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For my mum










Prologue



She is the blue corner. I don’t look directly at the girl I am fighting. Not yet. I can tell her shape. Her wide, tank-body and stocky legs. She is skipping on the spot like she knows more than I do, the trick to holding your space in this ring. I lean back on the ropes as if I am calm, but my stomach pulses, driving a war from this belly.


I hear the judge announce the first round. We are to listen to the referee at all times.


Seconds out.


There is a moment, before we meet in the centre, this flash of recognition between us, the direct stare, as if we notice each other for the first time. A second where we could smile. If this was another time. Another place.


She wears make-up. Pretty, but she is ugly to me. I have to make her ugly. Her eyes lined too heavy. The smear and glint of petroleum.


I’m not wearing any. We have to hurt each other. I must hurt her. I imagine it already. A jab to splinter cartilage.


But the game plan is to keep her at distance. I am the taller boxer. I have the long arms. That’s what makes sense.


Then the bell. The rush of blood and the crowd melting to murmur and it’s just us. The ring is clean—it’s ours—this quiet, crystal space.


I stalk her corner.


I jab and it’s fierce enough to keep her stepping back. I throw a straight right—it is a power punch. She does the same and our gloves clash and scuff for a second, but my next jab lands clear and she teeters and walks backwards. I keep her away with the long jab of my left arm, herding her into the ring’s corner. She lands against ropes, and I connect with a big right hand to her left cheek. It cracks the side of her head. She wobbles. It stops her. She falls back and looks to her corner for help. The referee counts her down from eight, and she finds her breath and a way to return. I should have hit her again. Another right to her head. Now we go back to corners for the second round. My punch to her head has buzzed her to rage and survival and she comes back wilder, wanting a tear-up, and I forget the things I’m good at. Instead of keeping distance, and throwing long, snappy jabs, I charge with her.


We have a tear-up. I keep replying to her punches. She has two shots, and she uses them over and over. A loopy overhand right to my head and a left to my body. She throws these over and over and I stop defending. I stop moving my head out of the way. I’m supposed to stick to my jab. All I have to do is drive her back—and keep that space. But we are smashing into each other. This is now just about toughness, not skill. Who can connect the hardest. Which of us can stay standing.


She cracks my right ear and immediately my legs collapse beneath me. I can hear the crowd make noise, a shock, and an excitement too. And then the buzz of white silence. I stagger into ropes. I try to comprehend it. I return to standing, my arms locked back into position. I can feel the fuzz, the echo of my skull as I follow her around the ring and throw shots. When the round is done, I can’t hear what’s being said to me in my corner. I nod to the woman talking as she drips water into my mouth. I’m slowing. The wires, snapped. My balance, it’s shifted. My vision is slipping. I am only nodding to things I can’t hear.


My daughter watches from the table. I can’t see her. But there, in the dark, she witnesses this. I get up with whatever I have left. An urgent message from brain to body to stay moving. I must show her I am fine. I am fine. I feel nothing. I move beyond consciousness. I am not really here. The equilibrium has been punched out with her right hook. It has dislocated my step, my left leg feels longer than my right and I stalk, horse-like, punches in lunges. But they still land. Somehow, this is still a fight. I box from memory. I am able to make the referee think I’m still able to stay in the ring. I rock her again, but because I am fuzzy and slow, I can’t move my own head out of the way and she lands another right to the side of my head, to the same ear. And it’s too much.


I drop, broken.


I manage to stand again, I gaze up at the referee, at his gravelnose and kind eyes. He looks at me like a father. He holds my shoulders. I know it’s done. I say I can go again. I say something. In the moment it feels possible. I can keep going. He smiles—he is the thing that’s keeping me up. He’s whispering to me that it’s over. I nod back to him, accepting this is it, as he counts down seconds to make it final and finished. It has to be over.


I wait for someone to take me out of the ring, I can’t remember walking, or moving, or who is there to catch me.


I forget I have a daughter.


I forget how to walk. I am moved by other arms. I am slipping, falling into the person leading me back to the changing room. There is the bedlam of this ballroom, but I don’t understand where I am. Only when I sit down and try to talk do I realise it’s my daughter’s father, bent down and staring into my face. Something stings on my skin and a medic sits in front of me and holds my wrist, shining a torch in my eyes. I feel desperate for my trainer. I see him walk in and maybe I imagine it but he’s shaking his head. I have let him down. He says I did good. But I have let him down. I did everything wrong today.


