercial developer who'd called her last week and expressed an interest in buying both this leaning tower of pugilism and the weed-infested lot next door, had sounded almost eager to serve it on her behalf.
But over the years she'd let other people's feelings and her own fear of being rejected again dictate her actions. Or rather, her lack of action. The least she could do now was see this through to the bitter end. 
Besides, she admitted as she cut the engine with a decisive flick of her wrist, she was dying of curiosity.
Dying could be the operative word here, she realized when five teenage boys made camp on the gym's crumbling front stoop. Gang slang embellished their red ball caps, crude tattoos scarred their forearms and leather strips bound their knuckles. Their expressions, as angry as the streets that had spawned them, would have inspired Spike Lee to crank up his camera.
Adding to her concern for her personal safety, they cast covetous eyes at the silver Mercedes SEL that was her pride and joy.
Individually, she knew, they might not be so bad. But together, propelled by a pack mentality and the possibility of chop-shop cash for the car she suddenly wished she'd left at home, they could be dangerous. Maureen was sensible enough to keep her doors locked as she looked around for help.
A woman's face, haloed by white hair, peered out timidly from a second-floor window of the redbrick rooming house across the street, then promptly pulled back. The man who stumbled out the door of the corner bar looked as though he could use a hand. And the sidewalk, which only moments before had been crowded with wanna-be boxers, now appeared stripped of humans.
Failing to find someone to come to her aid, she weighed her other options. 
She could call the police on her car phone and have the gang arrested for trespassing. That would not only remove them from her property, but it would also eliminate the risk of their tampering with the Mercedes while she was in the gym. Problem was, they would probably scatter when they heard the sirens. Or she could start her engine and head south. Return tomorrow with her lawyer—in his car, of course. But that would mean admitting defeat, a galling prospect after she'd made such a big deal out of going it alone.
"Never let them see you sweat." Maureen couldn't remember where she'd heard that before, but it seemed to bear repeating as she got out of the car.
Not that anyone in recent memory had seen her sweat. Her clients marveled at how calmly she handled their crises, her colleagues admired her discipline under the fire of a deadline, and a contractor whose crude passes she routinely ignored called her "The Ice Princess." Even her ex-fiancé had frequently commented that she had the coolest skin he'd ever touched.
That glacial exterior served her well as she mentally catalogued her car's contents for the insurance company. Her carpet and drapery samples were in the trunk and the back seat was empty. Only her car phone remained to tempt the would-be thief. As an extra precaution, she activated the burglar alarm before she closed the door. If nothing else, she mused as she eyed the hooligans holding up the front of her building, they'd go deaf if they tried to steal it.
Maureen took comfort from the thought. She also took a moment to smooth down the skirt of the crisp beige suit she'd paired with a single strand of pearls and earrings to match, and to touch up the sleek French twist that so effectively tamed her mind-of-its-own red hair.
Normally she felt as fresh at the end of the day as she had at the beginning. But between the architect whose blueprints had proven to be an interior designer's nightmare and the antiques dealer who'd suddenly raised his wholesale prices, she was starting to wilt. Now something told her she was in for a total meltdown.
"Fo-xy la-dy," one of the gang members drawled to approving laughter.
His crony drew more guffaws when he added, "Fresh Mer-ce-des."
If they thought they were frightening her, they were right. She was literally shaking in her ivory eelskin pumps. But if they thought she'd take flight, they were wrong. In a staccato rhythm that matched her escalating pulse rate, her heels beat on the weed-cracked sidewalk as she started toward the entrance.
Perhaps it was her out-of-my-way walk that made them move. More likely, it was the police car that happened to cruise down Independence Avenue just as she approached the stoop. Whatever, when she marched into the building, the teenagers parted as the Red Sea must have parted for Moses.
Having survived the gang's verbal gauntlet, Maureen decided she was ready for anything. But in truth, nothing she'd ever experienced could have prepared her for what she found as she made her way down the narrow hall.
Empty chip bags and dead cigarette butts littered the floor. Spray-can murals of tigers, their eyes glowing a sinister amber in the gloom, glared down at her from the walls. A sign over the open door at the end of the hall warned no glove, no love.
A potato chip crumb crunched underfoot. Or was it a bug? Maureen shivered but stayed the course. She told herself that her imagination was running wild, that those tigers' eyes were not following her. That didn't keep the skin at her nape from prickling, though.
