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I

THE TENTH ROUND


This book isn’t just a boxing story.

It’s also a story of endings. The last round of a life. The moment when the bell is about to ring for the final time and you’re faced with the only questions that matter: How do you want to finish your story? What kind of legacy do you want to leave behind?

This book is for anyone who has ever been knocked down. For anyone who has felt the weight of regret or the ache of unfinished business. For anyone who has ever wondered if they could get back up.
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  OUT FROM THE SHADOWS

  
  




Dawn crept over the streets of South Boston, casting a pale light on the cracked pavement of West Broadway. A weathered black sedan rolled quietly along the curb, its paint chipped and rust nibbling away at the wheel wells. A faded Red Sox bumper sticker clung to the back like a forgotten piece of pride.




Inside, Mickey Brannigan sat behind the wheel, his face carved by years of punches and pain. Sixty-three years old, with the hardened eyes of a man who’d spent a lifetime trading blows—in and out of the ring. His jaw clenched unconsciously, like he was biting down on a mouthguard from four decades earlier.




On the passenger seat sat a worn, stained gym bag. Everything about Mickey was tired but taut—like a boxer at the end of the final round, still standing but swaying.




He passed O’Connor’s Tavern—or what used to be O’Connor’s. The sign was gone now, the brick façade boarded up and tagged with spray paint. It used to be a place where fighters crowded around a broken TV to watch the Friday Night Fights. Mickey slowed for half a block, staring at the boarded windows. For a second, he swore he could still hear the cheers inside—then the empty street swallowed it. He pressed the gas.




Mickey wasn’t admiring the city. He scanned the streets like a man searching for ghosts—remnants of who he once was, who he could have been. The streets looked the same, but the faces had changed. New storefronts and different graffiti. It made him feel both invisible and obsolete.




He pulled up to a building. “Chopper’s Gym,” the rusted sign read. The neon buzzed weakly, flickering as though unsure whether to keep fighting. The paint peeled like old tape, but the place still stood. Barely.




Mickey parked. He didn’t move for a moment. Just stared at the entrance like it might swallow him whole. His fingers tapped lightly on the steering wheel, a nervous rhythm born of decades in the ring.




Then, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small pill bottle.




Michael Brannigan. Pancreatic Cancer.




The label spelled it out in quiet certainty. He stared at it, his thumb brushing the plastic like it might rewrite the truth. Then, with a sigh that seemed to deflate his entire chest, he tossed it into the glovebox and stepped out of the car.




His boots hit the pavement. Solid. Heavy. Familiar.




The front door creaked open. Inside, the gym smelled like dust and sweat. Heavy bags swayed faintly in still air. On the wall, a poster of Mickey in his prime—gloves raised, chest out, championship belt gleaming—hung crooked, faded but proud. It had yellowed around the edges, but the fire in his eyes still burned.




Coach “Chopper” McNeil stood inside the ring, barking instructions to a wiry young fighter as he worked the pads. His voice hadn’t changed—a raspy bark that could cut through music and muscle alike. He didn’t see Mickey at first. But then the door creaked again.




Chopper turned slowly. His grizzled face locked eyes with Mickey’s.




Silence.




“You’re either a ghost… or you’re finally dying,” Chopper said.




Mickey cracked a faint smile. “Maybe both.”




Mickey leaned against the ropes while Chopper stood nearby with a towel slung over one shoulder.




Chopper didn’t look amused. “You look like hell,” he muttered.




“That bad?” Mickey replied with a chuckle.




“You disappear for over a decade,” Chopper said, “and now you show up looking like a bag of laundry somebody found in an alley”




Mickey didn’t answer right away. He looked around the gym, taking it all in like an old photograph. The same smell, same creaks in the floorboards. It was the only place that ever made him feel whole—and the place he’d abandoned when things fell apart.




The two men stared at each other. Years hung between them, thick with regret and pride.




It was the summer of ’76, the heat in South Boston thick like soup, and Mickey Brannigan was nineteen years old with blood on his knuckles and nowhere to be. His old man had died that spring—massive heart attack in the middle of the night. Just like that, the only anchor he ever had was gone. No warning. No goodbye.




Mickey hadn’t cried at the funeral. Not because he didn’t want to—he just didn’t know how. His father was a hard man, but a steady one. And when he went, so did the last bit of structure in Mickey’s life. He dropped out of community college two weeks later. Got fired from the dock for punching a foreman who called him “useless.” And then he just started fighting. Bars, alleys, street corners. Anyone looked at him wrong, said something sideways—he was swinging.




Not for glory. Not for pride. He was trying to feel something. Anything.




That was how he ended up outside a dive on Dorchester Avenue one night, blood on his shirt, split lip, and a gash above his right eye. The guy he fought was bigger, drunker, and definitely had friends. Mickey was sitting on the curb, holding his ribs and wondering if this was it—if he was just going to be another neighborhood burnout.




