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1. A WEAKLING?

He was a sleek young man, not flabby, but with that same smooth-surfaced effect which a seal gives as it swishes around in a pool. He had a round neck which filled out a sixteen-inch collar with perfect plumpness, a round chest, and a pair of long arms. He had pale, mild blue eyes, and a little smile of diffidence played about the corners of his mouth. Yet that gentle smile brought to him only troubles, for sometimes when men saw it they thought that Vincent Allan was deriding them with quietly controlled contempt. The president was one who made that mistake.

He was not the president of the little uptown branch bank where Vincent Allan for five years had inscribed swift, delicately made figures in big ledgers or worked an adding machine with patient deftness. That branch bank was only a tiny little link in the chain of financial institutions of which the great man was the chief, but nothing in his organization was too small for the personal attention of the president. His favorite maxim–and he was a man of many maxims–was: There is plenty of time for everything that one really wishes to do! He not only applied his maxims to himself, but to everyone else, and because he could get along with four hours of sleep per day, he felt that all other men should be able to do the same. He even begrudged the four hours of unconsciousness. He considered sleep a habit, and a most pernicious one.

On this day he had time to attend a luncheon at which the people of his little branch bank were present. After lunch, he made them a speech. He had several speeches which he could use. He had one on honesty, and where it leads! He had another on he who saves. He had another on faithfulness, the golden virtue. He could talk also on the topic: Conscience, the master of us all! But to-day he chose quite a different topic. Usually he was moral, but he liked to surprise people, and on this occasion he chose to speak of the body.

“We are given by God two great things,” said he. “We have a mind which we cannot help using if we wish to survive. We are given a body also, almost equally divine. But how many of you young ladies and young gentlemen use your bodies as they should be used?”

He stabbed a rapid forefinger at them all, one by one, driving home the bitter point of his remark so that the weak knees of those city dwellers quaked; and the president himself quivered with his intensity–every bit of his hundred and twelve pounds trembled.

“Find a gymnasium,” he said. “In this machine-driven age, there are few practical uses for bodily strength. But find a gymnasium. Be brave to admit your weaknesses. Out of such admissions comes strength. It is the strength of the weak–humility! Humility of body, humility of mind, and a devout resolution to make the best of what we have by the careful culture of it–”

He broke off suddenly, flaring red.

“You, young man, may smile. But the scoffers are damned, and the reverent spirits go on to great victories!”

This blast was delivered against poor young Vincent Allan. It wiped the fluttering smile completely off his lips.

Seeing that one among them was being martyred, the other clerks grinned behind their hands. Only the manager of the branch bank grew a little hot of face. He knew the true worth, the shrinking modesty of young Vincent Allan; however, he did not quite dare to speak up to the great man before all these people. He might draw a counter blast upon his own head and be shamed before those whom he employed.

“Stand up!” went on the president. “Stand up that we may see what manner of man dares to mock me when I speak of the culture of the body!”

Vincent Allan rose. His face was flame. Any other would have looked miserably down at the table, but Vincent Allan had this peculiarity–that when he was most shamed and most afraid, he always looked straight into the eyes of that which shamed or that which frightened him.

“How old are you?” asked the president.

“Twenty-three, sir,” murmured Vincent Allan.

It was the meekest, softest voice that ever issued from the throat of a man. The president knew instantly that he had made a mistake and that instead of a hardy cynic there stood before him only a lamb. However, he could not break off so suddenly from the purpose on which he had started. He had prepared the fire, and now he must complete the sacrifice.

“Twenty-three,” sneered the president, frowning at that answer as though it were an admission of the greatest guilt. “Twenty-three years old. And how tall are you, young man?”

“Five feet nine inches, sir.”

“Five feet nine inches? And what do you weigh?”

“A hundred and seventy-five pounds, sir.”