She'd had a pretty good idea of what to expect, thanks to her attorney pushing the panic button when she told him she wanted to handle this herself. "You can't be serious!" he'd shouted at her, aghast. "The neighborhood is the pits, the people are lowlifes, and you could film Rocky Meets Rumble Fish in that dump!" What she hadn't expected, she discovered when she paused in the doorway of the dusty old palaestra, was this dizzying sense of deja vu.
The smell of Omega Oil and stale cigar smoke sparked vague memories. Spurts of locker room laughter and the steady whappity, whappity, whappity of punching bags from up on the balcony rang distant bells. The men's faces—contorted with no-pain-no-gain expressions as they lifted weights and ran laps—might have belonged to family or friends, so familiar did they seem.
Maureen told herself that her reaction was ridiculous at best. She couldn't possibly remember anything. Yet even as she shook off that startling burst of phantasm and stepped inside, she couldn't quite shake the feeling that she'd finally come home.
But home was never like this.
A regulation-size ring, empty at the moment, dominated this circus of spars. Ropes as big around as her fist encircled it, posts as rigid as palace guards cornered it, and the photoflood lamp that dangled above it threw its illumination onto a canvas that appeared more gray than white.
Her moue of distaste didn't even begin to express what she thought of the decor. The walls were painted industrial-green, the floors resembled rough seas, and the wavery full-length mirror looked like something out of a fun house.
The equipment had nothing on Nautilus, either. A rowing machine, minus the oars, sat beached upon an exercise mat. Target bags with the stuffing bursting from the seams, lay piled in a corner. Metal folding chairs held an assortment of items ranging from convenience-store water bottles and soiled towels to jump ropes and—she closed her eyes in mortification—a jockstrap.
Well, what did she think she'd find—a pair of panty hose draped over the back of that chair? This was a fight gym, not her old sorority house. And she was a woman in a man's world. Perhaps the most chauvinistic world of all. If she balked now, she would never forgive herself.
Her mental pep talk helped. She opened her eyes and gave the athletic supporter that had so unnerved her a second ago a good look. There, that wasn't so bad. Then, spotting a hand-painted sign reading office with an arrow pointing up, she started toward the stairs.
The man who stepped into the ring at that very same moment stopped her cold.
He wore a white plastic headguard, black satin trunks, and nothing in between. His smooth, sun-bronzed neck flowed into shoulders that were about a yard wide and biceps that looked as round and firm as green apples. His red-gloved hands flashed like thunderbolts when he started shadowboxing, pummeling his invisible opponent with a furious flurry of rights and lefts.
Maureen abhorred violence, and she found no redeeming social value in blood sports of any kind. Standing ringside, though, she suddenly saw a brutal Renaissance beauty in the boxer's sculpted physique and athletic prowess. A beauty that was as frightening as it was fascinating to behold.
"He's all yours," said a gravely voice just beside her.
Startled, she jumped, then spun to find that she'd been joined by a balding little man with a big smile.
Thoroughly shaken by the way he'd snuck up on her, Maureen returned his wide grin with a wary eye. In a go-for-broke plaid sportcoat and a pair of shiny polyester slacks he'd pulled up practically to his armpits, he looked as if he'd stepped right out of a Damon Runyon short story. He also looked perfectly harmless—a relief, considering what she'd encountered thus far.
She tilted her head, the better to hear him. "I beg your pardon?"
The gnome of a man standing next to her pointed the unlit cigar he was carrying toward the muscular giant in the center ring. "I said, 'He's all yours.'"
"Mine?"
"You're Maureen, aren't you?"
Momentarily taken aback, she could only nod.
"Then you own his contract."
Now she shook her head. "But—"
"And he owes you a fight."
Puzzled, she swung her gaze back to the subject of this bizarre discussion. The commercial developer, Mr. Marks, had mentioned something to the effect that she would probably have to buy out some old boxer's contract when she sold the gym. But the man in the ring looked to be in his prime.
"How old is he?" she asked, still grappling with this surprising news.
"Thirty-eight."
"That's not old!" Only three years older than she, in fact.
"It is for a fighter."
Maureen examined the boxer a little closer, looking for flaws. He hadn't gone to fat, as aging athletes are wont to do. To the contrary, his inverted triangle of a chest tapered to a trim waist and, judging from the way that black satin fabric draped itself over them, taut hips.