I still can’t talk, and a crowd of boxers hold me, an arm on each side, as if I can’t be trusted to hold my own spine up. I search again for my trainer. I want him to tell me it’s okay.


I drink a can of Coke because I’m told I need sugar and when I’ve filled my throat, I try to stand and find my feet. I manage it and wobble to the bathroom with my bag dragging the floor. There are grazes across my face, and my skin looks lashed and stung. My eyes, shattered. The ceiling light cuts at my eyeball. Small whip marks like split veins on my cheeks. I put jeans on, sitting on a toilet seat, pulling the denim over trembling legs. I take my hair out of the braids, and it sits stiff down my back, hard with hairspray. I draw red lipstick on my mouth, which has started to plump and swell.


When I go downstairs, I am aware of the way people stare at me. Surprised to see me walking. Sad to see my face this way. I stand in the middle of them, waiting for someone to come and talk to me. My head thrums. ‘Where is my daughter? Where is Sylvie?’ I ask anyone. Anyone should know. I need to see her. But they only keep staring, and I wonder what I’m doing for them to stare so much, until one of the older boxers comes over to take my bag and helps me to a sofa.


‘Anna, you need to sit down. You’re concussed.’
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Mum’s cancer came at the end of summer. We walked slow, through the canal’s mineral light, away from the traffic and smoke of the hospital. Both of us quiet, waiting for the shock of prognosis to soften. We linked arms like little girls and then she went a few steps ahead to see two ducks fussing around their nest. She was going to die from this. This was fact. She turned to me, in shimmer and sun, smiling in her green linen dress. The creases still precise from the chair she’d sat on when they told us what was in her lung. The size of a tennis ball now. Why hadn’t she come in sooner.


I was there the day she bought the dress. I said it was her colour. I told her to buy it.


It’s in my blood to do it.


My grandad was a boxer in east London. He was a member of the Crown & Manor Boy’s Club in Dalston until he died. Later he trained the army in fitness and fighting. It is still there, his old club, by the thick, black canal, and he—and that club—are the beginning of this. We look the same. I am the blue eyes, fair-freckled skin, and those bony, rangy shoulders. The long, slender fingers. I am his red hair. I am his boxer in the ring. His quick, fierce temper. We have a photograph of him on the bookshelf, his freckles smoothed out in sepia, a cowboy brow. His hands in the pockets of a wide-boy suit—or arms folded in starch-white vest, long, balletic when he let them hang by his side.


He was always getting into fights as a boy. His dad, Charlie—a labourer—led him down to the local boxing club because he’d run out of ideas and time. How could he keep him safe. The woodchips he was breathing in would give him stomach cancer before my grandad had turned 21, and maybe he knew he needed to put things in place—that some other father figure would be needed. It taught Grandad how to be precise with his temper. He took it to York Hall. He became an amateur boxer.


I lived with my mum when she was dying. I was there. It felt like she was always dying, after we got her diagnosis. Her life extended, but always in treatment. Always in cycles of hurt and healing. The chemotherapy trapping her in cycles of scans and smoggy walks to Charing Cross Hospital. The therapy almost killed her. Mum’s kidneys stopped working and I spent twelve hours watching a monitor to see if she’d make it. She came out of her coma and died two years later. The final six months were brutal. I cleaned bed sores and helped carry her body, just bone and skin, out of the bath. I had to use my body to move hers. To clean hers—to feed hers. I used to lie beside her and pour teaspoons of morphine into her mouth, beak to baby bird.


I rubbed oil onto her cold, spiny shins because everything was cracking, splitting, weeping. I always tried to mend her on the surface. I couldn’t get to the tumour, but I could seal wounds and wash hair. On the morning she died I continued rubbing cream into the arches of her feet. Always cycles of hurt and healing.