“Fat!” thundered the president. “You are fat. You have twenty-five pounds of fat on you, at least. Perhaps you have forty pounds of fat upon you. Do you know what fat is? It is a sin. It is to the body what idle hours are to the day, what sin is to the soul! You must strip that fat off. You must show your true self. Be yourself. Don’t sit back and scoff. That earnest young man sitting beside you who seems to listen to my words, may very well outstrip you in the race. He may very well do it!”

The earnest young man grew crimson with joy. It was the greatest moment of his young life. It was the greatest moment that he was ever to have in all the long vista of future years.

“Leave idleness and mockery to fools!” thundered the president. “Go to the gymnasium. Learn to know your bodies as you know your brains! You, young man–how many games can you play?”

“None, sir,” murmured the miserable Vincent Allan.

“None! What? Have you never played catch?”

“No, sir.”

“Were you an invalid in your boyhood?” asked the president, relenting a little.

“I–I was working my way through school,” said Vincent Allan faintly. “I–I didn’t have much time, sir, to play.”

“No time to play! No time! Young man, young man, there is time enough for everything that men really want to do. What were you doing at recesses? Why couldn’t you play then?”

“I stayed in the schoolroom, sir.”

“In the schoolroom. The teacher was pretty, I suppose?”

At this feeble jest there was a great uproar of laughter.

“No, sir,” said Vincent Allan, blinking. “But my lessons were always very hard for me. I was slow, sir.”

The president bit his lip. Here was a young man whom he would much rather have held up as an example than as a failure. But he had gone so far that to retreat would be difficult and awkward.

“For the sake of shame, my young friend,” he concluded, “strip the fat off your body and the sleep out of your mind. Be awake. Be alive. Be humble but never stop endeavoring. There is a great goal ahead. A great goal for endeavor! Find a goal. Cleave to it. Now sit down!”

He passed on to his main topic, but Vincent Allan heard only a blur of words. He felt that he had been found out in the commission of the cardinal sin. Just where his great guilt lay he could not be sure, but guilt there was. He felt the burning shame of it hot upon his face and like fire in his heart. He wanted to shrink away from the table, but, as always, he could do nothing but sit and look steadily, expressionlessly, into the face of the president across the long table.

After the luncheon ended he went back to his high stool in the bank. He tried to work, but only an automatic part of his brain was fixed upon his labor. The rest of his consciousness was filled with the certainty that, in some mysterious manner, his existence was for nothing, his life had been thrown away.

Even the back of his neck was still pink with his shame. The other clerks, passing back and forth, saw that color and pointed it out to one another with subtle chucklings. He knew that they were laughing at him. Perhaps they had wanted to laugh all the time. They had seen that he was flabby and fat. No doubt he was a weakling, but if God gave him life, he would make himself as strong as his frame permitted. He would, as the president said, strip the fat from him and leave the reality. So, looking down at his rather small, compact hand and at the feminine roundness of his wrist, he sighed. It seemed plain that there were small possibilities in his physique.

For that matter, there were small possibilities in his brain, either. He was a dull fellow; he had been dull from his birth. His memory of school was a long nightmare. Hardly had one difficulty been overcome before another was to be mastered, and from the brutal struggle with short division he had passed into the intricate mysteries of long–of numerators, denominators, divisors; grammar school had been bad enough, but high school was a long four years of slavery. The very name of algebra still made him shudder. Chemistry was a haunting demon. He always was at the foot of the class until examinations. But when examinations came he did very well. For, slavery though it was, he never shrank from a labor until it was overcome. What he learned was his forever. So it had been in the bank. For the first six months the manager had been on the verge of dismissing him every pay day, but somehow he could not look into the gentle blue eyes of Vincent Allan and speak unkindly. Against his conscience he retained poor Vincent. But at the end of the sixth month he found that Vincent was doing better–astonishingly better. To use a forced simile, he was like a rock which grew. He was only a pebble at first, but that pebble could be built upon. Little by little it became more important. Others might make mistakes, but after Vincent Allan had mastered the intricacies of a job, it seemed almost impossible for him to make a mistake. Of these things the manager thought when he returned to the bank after lunch.