Nor did he seem to have "lost his legs", to quote the former Kansas City Royals' baseball player whose trophy room she had recently redecorated. Quite the opposite, in fact. The boxer's powerful thighs and balustrade calves provided the perfect blend of balance and leverage as he danced backward and forward and sideways across the canvas in a pugilistic ballet that literally left her breathless.
She fanned her face, which suddenly felt warm, with her flat ivory clutch purse. Then she caught herself and, quickly dropping her hand, asked a question off the top of her head. "How much does he weigh?"
"One-ninety." Her sidekick hitched up his pants, and she was surprised he didn't strangle himself. "That's stripped, of course."
Her voice, when she managed to find it again, came out in a squeak. "Of course."
"You oughtta put another fifteen pounds on him before you fight him again."
Maureen pointedly ignored that piece of advice. "Has he ever won anything?"
"The Golden Gloves title."
"I thought that was for amateurs." Even as she said it, she wondered what hidden corner of her mind that tidbit had popped out of.
"It is."
"Well, I meant professionally."
"Seventeen KO's in eighteen fights."
"KO's?" She frowned, trying to put words to the strangely familiar term.
"Knockouts."
"Right." Now she smiled, inordinately pleased to have that clarified. "What happened in the eighteenth fight?"
For the first time since he'd walked up and started talking to her, the man hesitated. He clamped the cold cigar between his teeth with fingers that were short and stubby and stained tobacco-brown. Then he chewed the stogie from one side of his mouth to the other before removing it and flicking the nonexistent ash onto the floor.
"Technical knockout," he said in a clipped tone.
She tipped her head inquiringly. "Which means?"
"The referee called the fight in the second round."
"Why?" She saw the reluctance in his pale blue eyes and realized she probably wasn't going to get an answer.
He proved her right when he gestured toward the ring and said with gravely pride, "Now, was that sonovagun bred for battle, or what?"
Maureen responded more to the tone of his voice than to the visual impact of the boxer's shadow falling across the canvas like a double dare. "He's tall."
"Six-one."
Her stomach fluttered as a gloved hand flashed through the air like heat lightening. "And he's certainly got long arms."
"Seventy-seven-inch reach."
A gruesome thought occurred to her. "He doesn't take steroids or anything, does he?"
That earned a chuckle. "He's so anti-drug, he'd give an aspirin a headache."
"Well, he's"—she swallowed hard at the sight of that naked back—"extremely well-built."
"He works out every day, rain or shine."
"I see." Michelangelo's David, come to life and clad in black satin trunks—that's what she saw.
"Feel his biceps if you get a chance and you'll find he's 92 percent muscle."
The man's suggestion brought Maureen back to earth with a bang. She had no intention of feeling the boxer's biceps. Or any other portion of his anatomy. But her palms—those traitors—had a mind of their own. They suddenly itched to feel the softness of his bare flesh, the heat and steel that rippled beneath.
Clutching her purse before her with both hands, she steered the discussion to safer ground. "What's his name?"
"Jack Ryan." No sooner had she filed that away for future reference than he added, "But Sully—God rest his soul—always carded him 'The Irish Terror.'"
The moment Sully's name came up, Maureen's heart slid down the cellar door of her childhood fantasies. She'd thought she'd outgrown these feelings—the secret wonderings and the silent yearnings for this absentee father despite a constant shower of attention and affection from her adoptive father. But deep inside the woman who presented such an icy facade in her personal and professional dealings, there burned a desperate longing for something she could never have. Sully's love. It was too late for that.
Somehow, she managed to keep her voice composed and the conversation on track. "The Irish Terror being the name Mr. Ryan fights under, I presume?"
"His ring name, right."
"It sounds like a play on Irish tenor."
"Knowing Sully, it probably was."
Her heart took another dip, and she wondered if it was destined to do so with every mention of his name. Overriding her concern, however, was a natural curiosity about the man who, until his will was filed after a second, fatal heart attack, had seemingly forgotten she even existed.
"He enjoyed word games?" She decided that this was as good a time as any to begin satisfying that gnawing need to know.
"He was no English major, if that's what you're asking."
"Oh, no, I just—"
"But if he came up with a nickname for you—and he came up with some doozies in his day—it stuck."
"Give me an example," she prompted.
"Well, take me for instance." The grizzled man poked himself in the chest with the butt of his cigar. "He called me Duck for so many years, I've clean forgotten my given name."
Maureen did a double take, wondering if she'd heard him correctly. "Duck?"
His blue eyes, submerged beneath bushy gray brows, twinkled mischievously. "As in 'Sorry, Sully, I forgot to duck.'"