We cremated her in willow and rosehip and buried her next to Grandad. The grief was, it is, a total darkness. At its worst, it is ordinary. She isn’t here, every day, and she will never be here again. It interfered with sleep—with all systems. I’d be woken by shakes, the shudder of this reality. I couldn’t get past the cremation, imagining the heat stripping her down to bone, and then to ash. How she could cease to be, so quickly. I kept thinking we should have buried her whole. Then I could know there was an outline of her body somewhere beneath the soil. I could seek out the shape of her. Eventually I began to lose hair.


My trainer finds me at this point.


I stumble into his gym’s boxing night when watching my daughter’s musical theatre class. The boxing and dance school share a venue. The men are exciting, but it is the women. I have never seen so many women boxers before. Braided, muscled, my age and younger, walking into the changing rooms. Some nod at me, some look at the floor. They look self-possessed, together. They don’t smile. I want to know them. I want to ask how they got so tough—how they got their grace and power. How they got to feel so at home in their bodies.


‘You want to fight?’ He asked it slightly joking. Shorter than me, Marine-toned and sharp, he said it so easy it almost made sense. He said it like it was already going to happen.










2



Only in evenings did she falter, tears in her eyes for a second, as it must have all come horribly clear to her. She turned to me and said she wasn’t ready to not have me around. She wasn’t ready for me to leave her. It was my life she wouldn’t get to know in her death. She wouldn’t know my sister’s babies. She wanted my sister to have babies. That’s what made her so sad.


The gym is like a secret. Small, busy and hidden under arches. The music is loud, and the boxers mind their own business on the bags. The smell of the bleach that strips equipment of its sweat, gets stuck in clean knots at the back of my throat.


When I go there for the first time I think of my grandad, the way boxing found him when he had diphtheria. The way he held himself in tweed, Hamlet cigars between his teeth. I used him for courage. I copied his toughness.


The trainer I met at the fight night isn’t here today. Instead, I have one of the other coaches. He wears a purple beanie and is reading a book on the bike machine when I arrive. He knows it’s my first time. He suggests they’re all learning in this boxing gym. I can hear the whip-quick thrash of fists on a bag and feel brand new to this.


There is a sense of ceremony when moving into the ring for the first time, perhaps every time, the dipping of the body, and standing tall again, the emerging into new space. The light makes spots on the black vinyl floor. I can see myself in the mirror. I wait for him to tell me to start hitting, I’m keen to start hitting. But we don’t. In fact, the gloves I’m borrowing stay outside of the ring. I have to remember this is a trial. It’s not the real thing.


My trainer asks me to show him how I jab, and he looks at the angles, the lines, the way my body turns. His arms are folded, and he steps back. I am corrected instantly, on the way I stand, the way I move when I punch from my elbow—awkward and weak. I laugh when I’m corrected because it is so unusual, to be touched and realigned with such care. My body doesn’t want to be bent this way and rejects the corrections. Springing back to stiffness.


‘You ever shadow-boxed?’


I’m fixed to where I stand—I am only silhouette. I don’t know what shadowboxing is.


This trainer folds his arms and waits. He is calm—serious.


‘It’s just you and your shadow. These are the basics.’


I try to fill the silence, the space, talking to eat up the clock.


‘I did ballet. I used to dance.’


As if this is my excuse to stand still.


But this doesn’t help me now, I’m unable to move my feet and my body looks silly. One of the other trainers sits and looks to see what I might do next. When I do nothing, he turns back to his bag, his face is bruised, glinting fish scales. He wears them as if they are just skin. His ribs like wheels when he hits the bag, his back slicing air when his shoulders roll. The hiss and groan from somewhere in his gut. When he moves, he sings with it, as if he is the only person here.


‘It doesn’t have to look perfect.’


There are three minutes on the clock, three minutes blinking backwards in red lights.


‘Go on.’ And then, kindly, ‘just try.’


The neon numbers are blinking quickly, and the urgency of this presses at something. I am still shuffling, awkward, and now I am aware I am wasting time. As a gesture I try jogging on the spot a little, throwing jabs gently, pointlessly. I won’t be able to fill a minute up. I can’t move into its space. I won’t be enough.


He tells me to try and line the punches up with my own head. To use the mirror as more than reflection. To see myself as an opponent, moving in time with me—my shadow. I have to try and cut into this silhouette.