That’s when the old man showed up.




“Hell of a left hook,” the voice said.




Mickey looked up. The guy had silver hair slicked back, a cigar in his mouth, and eyes like he’d seen every bad decision a man could make and survived them all. He was wearing a leather jacket in 90-degree heat.




“You a scout or something?” Mickey asked.




“No. I’m a trainer,” the man said. “Name’s Chopper McNeil. Used to work with pros—real ones. But I like rebuilding wreckage better.”




Mickey laughed bitterly, wincing at the pain in his side from the fight.




“You come by Southie Boxing Club tomorrow morning. Seven sharp. Don’t be late. I don’t wait on punks.”




He walked off, just like that. Left Mickey bleeding on the curb.




The next morning, Mickey didn’t go. But the day after that, he did. He walked into Southie Boxing Club with a swollen eye and an attitude. The gym smelled like sweat. 




Chopper was there already, barking orders at some kid hitting the heavy bag. Mickey stood in the doorway.




Chopper didn’t look up. “You’re two days late.”




That was the beginning. Chopper didn’t coddle him. Didn’t ask about his father. Didn’t ask about the fights. He just trained him. Hard. Brutal. Old-school. Made him run in boots. Spar with pros. Taught him how to take a hit and keep moving.




“You’re not a street fighter anymore,” Chopper would growl. “You’re a boxer.”




Over time, the rage started to have direction. The pain started to mean something. And slowly, Mickey stopped being lost. He never said it out loud, but Chopper saved his life. Not by hugging him or ever saying that he loved him, but by giving him something to fight for.




Now decades later, Chopper grabbed a stool and sat down.




Mickey lingered in the doorway of the old gym, the smell of sweat and mildew hitting him like a memory he wasn’t ready for. Chopper McNeil looked up from his desk, eyes narrowing.




Chopper’s stare hardened. “I haven’t seen you in over eight years. Why are you here?”




“I don’t know,” Mickey admitted. “I just needed somebody… familiar.”




Chopper studied him. His voice dropped. “You sick or something?”




Mickey didn’t answer. He only gave a slight nod, shoulders heavy with the weight of truth. Chopper’s lips tightened.




“Christ almighty,” Chopper whispered.




“Six months,” Mickey said finally, voice low. “Maybe less. Doc said I could try treatment, but what will that really do?”




“You always were too damn stubborn to listen to anybody,” Chopper growled.




“If it’s my time, Chop… then it’s my time.”




“And Danny?” Chopper asked quietly.




Mickey looked away. “He doesn’t know.”




“Well, he needs to find out.”




“I know.”




Silence stretched between them. Chopper leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his eyes not leaving Mickey.




“You remember the first week you walked in here?” he asked. “Full of piss and vinegar, wouldn’t shut up about how you didn’t need nobody?”




Mickey almost smiled. “And you made me run five miles in steel-toed boots. My toenails almost fell off. Thought you were trying to kill me.”




“Maybe I was. Just a little.” Chopper smirked. “But you finished it, didn’t you?”




“Didn’t have a choice.”




“Damn right. I told you back then—you start something, you finish it.”




Mickey’s eyes fell to the floor. “Guess I never finished much, did I?”




“Don’t start that poor-me shit,” Chopper snapped. “I ain’t in the mood for pity or stupidity.”




“It’s the truth,” Mickey said, voice cracking under the weight. “I lost the belt. I gave up Maria. I lost my son. Fuck—I didn’t even go to Ma’s funeral.”




Chopper’s jaw tightened. “You can still fix some of that, Mick. Danny’s still here.”




“He wants nothing to do with me.”




“I still remember him,” Chopper said softly. “Sitting on the ring step when he was what—six? Seven? Watching every punch you threw. Didn’t matter if you were sparring a tomato can or a world beater. He thought you were Superman.”




Mickey swallowed hard. “And I went and showed him Clark Kent was just some drunk with bad knees.”




“No,” Chopper said firmly. “You showed him you were human. He didn’t need perfect, Mick. He just needed his old man.”




The silence that followed was heavy, thick with things left unsaid. Mickey rubbed his hands together, the sound dry and nervous. Chopper’s eyes never left him.




“There’s a cot in the back,” Chopper said finally. “Smells like mold, so you’ll feel right at home.”




Mickey smirked, the first real smile he’d managed since walking in.




“And Mick…” Chopper added, his tone turning rough again. “Don’t die in my goddamn gym.”




Mickey didn’t answer aloud. He just nodded, slowly. The truth hung in the air like smoke. 