“I was a little hard on that young man,” said the president on parting.

“You were,” said the manager. Then he added: “As a matter of fact, he is the surest, soundest person in the bank!”

He was astonished at himself when he said this, but emotion had forced him to discover the truth even to his own mind. On the way to the bank, he thought it over, but his reflection simply made him more certain. Vincent Allan was the best man on his staff!

So he paused behind the lofty stool of the young clerk in the middle of the afternoon.

To-morrow, he told himself as he went on, he would give that youth a promotion which would astonish him, and dumfound some of the sleek-haired college boys who were in the institution. But his kindly message brought no cheer to Allan. The latter only said to himself: “He pities me. It’s almost better to be tongue lashed than to be pitied!”

And as soon as he had finished his work, he headed straight for the gymnasium.



 




2. NATURAL MUSCLE

Allan had known the gymnasium for years. It was only two blocks from the room which he had kept ever since he began to work in the bank. It was on the second floor over a series of shops, and on the windows was painted in great letters: “Casey, the man maker.” Smaller inscriptions begged the passers-by to enter and become a man–the real man–the man in himself which he had never known before. There was a huge picture, too. It showed “the man before” and “the man after.” The “man before” had stooped shoulders, hollow chest, and his weight slumped down about his hips in folds. The “man after” was the same face, but how different a body! The breast thrust out like the breast of a pouter pigeon; the waist pinched in; and the upper lip of this magnificent gentleman was adorned with a little tuft of black mustache. From beneath, Allan, on this evening, looked up at that picture and wondered if such miracles were possible. It might be to the childlike mind of Vincent Allan, anything might be.

He saw a pair of youths walk into the entrance; he heard them bound up the stairs toward the gymnasium. Oh, to be winged with strength like them!

He climbed in turn, slowly, heavily, as he did everything. He rarely ran, even for a street car. As a matter of fact, there was little in life for which he really cared; for he accepted the facts which confronted him, things to be overcome with weary mental exertion, and when he had accomplished what lay just before him, he had very little enthusiasm left for the minor details of existence. He accepted himself, and had always accepted himself, as a person so mentally deficient that he could do nothing but hammer away at the nearest goal with unfailing energy and devotion; otherwise he would perish.

So, quietly, his gentle blue eyes rounded with curiosity, he entered the gymnasium. Instantly the stale odor of perspiration was in his nostrils. A burly Negro lounged in the chair near the door.

“What’ll you have, boss?” he asked, surveying Vincent Allan with reddened little eyes.

“I wish to have permission,” said Allan, “to work in this gymnasium. Do you think it could be arranged?”

He said it appealingly. Even an office boy was a human being to Vincent Allan, and had a place in the world worthy of respect. But the Negro, being an office boy, had of course learned to despise all who did not despise him. His fat lip curled as he slouched from his chair.

“Ah, dunno,” he said. “You’ll see Mistah Casey.”

He knocked open a door at one side and leaned to peer inside.

“Ain’t in,” he said tersely. “Sit down in here a minute. Ah’ll give him a call.”

Vincent Allan stepped into the offIce, selected a chair in the corner, and sat down, with his hat on his knees. Then he began to observe things one by one while the husky voice in the distance was bellowing: “Casey! O-o-oh Casey!”

What Allan saw was a series of pictures of stalwart young men dressed in trunks only, some with flags tied around their waists, in various attitudes of striking terrible blows. Their faces exhibited scowling ferocity; their muscles seemed to quiver with life even in the photographs. They were variously signed: “To my pal, Paddy Casey;” “To the king of ‘em all, Paddy Casey;” “To him that taught me, Paddy Casey;” “To the best that ever wore the green, Paddy Casey.” Even to these formidable fellows Paddy Casey was apparently a man of men.

