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         As soon as the turquoise blue Impala pulled in the driveway, Kid Dynamite was out of the back seat, across the lawn, into the house, and dancing out of his wool pants and tie as he vaulted up to his room. Sunday services at St. Mark’s Lutheran, when communion was offered, were very long affairs. Sit down, get up, sit down again; up- and-down, down-and-up in a flesh-eating wool suit as voracious as a blanket of South American army ants. Out in the car, Cancer Frank had barely turned off the ignition switch. Kid Dynamite was already in his gray cotton sweatpants and boxing shoes. Church, man! If the boredom didn’t kill you, the everlasting sermon could have you snoring in a bolt-upright position. Add to that six or seven hymns where otherwise harmless old ladies howled like they were hell-bent on shattering more than nerves – they were out to break celestial crystal. So were the small babies who screamed protest against the stagnant oxygen-deficient air and the stupefaction of body heat. What a relief to be done with it. The only reason he consented to go at all was for the sake of his grandmother, Mag.

         As Kid Dynamite carefully taped his hands in his bedroom, he heard Cancer Frank’s heavy wingtips scraping up the front steps. There was the snap of his stepfather’s Zippo and the clatter of an ashtray being placed on the piano. In his gray sharkskin and brown felt snap-brim, with a Pall Mall draped from his lips, Cancer Frank was the Hoagy Carmichael of Aurora, Illinois. Kid Dynamite laughed to himself thinking that C.F. endured the services in nicotine withdrawal – served the chump right, too! As soon as his hands were wrapped, Kid Dynamite slipped a hooded sweatshirt over his head and was down the back stairs and out of the house. Out. Clean. Gone.

         Kid Dynamite stepped through the wet grass in his boxing shoes, threw his shoulder into the side door of the garage, and stepped inside. It was cold and damp, smelling of musk. He snapped on his transistor radio. WLS was running a shitload of Sunday advertisements cheerfully promulgating the American life of living death. Kid Dynamite peered out the window where he spotted his mother, “the Driver,” still sitting in the car preening in the rearview mirror. For the Driver (one trip to the Buy Right with her behind the wheel and you would get down on your knees and pray), church services were just another place, as all places were to her, where you went to show off your good looks and your latest outfit.

         Kid Dynamite slipped on his bag gloves. It was early March and the wind was blowing hard. It had been raining off and on. Three of the garage windows were broken and the roof leaked, but the floor was made of smooth wooden planks. As Kid Dynamite did some side twists to limber up, he looked through the window again and saw his mother finally get out of the Chevy and walk into the house where there were bigger mirrors. He wondered what she had been thinking looking in that rearview. “How did I go over today?” No doubt.

         Kid Dynamite spent a lot of time in front of a mirror himself, but only to examine his body alignment and his punching form. He was himself a good-looking young man but a realigned nose, a little scar tissue beneath the brows, and a cauliflower ear were beginning to make any comparisons with the Greek gods unlikely. Poker-faced, he threw a jab at the double-ended bolo bag and gave it a quick head slip when it bounced back. Slipping punches was the most accomplished means a boxer could employ to protect his face but also the riskiest. Kid Dynamite tattooed the bag and continued slipping punches until he began to sweat. Then he started moving in and out on the bag – started using his legs. In another few moments he was gliding around the greasy floor planks, the air so cold he could see his breath. Shadowboxing, he worked his legs, moving about the floor in a bob-and-weave style, watching himself in variously positioned mirrors. His Sunday afternoon workouts belonged to him alone and he used them to cover contingencies that had been skipped over in his regular gymnasium workouts. The old man once told him, “There are at least a thousand things that can go wrong in a fight, and how many of them can you think of – fifty?” As with most fighters, Kid Dynamite’s things going wrong invariably involved the problem of fear. As the old man had said, “Control your fear and you are cooking with gas, baby.”

         At 147 pounds, Kid Dynamite fought as a welterweight. He had recently advanced through the semifinals in the open class of the Chicago Golden Gloves, but made the finals only just barely. Two of these victories were split decisions. In his last fight on Friday, he suffered a slight cut under the left eye. The opponent had pushed him to the limit and he knew that from here on in the competition would get much rougher. Four of the boxers from the Steelworkers’ Hall had made it to the finals. They were all sky-high that night, driving back to Aurora on the Eisenhower Freeway in Juan’s junkyass Cadillac. But after Juan dropped Kid Dynamite off and he came into the house with his gym bag, Cancer Frank was lying on the couch watching TV and didn’t bother to even look up at his stepson. The Driver was already in bed and it was too late to call his girlfriend, Melanie. So he went upstairs and woke up the Driver. “I won. I got him good,” he said.