Mickey had never been much for family. Not because he didn’t want one, but because life had a way of giving him the wrong kind of examples. His old man had been a shadow—the kind you could never quite catch, always disappearing when you needed him most.




Chopper McNeil filled that gap without even meaning to. He wasn’t gentle, and he sure as hell wasn’t the kind of man to put a hand on your shoulder and say he was proud. Chopper’s version of encouragement was telling you that you looked like hell and then making you run five extra miles.




He called you “kid” long after you were a grown man. He barked at you when you were late, and if you ever complained, he’d give you a look that could knock the wind out of you faster than any punch.




But under all that, Mickey knew. He knew in the way Chopper showed up when no one else did—the way he’d bail him out of a bad situation, stand in his corner when the whole world was against him, and never once walk away when things got ugly.




Chopper didn’t need to say he loved him. Men like that didn’t talk about love. They lived it, in their own rough-edged way.




And somewhere along the line, Mickey realized that when he thought about the man who taught him how to fight, how to stand his ground, and how to take the hits life threw at him, he wasn’t thinking about his father. He was thinking about Chopper.




The first night Mickey ever stayed overnight in the gym, he didn’t know if he’d make it till morning. Not because it was unsafe—hell, Chopper’s gym was the safest he’d ever felt—but because the silence was different there. It wasn’t the kind of silence that pressed in on you. It was the kind that gave you room to breathe.




He remembered the smell of canvas and liniment, the faint hum of the soda machine in the corner, and the way the ring sat under the dim lights like a stage waiting for its next act.




He’d thrown his bag down in the little back room—just a cot, a dresser with one drawer that worked, and a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. No TV. No radio. No distractions.




There was something about it. The steady drip of the leaky sink in the bathroom. The faint thud of a heavy bag still swinging from earlier in the day. The echoes of the day’s sparring matches lingering in the walls.




It was just him, his thoughts, and the ring.




And maybe that’s why it felt like home—because there was no pretending in a place like that. No polished furniture to impress guests, no lawn to mow for appearances. Just sweat, work, and the smell of leather.




His body was giving out on him now. The doctors had been clear. He wasn’t coming back from this fight. Every step felt heavier, like he was carrying the weight of all the rounds he’d ever fought.




But when he pushed open that old door and saw the cot in the corner, he felt the same strange comfort he had all those years ago.




He sat on the edge of the bed, letting his hand rest on the worn frame. The room was still quiet, still simple. No photographs on the wall, no trophies lined up on a shelf. Just space to think. Space to be.




The silence wasn’t empty—it was familiar. Almost kind. It wrapped around him like old gloves, beaten soft over time.




In the eighties and nineties, he’d gone home to places with bigger rooms, softer beds, and fine curtains that blocked out the morning sun. But they’d never felt like this.




This room didn’t ask anything of him. It didn’t care whether he was champion or washed-up, healthy or dying.




Here, it was still just him, his thoughts, and the ring in the next room.




And for the first time in weeks, Mickey let himself lean back on the thin mattress, close his eyes, and stop fighting.




A new day had started.




Mickey Brannigan had returned.
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  Not Dead Yet

  
  







When Mickey opened his eyes again, the room was darker — only a thin slice of light cutting through the crack in the door. For a second, he wasn’t sure what had woken him. Then he heard it.




Thump.

Thump.

Thump-thump.




The sound of gloves snapping against the heavy bag. Not wild swings, but measured, disciplined shots. A rhythm.




He swung his legs over the side of the cot, the floor cool under his bare feet. His joints ached, but he didn’t rush. He just sat there for a moment, letting the sound guide him. Each strike was followed by a shuffle-step and the faint squeak of sneakers on canvas.




It wasn’t Chopper in there. Wasn’t any of the old crew. It was a young man by the name of Tyrell Banks.




Mickey stood, gripping the doorframe for balance before making his way down the hall. He stopped just outside the main floor, leaning against the wall so the kid wouldn’t notice him right away.




Tyrell was working the bag like it owed him money. Sweat dripped from his chin, his eyes locked dead ahead. There was no wasted motion, no showboating. Just the kind of focus Mickey remembered having himself when he was young and hungry.




Inside, under the dim fluorescent lights, the kid was working like his life depended on it. Tall, wiry, sweat already darkening his T-shirt, eyes locked on the bag like it had insulted his mother.




Mickey leaned in the doorway, watching. The kid’s form was raw, but there was something there — that same wild spark Chopper had once accused Mickey of wasting.




The kid was a storm in sneakers. Sweat slicked his forehead as he jabbed at the air with relentless rhythm, his footwork crisp, his focus unshakable. He moved like he had something to prove — and he did.




Mickey saw someone with a lot of tools, but he also saw his weaknesses. Chopper alwaays told him that “even the best fighters need to be taught the little things”. The things that not just win you fights, but also can win you world titles. 