There now entered the room a little chap not more than three or four inches above five feet in height, but so broad, so solid, so heavily muscled that he rolled in his walk like the gait of a sailor along a pitching deck. He wore white trousers and a gymnasium shirt over which his coat had been huddled and was still wrinkled with the haste with which it had been donned. Mr. Casey entered with a broad smile of cheerful and respectful greeting which a doctor might have envied. Some of the respect disappeared as he encountered the mild eye and the shrinking form of Vincent Allan. The latter, discovering that this was the great Mr. Casey himself, declared that he had read the stimulating offer which was written in such large letters upon the windows of the Casey gymnasium and that he desired with all his heart to become such a man as Mr. Casey could make of him.

By this time Mr. Casey had proceeded so far in his analysis of his visitor that he discarded all unnecessary forms.

“If you come here, kid,” he barked at Allan, “you come to work. This ain’t no rest resort, and I ain’t no magician.”

He had definitely placed Allan as an undesirable. Paddy Casey wanted two classes only. First came the rich who were wealthy enough to pay for their follies and to whom whole gymnasiums might be sold, eventually. Second were the youngsters who had in them the making of distinguished athletes–heavy young men with ropy muscles who might do as wrestlers one of these days–light-footed young gentlemen with heft in their shoulders who might become famous in the ring if Paddy Casey could give them that mysterious little touch of divine fire. Such being the interests of Paddy, he considered time spent upon such as Vincent Allan as time wasted. And, of course, he was right. As for the sign which spoke from his windows, that had been painted for him when he began his gymnasium career, and though the purposes of the gymnasium had changed greatly since those early days, Paddy, for the sake of luck, would not have altered his sign. When young men came to Paddy’s gymnasium he regarded them carefully, and if he observed either that they were rough and tough or that they possessed the spark of that divine fire of conquest which is sometimes inborn and which is sometimes passed from hand to hand, he would keep them with him and try to make them, as he boasted, “men.” But he saw in Vincent Allan one who was not rough and tough and who had no fire at all. Certainly not a likely candidate.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked Allan sharply.

“I’m fat,” said the latter, growing brightest red. “I want to get down to my right weight.”

The stubby fingers of Mr. Casey sank into the shoulder of his visitor. There they worked deep and deeper into the flesh, while he felt for those rubbery cords which are muscle. He found nothing. The whole mass seemed without a central core. It was of one consistency–thick, almost sticky. And Paddy Casey dropped his hand with an exclamation of disgust.

“There ain’t no chance!” he said. “I can’t help you!”

Then, as the dismay in the face of poor Vincent touched even his hard heart a little he added: “I’ll tell you what you’re up against, kid. You ain’t took no exercise. You got no muscle. You just got meat with the fat grained right in through it. I dunno how you could ever get it out. Look how soft you are! The devil, kid, I could drive my fist clean through you. It’d bust your heart tryin’ to get into shape. You go home and forget it. You’ve waited too long!”

The whole body of Vincent Allan was quivering a little. Like a jellyfish, thought Casey.

“I could work very steadily,” Allan was saying. “I have great patience, Mr. Casey. And–I shall not mind physical exhaustion, you know.”

“Huh!” said Casey, and hesitated in the act of turning finally away. What held him there, unwilling, was the steady glance of the youth. Casey had never before seen any one so young who persisted in looking him straight in the eye in spite of personal embarrassment.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll put you through a try-out. I got a standard. If you come up to that, all right. If you can chin yourself five times and dip three times and do some other things, you’ll be good enough to get in. Tumble into that room, yonder. Yank off your clothes. Put on that pair of trunks and them gym shoes. Then the first door on the right.”

Young Allan undressed in a dream through which the terrible judgment kept ringing: “You ain’t got no chance!” That was exactly it, and he had often felt it about himself. He was handicapped both physically and mentally compared to the adroitness of others. And on this day, two men had seen through him with a single fiery glance.

When he was togged out at last in the trunks and the gym shoes, he went obediently through the prescribed door and found himself in a long chamber with a lofty ceiling at one end of which a strong-bodied young man was whirling around and around a bar, making himself into a pin wheel. He ceased with a violence which threatened to tear the arms from their sockets, gave himself a violent wrench, and came into a sitting posture on the bar around which he had been spinning. It was a miracle, to Vincent Allan, that one’s balance could be maintained with such an exquisite nicety, and withal so carelessly.