‘You have to move with her. You have to find her.’


He resets the clock.


‘Go again.’


I am starting to sweat, and I make new shapes. I want to distort the woman in the mirror. She shudders and steps closer. She looks so fucking stupid. I fumble something in the air, making fists and shapes, until eventually these violet beams become moonlight and I am lost in the poetry of this. I can hear my breath when I move, the hiss-bap sound from my mouth. As if I am the only person here.


‘It gets easier. You’ll get the fundamentals.’


Still calm, still serious.


When I collect my daughter from school, she runs out to get her hug. I am pleased to see her so happy and so messy—her hair is out of its band and her hands are tattooed with ink from an art lesson. I buy her a pink, iced doughnut. She leaves me the last bite and shows me a scrape on her hand from a fall at break time. It is barely there, but it stings. She tells me the plaster fell off. I look at her little bruises and scrapes, her knees always healing from some playground game. She demands plasters for all her wounds. She likes to layer them on—three at a time. She is loud about it, when she is hurt, she cries. It is the shock, not the pain. That’s why she cries. I wipe the jam sugar from her mouth and kiss her warm head.


‘There are more plasters at home.’


That is enough for her. The promise that I will cover the places she hurts.


When we get home, she takes off her uniform, grabbing clothes from her dressing-up basket and leaving a trail of slips, fake-fur and my old high heels along the corridor. She settles on a flamenco skirt and a pair of gold heels I found in a vintage shop. Her toes grip the shoes as she walks, and the heels scrape the wooden floor. She knows she is only allowed five minutes in heels. That’s my rule. To save her ankles and back. She lounges on pillows, feet propped up. Only the single scar on her knee from a toddler fall marks her body. She observes her toes, lifting her leg up and down. She seems to know her body so well already.


I see my reflection in the window, as evening falls to dark, spotted in ceiling light. I am cooking, but I pause. I throw a jab; I bow my head. Even alone, I am still self-conscious.


I order my first pair of boxing gloves. They are black, and cheap enough to throw away if I get bored.


I go back two days later. My original trainer is now back, and we have a session together. He was in the Marines and reminds me of my grandad: polite, kind, but tough. We connect, immediately. He is the right fit. He has trained everyone. There is no small talk or fake praise. We focus on muscle memory. I have to throw jabs in the mirror, on a bag, and then pads. Over and over, again and again. Until it’s locked. Built into the tissue. I am sure he has seen the glinting scars on my arm under the pallor of these white lights, but he says nothing. They are twenty years old and have never faded. I did them to myself.


I don’t tell him my knuckles are starting to sting because my wraps are too thin. Each time I hit with my right I shudder a little, but I don’t want him to know it hurts. He can’t know I’m struggling this soon. It is only my second time. He will make me rest, or come back tomorrow, and I don’t want to do that. I don’t want him to make me stop—for me to not finish this round—so I punch harder because I think maybe my knuckles just need to be roughened more, made into better fists. I try to train my body to feel pain. I feel pain in silence.
I have just seen the English National Ballet with my oldest friend. The bodies move satin in air, the feet staccato, the muscles ripping silently, beautifully. The toes, bent, bloodied knots. My friend was a ballerina, and I know her feet have been mauled. My daughter will go on points soon if she continues to dance. For a while she will dance on blood as her toes harden.


‘Did you see the way it’s in two parts? The body levitates above the snap of the feet. They move together, like bird wing.’


She speaks this language and I ask her if she thinks there is something linked between ballet and boxing.


‘Oh definitely. There is the pleasure-pain. To make your body do something so beyond what it should. And to make it beautiful.’


She says a boxer is their body. Like a dancer is their body.


When the pain keeps beating in my right hand, I try and read it as growth. I can feel scraped, wet skin. The boys on the bags are punching hard and I don’t want to be the girl who gives up. They are completing rounds of press-ups and planks. Steam rising from their backs, dented, and scalloped with muscle and effort. One has cigarette burns on his back.


‘You have a lot of power. You could hurt someone. Knock them out.’


There is another trainer lost in the bliss and ritual of punching the bag. Each crack on leather takes him out of his head and into his body. Healing, tea-marks of a bruise case his left eye. I smile and stop punching as hard. I move to the floor to try out a journeyman hook—a punch that comes round, wide, in a loop, to catch my opponent in the head.