"You were a boxer?"
"With a glass jaw."
She wasn't sure what that meant, but it didn't sound good. "That's too bad."
Duck shrugged pragmatically. "Trainers last longer than flyweights, anyway."
Maureen looked at him with new respect. "So you're a trainer now?"
He puffed up with masculine pride. "A cut-man too."
"And everyone calls you Duck?"
"Only if they want me to answer them."
She threw her head back and laughed.
"When you were a baby, Sully called you Carrot Top."
Duck's revelation drove the smile from her lips. She knew that Seamus Sullivan was responsible for both the red of her hair and the green in her eyes. But out of fairness to Paul Bryant, she'd refused to dwell on any physical resemblance to the man who'd given her life and then given her up in a court of law.
So why did she feel so moved by the simple fact that he'd given her a nickname? Even a silly nickname like Carrot Top?
"Is that how you knew me?" she demanded. "By the color of my hair?"
"That, plus the fact I've seen your picture," Duck said, as if that explained everything.
It didn't, of course, and Maureen shook her head, more confused than ever. But before she could ask him when and where he'd seen her picture, he turned to hail four teenage boys who came tearing into the gym.
From their flattops and buzz cuts to their high-tops and motorcycle boots, they looked to be in their mid-teens—about the same age as the gang who'd confronted her outside. But where those boys had flaunted their street colors and looks of surly defiance, these boys wore green satin starter jackets bearing Sullivan's Fight Gym logos and exuded an air of excitement.
"We'll talk later, up in the office," Duck promised. "But right now, I've gotta collect their homework."
"Homework?"
"To prove they've been to school today."
"But school's out." At least it was for her secretary's four children.
"Not for them."
Maureen opened her mouth to ask why, then closed it again and let him go without further comment. Considering his age, Duck was surprisingly light on his feet as he hustled over to the street door she'd entered a few moments ago. Once there, he put up his dukes and bumped shoulders with each of the teenagers in some ridiculous macho greeting ritual.
The clean-cut quartet finally settled down and opened the schoolbooks they carried. One by one, they unfolded the loose-leaf notebook pages inside and handed them over. Like a checker in a parking lot, Duck traded their papers for small, shiny keys that he fished from the pocket of his gaudy sportcoat.
Keys in hand, the boys raced each other to the door marked locker room and clambered noisily down the stairs. Their laughter and friendly shouts reverberated back up to the gym as Duck cleared the clutter off a metal folding chair with a sweep of his arm. He sat down and began browsing through the stack of papers in his possession.
Maureen, realizing she was on her own for the time being, turned her attention back to the boxer.
She'd yet to get a good look at his face, but she could just picture the cauliflower ears and flattened nose—not to mention the ugly scars—that were the inevitable result of such a violent career. To top it off, a little voice inside her said, he was probably so punch-drunk that trying to talk business with him would be a waste of both her time and her breath.
If she had an ounce of sense, she thought, she'd walk out of here now and let her lawyer handle this. Yet she stood transfixed, awed by the beauty of the beast.
The reflection of the overhead light flickered across the rippling musculature of his torso. Sweat sheened his sun-baked skin and dampened the dark pelt of hair that bisected his massive chest. Veins mapped his biceps like the road to ruin for his hapless opponents.
He was the ultimate hard body. A lean, mean fighting machine, honed to perfection by years of rigorous training.
And to think, he was all hers...
***
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She looked as delicate as a butterfly, but she was as dangerous as a bulldozer.
Jack Ryan unleashed a mental stream of curses and a potent flurry of jabs when the willowy redhead continued to stand there instead of going on up to the office after Duck went to check the boys in.
It wasn't bad enough that she'd waited thirty years before deigning to grace the place with her presence. Or that once she finally did come around, she'd kept up a running dialogue with the gabby trainer that had ruined his concentration. Now she was staring at him as if he'd grown an extra head or something.
Jack knew who she was. Hell, he'd have to be blind not to, after the way Sully used to collar him every couple of months and shove the latest picture of his precious Maureen in his face. That she was even more a knockout in person, with her father's Celtic coloring and her mother's classic features, didn't change his opinion of her for the better.
Because he knew damned good and well why she was here.
That lounge lizard who passed himself off as a commercial developer had seen to that. After failing to persuade Sully to sell him the gym so he could raze it and replace it with an exotic dance club, Lenny Marks had strolled in here last week bragging that the long-lost daughter had all but signed on the dotted line.