In the meantime, Mr. Casey hurried in accompanied by a beetle-browed gentleman who carried the signs of his profession with him–a pair of boxing gloves swinging from one hand.

“Here you are,” said Casey. “He don’t look so bad. He ain’t got no belly, y’see? Feel his arm. Bud!”

Bud took the round arm of Vincent Allan in his immense grasp. Under the pressure of his digging finger tips the thin satin of the skin turned white, then glowed red.

“There ain’t nothin’ there,” said Bud, almost whispering the awful intelligence to his companion. “Nothin’ but that fat stuff–and then the bone!”

“That’s it,” said Casey.


“All right,” Bud said sharply to Allan. “Take hold of that bar. Turn your hand in to your face–palm in. Catch tight hold, and chin yourself.”

“What does that mean?” asked Vincent Allan.

“The devil!” said the instructor. “It means pull yourself up till your chin is on top of the bar. Go ahead–five times, kid!”

Vincent Allan looked up to the bar with a sigh. Then he fastened his left hand about it and began to draw himself up. There was a shout of laughter and something about two hands –he was not quite sure of what he had heard, so he relaxed.

“Go on,” cried Paddy Casey, his face working with amusement. “Go on and pull yourself up with one arm.”

There were others interested. He could hear the youth who sat on top of the horizontal bar at the farther end of the room shouting, and at his call half a dozen others ran into the doorway. All began to laugh the instant they saw. And Vincent Allan wished himself in the center of the earth to cover his shame.

However, he resolutely laid hold of the bar above him and tightened his arm muscles. That one small arm could lift all the weight of his body seemed absurd, but the more he tested its power the more he found to respond. Something began to live and quiver and then writhe up and down his arm and through the flesh of the shoulder; it sent a tremor through all his body–and then he felt himself come clear off the floor!

There was a sharp yell–like so many dogs barking in unison. They all rushed closer to him so that he almost felt they were about to attack him, and then he saw that they had come near only to wonder. In the background of his mind he heard the voice of Paddy Casey saying over and over: “My heaven, am I seein’ straight?”

“Look!” cried Bud. “What you and me called fat, was muscle. Natural muscle, Paddy. Will you look at it come to life? How did he get it?”

The whole group had gathered on the left side of Vincent Allan, and there they gazed with open mouths, clutching one another, elbowing each other’s ribs while Allan raised himself slowly and surely above them. His chin came above the top of the bar.

“Is this high enough?” asked Allan quietly.

“Yes!” gasped out Paddy. “Come down now.”

Down came Allan, smoothly and without a jar, while all the mysterious twists and worms of muscle disappeared from his arm and left it as round and as smooth and as soft as the arm of a woman. But there he hung with his knees twisted to one side so that they might not touch the floor. One could realize, suddenly, the great length of his arm; he reminded those startled watchers of an ape in the zoo, hanging with equal ease.

Then again the arm began to flex, the bulges and the swift rivulets of strength leaped into being; there was life in his arm like the life which tangles and recrosses in a river flowing down a rapids–a thousand currents leaping toward an end. But these things were seen by glimpses under the delicate skin of Vincent Allan. His whole arm swelled to what seemed twice its former size, and under the surface there were ridges, shadowings, and rippling bulges to suggest the presence of the individual muscles. Five times he hung the full length of his arm; five times he raised himself without a swing or a jerk, but with a fluent smoothness, until his chin was above the height of the bar. Then he dropped lightly to the floor.

“Is five times enough?” asked Vincent Allan.



 




3. THUNDER IN BOTH FISTS

He was amazed to hear peals of laughter while they patted one another on the back. “This is on you, Paddy!” they said.

“I been made a fool of,” said Paddy courageously, though he grew a deep crimson. “But,” he said to Allan, “you had me beat, pal. How could I know that you was a professional? And where you been showin’ your stuff? On the other side of the pond?”