I find a corner, where they stack the weights, just by the toilet. Away from the boys and their backs. I have halved myself in the thinnest slice of mirror. I have made myself small, a little invisible. I move without commitment, holding my breath. I want this to be over, to go home.


‘What are you doing?’


My trainer has seen me.


‘Why are you standing over there, in the corner?’


It is a genuine confusion. I motion to the three boys who are now stretching and smiling, easy with their square foot of floor to ease their muscles.


‘I didn’t want to be in their way.’


He steps onto the floor. He has been drinking his mug of coffee, changing the music. There are always songs here. Elvis, or Bad Bunny—whatever the boxers want.
‘Don’t move out the way for them.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘If you say sorry again, I’ll make you do 50 press-ups.’


The scars are not the thing to be ashamed of. It’s the disappearance. It’s the hiding them. This is not the place to make myself smaller.


That night my daughter wakes and walks down the hall. She climbs beside me. Her hand finds mine, and I look at her perfect nose, the stenciled eyes. The painted mouth. She is in blossom, alive. There is a little vein on her neck, beating like wing against sleep. I think of all the things that could hurt her. The ways her face could bruise. I never want her to die. I remember a friend telling me she imagined her child falling off a cliff, constantly, and how this was nature’s way of making sure she kept her safe. And my own mum, taking that phone call, when I was crying to her from the Half Moon pub, my nose almost broken and stuffed with blood.


‘Dad will have to come and get you.’ So angry with me, but so angry with him, the man she couldn’t hurt back on my behalf. So angry it had happened. She could only whisper. ‘I’ll see you at home.’


I go back to the gym the following week, and the week after that. Each time I get better. After a month I buy myself better gloves, better wraps too. I start to punch from the shoulder, and the punches feel powerful.


Once a week I am here, my hair spun in a clip. I wear mascara and perfume and chains around my neck. I’m not ready to let go of those ornaments yet. I still want to feel pretty.


A young boxer pauses to ask how I am finding it all. I tell him more than I do my close friends. He asks if it’s harder for me to fight because I haven’t given myself permission yet. He has just lost a fight and he is more solemn, quiet. I say I’m not sure.


I say sorry when I leave. My trainer tells me to stop saying it. Correct your mistake and carry on. Hold your space. My mascara has smudged, and I wipe the smeared grease into my sweat. He makes another joke about me fighting. I laugh.


‘Anyone can fight, Anna.’


But I don’t think they can. I don’t think I can.
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We often met in the kitchen for tea when day broke into blue. The pain had started to wake her up and I’d hear her slippers on the stairs and they’d wake me up too. She would lean on the counter, her back to me, waiting for the click of the kettle. We could hear owls outside. The dawn cold and new. Always a biscuit at the table, dunked in weak and milky tea where she’d taken the bag out too soon. We never finished the tea. It wasn’t about the tea; it was about the time. We knew sleep would come and we had nowhere better to be than here. When she was in her bed, I would check on her, make sure she had breath. Then back to my room, wondering if I should check another time, to hold that image over, of her drifting, mouth parted, her chest only slightly rising with heartbeat.


I stop training for the summer because my daughter has been accepted to dance with Dance Theatre of Harlem and we spend July in New York.


We are headed home on the A train, getting back to Brooklyn, sipping on iced fruit teas from Dunkin’ Donuts that are too big to finish, both of us struggling with bucket-size cups and the swampy July heat. I see the famous Gleason’s boxing gym is on the corner—close to where my sister lives and where we are staying. I have to visit. It feels like going to church. I am not dressed the right way. New York in July is tropical, and my body feels swollen, my blue velvet ballet shoes reddening my heels. My dress sticks to every dip and curve of my body, slapped to the sweat of my back. It’s a painful heat. I take my daughter’s hand and parade a little, walk into the gym’s corners, having a long look at the walls of photographs and posters, which are a walk of fame. They are all here. I spot Tyson. The gold tooth smile. The wall is signed by Muhammad Ali—a small scribble you’d never notice. I touch the place his hand touched. This gym has looked after everybody.
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