Mickey leaned against the wall, coffee steaming in his hand, watching.




“That rope’s got better footwork than you,” Mickey finally said.




Tyrell slowed, blinking. “Huh?”




“You’re skipping like you’re scared of the floor.”




Tyrell smirked, still bouncing. “You the new janitor or something?”




“You always up this early?” Mickey asked.




“Can’t sleep. My mind won’t let me,” Tyrell said, turning the rope faster. “Figured I’d work it off.”




“That’s good,” Mickey nodded. “But don’t mistake movement for progress.”




Tyrell frowned, studying him. “Wait… you that old dude from the poster in Chopper’s office?”




“Maybe,” Mickey muttered. “Depends how old you think ‘old dude’ is.”




“Mickey Brannigan, right?” Tyrell grinned. “Middleweight champ like… a hundred years ago?”




“You say that like I’m already dead.”




“Nah. Dead guys don’t glare that hard.” Tyrell cocked his head. “Were you any good?”




“Good enough to make people nervous,” Mickey said. “Not good enough to make them stop talking.”




“I heard you had a chin like granite… but no defense.”




Mickey gave a half-smile. “That’s fair. I preferred hitting to thinking.”




“Guess it caught up to you.”




The silence that followed wasn’t hostile, but it wasn’t friendly either. Tyrell went back to skipping, this time quicker, shoulders loose, showing off.




“What’s your name, kid?” Mickey asked.




“Tyrell Banks. But everyone calls me Ty. Golden Gloves last year. Going pro next. Chopper says I’m the real thing.”




“They always say that, right?” Mickey muttered.




Tyrell shrugged. “I don’t get hit.”




“You will.”




Tyrell stopped. Let the rope drop to his ankles. He grabbed his towel and walked over, wiping sweat from his face. “No disrespect, but times have changed, man. This ain’t your era. Guys like me don’t need old-school bruisers telling us how to box.”




“And guys like me don’t waste words on someone who hasn’t bled yet,” Mickey shot back.




Tyrell opened his mouth, then stopped. He smirked instead, cocky but curious.




“Boxing ain’t about speed,” Mickey continued. He set his coffee down, stepped closer, and threw a slow jab into the air, deliberate. “It’s about rhythm. Change the rhythm. Make him think it’s coming slow—then pop. It’s not the hand that wins a fight. It’s the half-second your opponent doesn’t see it.”




Tyrell shook his head. “I appreciate the advice, but I don’t need any lessons.”




“Nobody thinks they do,” Mickey said quietly. “Not until they’re lying flat on their back, staring up at the lights, wondering what the hell just happened.”




Tyrell smirked again, but the hesitation in his eyes betrayed him. “I ain’t planning on ending up like that. 




Mickey sipped his coffee and let the silence stretch, watching.




Tyrell looked up suddenly.




“You ever lose?” he asked, not challenging — just curious.




Mickey cracked a wry smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes.




“You mean in life? Or in the ring?”




“Both, I guess.”




Mickey leaned back against the dented locker, exhaling a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.




“Plenty,” he said. “But the one that sticks? Madison Square Garden. ‘Ninety-nine. Some young Puerto Rican kid named Delgado. Twenty-seven, hungry, mean. Moved like a cat on fire.”




The fight against Julio Delgado was held at Atlantic City in 1999. The air in the ballroom reeked of cheap cologne, old cigars, and desperation.




Mickey Brannigan sat in his corner between the second and third rounds, breathing through his mouth, blood trickling from his nostril into the corner of his lips. His body felt like it had been set on fire and stomped out in rounds.




Delgado was twenty-seven. Undefeated. Fast hands. Hungrier than a starving dog. He was everything Mickey used to be — and everything he wasn’t anymore. Mickey was slower, older. No longer fighting for glory, just survival. A paycheck. One more gasp of relevance.




Delgado came out in the third round like he knew it was the last chapter of a once compelling story. Jab to the body, right to the temple, left hook to the liver. Mickey backed up, his legs refusing to cooperate. Every synapse in his brain told him to move, to fire back — but the body didn’t listen anymore.




He caught a right uppercut flush on the chin and folded in the center of the ring. The ref didn’t even bother counting.




And just like that, it was over.




They took him to the hospital after. Concussion. Cracked rib. Orbital swelling.




But the worst part wasn’t the pain. It was the silence. No reporters waited. No fans lingered. No cameras. No headlines. Just an empty hallway and a hospital bill.




He lay in bed staring at the ceiling tiles, tasting the metallic sting of blood in the back of his throat. Tried to tell himself it was just a bad night. That he still had something left. But even that lie had gotten tired.




The next morning, he watched Delgado, smiling in a suit, thanking Mickey for “giving me my first real test.”
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