Jack had ached to wipe that grin off Marks's smug face. Or maybe even wipe the floor with him. But rather than risk a lawsuit for assault and battery, he'd just smiled and said, "Your toupee's crooked," sending the asshole scurrying out the door in search of some more glue and a mirror.
It was funny in retrospect but not in reality. The neighborhood had enough trouble now. The last thing it needed was another damn bar.
Anger—a lifetime's worth—fueled the next punch Jack threw. It sang in his veins like a savage refrain and pumped adrenaline through his system as he delivered a vicious roundhouse right that hit nothing but air.
But like a blast from the past, he could suddenly feel the crunch of bone and gristle through his glove. Could see the blue-white lights of the flashbulbs popping all around him. As crazy as it sounded, he could hear the roar bursting from the collective throat of the crowd as his opponent crumpled to the canvas. Could smell the metallic odor of blood oozing from the other fighter's nose and mouth and—oh Christ, no—his eyes and ears. Bitter as bile, he could taste the satisfaction of a good punch gone bad as the referee shoved him into his corner and called for a doctor.
Jack blinked the present into focus and realized he'd just suffered another flashback. It hadn't lasted but a few seconds. They never did. Yet, as always, it left him sweating and shaking and swearing like a drunken sailor.
Irrationally, perhaps, he blamed the elegantly dressed wrecking ball who'd yet to take her eyes off him. She'd revived times better forgotten and differences best remembered. A couple of one-two combinations later, he decided he should probably thank her. She'd also reminded him that there were still some things in life worth fighting for.
The boys came barreling up out of the locker room and into the gym, ready to begin their warm-ups and raring to get into the ring with the champ.
Former champ, Jack amended, his pride stinging as he fired a four-punch fusillade that said he still had his stuff. But, hell, it was better to be a former somebody than a friggin' nobody. And a nobody with a number across his chest was exactly what he would've been without Seamus Sullivan's gruff but affectionate guidance.
He'd been a high-school dropout with nothing but a rap sheet to his name and nowhere to go but jail when Sully broke his fall by convincing the judge to release him into his custody on one condition. The condition being that he join the neighborhood fight club.
If Jack thought he'd gotten off easy—and in the back of his mind, he did—he was in for a real shock when he reported to the gym that first day.
"Boxing is hard work," Sully had said through a cloud of cigar smoke. "And trying to be a contender—the man coming up—is even harder."
"Who cares about being a contender?" he'd shot back sullenly.
"Contender or convict," Sully had said with a verbal shrug. "It's up to you."
He'd weighed his options, then demanded selfishly, "What's in it for me?"
"A title, if you've got the legs and the brains and the heart to go the distance." Sully had sat back in his chair and put his feet on the desk, looking at him long and hard. "What you've got now—nothing—if you don't."
Jack had balked at the regimen Sully began outlining for him. Who wanted to get up at five-thirty in the morning and jog in that mugger's paradise that was euphemistically called a park? Jump rope like some stupid sissy, then do sit-ups and deep-knee bends until his muscles quivered and screamed for relief? Sweat and bleed and sacrifice with no promise of a payoff in the long run?
But he really hadn't had much choice in the matter. It was either the fight club or the county jail. So he'd decided to play around with boxing for a while, figuring he'd at least have the freedom to come and go as he pleased, only to find himself working harder than he'd ever dreamed possible. And enjoying every minute of it.
As he'd built up his wind, Jack had discovered that the park was different by day. The grass, what there was of it, was spongy with dew. The air was still sweet at dawn, before gasoline fumes polluted it. To top it off, the drunks he used to roll under cover of darkness had disappeared with the rising sun.
And when he'd bulked up his body, he'd found that people in the neighborhood respected him. Not only on the strength of his physical appearance, either, but because they recognized him as a genuine contender. Even the cops who used to haul him down to headquarters at the first hint of trouble just smiled and saluted when he sprinted by.
There weren't any shortcuts for getting into the ring, though. There were rules, something he'd rarely had at home and never had on the streets. And there were temptations, seeing his old friends smoking and drinking and staying out all night and sleeping in all day.
A month into his training schedule, Jack had rebelled. Screw this early-to-bed-early-to-rise crap! he'd thought. He wanted to catch up with the guys, then he wanted to pick up a girl—the hotter the better. Screw the meat-vegetable-milk diet, too. He wanted a beer—the colder the better. And screw that old man for making him wait until he was "ready" to get into the ring. He wanted to tear someone's head off—the sooner the better.