         The Driver’s face was covered in a luminescent green mask. “Did you knock him out?” she said wearily. There was a bath towel on the Driver’s pillow and flecks of cracked green paste dropped from her face as she spoke.

         “Jesus. The creature from the Green Bog,” Kid Dynamite said.

         “It’s a wrinkle mask. Did you knock him out or what?”

         “My guy? No, I won on points. Chubby knocked his guy out. I won on points. Cuba and Eloise Greene won.”

         “What about your homework?” she said.

         “What about it? It’s Friday night. Man, I was feeling so right tonight. It was the best thing. I’m going to win the tournament,” Kid Dynamite said.

         “You’re just like your father and where is he now? He’s in the nuthouse. You’ve got to study. You’ve got geometry problems.”

         “I’m talking to a lima bean. Screw geometry. When was the last time you had to whip out a slide rule to solve one of life’s problems?”

         “You hang out with those lowlife boxers and you act crude. What will you do with your life? How can you hang out with such scrums?”

         “They’re my friends. Jesus! I come in here feeling great. Can’t you just say, ‘Good, I’m glad you won. You’ve made me a happy lima bean.’ Is that too much to ask?”

         The Driver stuck her hand out groping for the alarm clock. “I’ve got to get up at the crack of dawn, what time is it?” she said.

         “Midnight. I’m going to take an aspirin. I’ve got a headache. Shit!”

         As he left the bedroom his mother said, “I don’t want to take the wind out of your sails, but you better pass or you’ll end up in the gutter.”

         Kid Dynamite stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. She said, “I am glad you won. But don’t stay up all night doing push-ups; I need quiet. My nerves are shot.”

         He didn’t bother to reply. Instead he leaned against the sink and examined the cut under his eye in the medicine cabinet mirror. It wasn’t that bad, but the tissue under his eye was swollen and tender. A couple of jabs, one good solid punch could easily burst it open. He went downstairs and got an ice cube, passing Cancer Frank on the stairs. Neither uttered a word in passing. Kid Dynamite wondered if C.F. even knew he was fighting. Suddenly the elation of reaching the finals returned to him full blown. His recent win was not merely a stay of execution. This time, one way or another, he would take it all the way. Back in bed he let the ice melt over his eye, feeling the water roll down his neck onto the pillow. He could hear Cancer Frank talking to the Driver. “He’ll never get past the next round. He drew Louie Reine, the redhead that nailed him last year. It was three days soaking in Epsom salts after that –”

         “Who knows,” his mother said. “Maybe he’s better now, he’s bigger. He sure thinks he’s going to win,” the Driver said.

         Cancer Frank said, “Not even if you tied one of Reine’s hands behind his back does he win.”

         Kid Dynamite waited in the silence of the night for this defense attorney to speak up for him. For a long time there was nothing, then came the familiar animal sounds. Christ! The two of them were having sex in spite of her stiff green wrinkle mask. Kid Dynamite rolled over on his stomach, covering his head with a pillow, but it was useless. He felt compelled to listen. When it was over he heard light feet squeaking on the linoleum tile, followed by intensive Listerine gargling, a hard scouring toothbrush, then footsteps back to the bed. Next Cancer Frank’s heavier feet could be heard padding into the bathroom. Kid Dynamite heard his stepfather take a long horse piss and do some Listerine gargling of his own. In a moment he was back in the master bedroom where body positions were assumed, covers were adjusted, and things finally became quiet. Then he heard the Driver say, “I don’t know. He was in the paper again, fifteen in a row. Knocking them out left and right.”

         Cancer Frank spoke matter-of-factly, without rancor or malice. He said, “Those were prelims. Kids that don’t know how to fight. This other fighter, Reine, has his number. The kid is scared. He isn’t going to win. He’ll blow it.”

         Kid Dynamite was suddenly up on the edge of the bed in a rage. He pounded his fists on the tops of his thighs. Through clenched teeth he said, “You don’t know shit!”

         Cancer Frank heard him and said, “Hey!” The voice that had so terrorized Kid Dynamite for so much of his life stabbed him now like a punch to the solar plexus. Stepfather or no, the man was supposed to guide and encourage him, not run him down and disparage his every move. Cancer Frank was the original and main source of his travail in the world thus far. Kid Dynamite imagined him poised up in bed next to his mother. C.F. said, “Watch your goddamn mouth or I’m coming in there!”
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