“What stuff?” asked Vincent Allan. “And I haven’t the slightest idea of what you mean, Mr. Casey.”

He said it so earnestly that even the bystanders did not laugh.

“S’ help me,” gasped out Casey, “it’s real. It ain’t no fake!”

The spectators nodded.

“Look here,” said Casey, “what d’you do with yourself?”

“I work in a bank, Mr. Casey,” said Vincent Allan.

Then the red joy of prophecy descended upon Paddy Casey. His eyes bulged and his throat was so full of emotion that his voice was small.

“You ain’t no bank clerk!” he said in that whispering passion of the seer. “You ain’t no bank clerk. Know what you are, kid? You’re the champeen of the world. The champeen heavyweight of the world! The champeen heavyweight of all time of the whole world. Or call me a walleyed fool!”

So solemn was this utterance that the others were shaken and awed to quiet by it. As for Vincent Allan, so much had happened in so few seconds that he only knew those who had come to mock had remained to admire, though why they admired he could not quite make out. He had done or said something remarkable. That was all he knew.

“Don’t fill the kid’s head full of the bunk,” said Bud.

“Why bunk?”

“Suppose he ain’t got no speed?”

“Is he muscle bound? Ain’t he loose and soft all over? Why, Bud, he’s as fast as a cat! Did you ever box, kid?”

“Never,” said Allan.

“Get the gloves on. Bud. You got twenty pounds and three inches reach on the kid, but I’ll bet on him.”

“He ain’t never boxed,” said Bud, scowling. “Did you hear him say that?”

“He ain’t never chinned himself, either,” said Mr. Casey, and there was much laughter, while a little quiver ran through the body of big Bud.

So the gloves were tied upon the hands of Bud and of Allan and they were brought to an eighteen-foot ring whose resined canvas was smeared and spattered with innumerable dark stains. Allan shuddered when he guessed their nature.

“We’re going to make this real,” said Casey.

“He ain’t never held up his hands” protested Bud, very red. “Am I one to make a choppin’ block out of–”

“Shut up and do what I tell you. We got to see if he can take it, don’t we, before we can start in campaignin’? Shut up and do what I tell you. You fight four regular three-minute rounds, and I bet on the kid!”

The “kid” was placed upon a stool which swung into the ring from one corner of it. There Mr. Casey knelt behind him and placed a hand upon his shoulders.

“Look at Bud,” commanded Casey.

“Yes,” said Vincent Allan, and his mild blue eyes looked steadily across the ring toward Bud, who sat on a similar stool with his elbows on his knees, glaring at Allan and meantime kneading the toe of each glove into the palm of the other as though he wished to pack them on more firmly.

“How does he look to you?”

“He seems very angry,” said Allan. “What have I done to him?”

“It ain’t what you’re going to do to him that makes him angry; it’s what he’s going to do to you, kid! Lemme tell you! He’s going to try to smear you over this ring so darned loose that I’ll have to scrape you together after he’s through with you.”

“Ah?” said Allan.

“Are you scared?”

Allan looked inward upon his secret soul. “My stomach feels a little empty,” he said thoughtfully, at the last. “And–and I’m a little chilly, all at once.”

There was a slow growl of disapprobation from Casey.

“Look here,” said Casey. “You can’t box none. If Bud wants to hit you, he’ll hit you. The only thing for you to do is to get in at him and hit him right back. You understand?”

“Ah?” said Allan.

“That’s it. Plough in and before he can hit you the second time, belt him. You won’t be able to get at his jaw. He’s too smart for that. But sink a fist into his ribs. That’s all you got to do. Hit him as hard as you can in the ribs, and that’ll be the end of the fight.”

“But,” said Allan, amazed, “he’s much larger than I am.”