He'd gotten everything he wanted, all right. The guys had greeted him like a brother, the girl had gone down as smoothly as the beer, and someone had come up missing two front teeth in a back-alley brawl. But at some point during the smoky, sticky blur of that lost weekend, somewhere between Friday night's anarchy and Monday morning's agony, he'd realized he wanted something else.
He wanted to be somebody. Somebody special. He wanted to be a champion. But he sure as hell wasn't going to win any titles lying on the kitchen floor in a pool of ice-cold sweat and regurgitated regrets.
Sully hadn't berated him when he'd dragged his errant butt back into the gym. Neither had he babied him. He'd simply met Jack's hangdog expression with flat green eyes and jerked his head in the direction of the balcony.
Another month of torturous self-discipline, of pounding the heavy bag for power and the peanut bag for speed and timing finally paid off. One morning Sully called him up to the office and told him he was ready to get in the ring. Jack could hardly stand still while Duck taped his hands.
That had been the beginning of his reign. He'd scaled the amateur ladder at a dizzying pace, taking the National Golden Gloves title with a sensational knockout, only to have it end in tragedy during his professional ascent. Now, twenty years later, he was back where he'd started...but for entirely different reasons.
Jack tried to put the past behind him and focus on the footwork patterns he wanted to teach the boys today. Footwork patterns that were an essential part of a fighter's game plan. At practically every turn, however, he caught a glimpse of soft red hair shot through with gold sleeked away from a photogenic face he'd recognized the instant he'd stepped into the ring.
Looking back, he realized that he'd literally watched Maureen Bryant grow up from a pretty little girl in ribbons and lace into the designing woman she now was. She'd been a regular media darling, given her parents' social prominence and her own numerous accomplishments. And her biggest fan had been a sad old man whose only contact with her was a scrapbook full of lovingly preserved clippings.
Certain pictures stuck out in Jack's mind, mainly because they marked some major rite of passage in his own life. 
Around the time she'd paraded her first pet, a shaggy black Scottie, past the dog-show judges, he'd made his first appearance in juvenile court. The same year she'd started ballroom dance classes, he'd entered reform school. While she'd been taking riding lessons at the Saddle & Sirloin Club, he'd been taking the name of the Marquis of Queensberry in vain at this very gym.
He doubted she even realized that the night she'd made her bow to society on Paul Bryant's proud arm, he'd made his professional debut under Sully's tongue-in-cheek ring name. Or that the summer she'd interned with one of the top decorators in town, he'd trained on a shoestring budget for his first televised bout. He'd doubted she'd care, either, that a couple of years before she'd opened her own shop to a splash of publicity, he'd quietly hung up his gloves and gone back to school.
On the one hand, Jack found it amazing that he knew so much about Sully's precious Maureen. On the other hand, he thought it amusing that she probably knew precious little about him.
Actually, he reflected as he took a final turn around the ring, that could work to his advantage. If she thought she was dealing with some punchy palooka with scrambled eggs for brains, she was in for a surprise. And surprise, as he'd learned during his sreetfighting days, often resulted in a successful attack.
The boys, having finished their warm-ups in record time, began crowding around the steamroller in silk stockings who'd come to crush their dreams of going the distance.
Standing at the ropes, Jack wondered how Ms. Gucci Two-shoes would react if she knew she'd just been surrounded by a bunch of kids who still thought "designer" was a word that preceded "drugs." Or was it Mrs. now? He remembered Sully showing him the press announcement of her engagement a couple of years ago, but he couldn't recall ever seeing a follow-up article on her wedding.
Not that he cared. Single or married, she was out of her element. A society decorator in a den of reformed thieves and recovering substance abusers. Worse yet—in his opinion, anyway—she was her mother's daughter.
A muscle flexed in Jack's jaw as he glared down at Maureen Bryant's upturned face. He wanted to grab her and shake her until her perfect teeth rattled. Rub that aristocratic nose in the lives that Sully had reclaimed before he died. He wanted, somehow, to force her to focus those sloe green eyes on the real legacy her father had left her.
Instead, he propped his hands on his hips and inclined his head in a curt gesture that didn't even begin to express the contempt he felt for her kind. Then, addressing the boys but keeping his gaze riveted on the pearl-draped powder keg who was standing ringside, he growled, "Who's first?"
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