“Size ain’t nothin’, kid,” said Casey. His thick, muscular hand began to pat the shoulder of Vincent Allan–whose sticky softness now had so much meaning. “Look at the old yarn about David and Golier. Look at old Bob Fitzsimmons. That baby didn’t weigh no more’n a hundred and sixty-five and they didn’t come too big for him. You got five pounds on old Bob, and–lemme whisper to you–you’re twice as strong as old Bob ever was. If only you can learn to hit, kid!”

Half a hundred people had collected by magic. Someone struck a gong.

“All right, kid,” said Casey. “Sop that big bum in the ribs and we’ll call it a day’s work.”

Having been shoved off his chair and seeing Bud rushing toward him, Allan walked with measured steps toward the center of the ring–with his hands hanging idly at his sides!

“He don’t know nothin’!” screamed Casey. “Put up your mitts, you fool, you–”

“What did you say?” said Vincent Allan, and turned his head toward Casey.

At the same instant Bud struck with all the energy of a hundred and ninety pounds. He had to finish this contest in short order if he wished to get any glory out of it, and into that first blow he put all of his might. He did not need to feel out his antagonist with any artistic sparring for an opening. He had only to drop his head, lunge with all his weight behind the point of his shoulder, and drive his right fist with a straight piston movement into the chin of the greenhorn. And straight and true sped that terrific right-hand drive. The head of the kid was turned toward Casey. Therefore the “button” was exposed and upon the button landed the punch. That is to say, it struck an inch from the point of the jaw and the thud of that impact was as audible as a hammer blow throughout the big gymnasium.

The audience rose upon its knees with an indrawn breath and then emitted a wild “wow!” of fury and joy. It is the same cry which rises from the crowd during the ninth inning rally; or when the touchdown which will win the game is in the making. The whole half-hundred of the onlookers tilted to one side as though in sympathy with the coming fall of the kid.

He did not fall.

Instead, the blow seemed to pick him up, put wings beneath his feet, and float him back across the ring until his shoulders pressed against the padded ropes. There he stood, looking with the same mild blue eyes toward his foe, a little surprised, rubbing with the tip of his glove the place which had just been struck.

If there had been a shout before, there was furious babel now. “He can take it! Oh, how that kid can take it!” they yelled. And Casey turned a handspring! As for Bud, he looked down in amazement upon the good right hand which had failed him.

“He’s got sawdust in his jaw!” he grunted at last and moved onward, daunted but still ferocious, to the attack.

He washed young Vincent Allan before him with a shower of blows. He stood at long distance and smashed across tremendous facers and body punches which sounded on the ribs of Allan like beating on a drum. So Allan leaned through the hurtling gloves and clutched his opponent. He felt that stalwart body give in his clutch. There was a frightened gasp from Bud and then: “Take that bear off of me! Is this a wrestling bout?”

“I’m sorry,” said Allan, stepped back.

“Soak him, kid!” screamed Casey.

Allan, obediently, tapped the other upon the cheek.

“No! All your might!” shouted Casey through his cupped hands. But the other shook his head. “He’s no good after all,” groaned Casey. “The stiff ain’t got no fightin’ heart!”

In the meantime. Bud had recovered a little from the effects of that tremendous hug. He pushed out an automatic straight left, that keystone upon which all good boxing should be built; he stepped in, rising on his toes, and as he descended to his heels, his right fist darted out, stooped over the shoulder of Allan, and landed solidly upon his jaw. It was a right cross, delicately executed, with nearly two hundred pounds of brawn to give it significance, and it rocked Vincent Allan like a ship in a gale.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” yelled Casey, seeing his protege driven into retreat.

Instinct and imitation were teaching Allan. He put up his hands as his opponent did; he began to strike out with a straight left arm; but there was no spirit in his blows, and Bud shook them off and slid in for further execution. He came to half-arm distance, dropped a fist almost to his knee, and whipped it to the head. It landed on the point of Allan’s jaw and tilted his head back on his shoulders. He was not stunned. These heavy blows in a shower had not affected his brain. But the scraping glove had flicked off a bit of skin. He touched the stinging place with his glove and, lowering it, he saw a dark little round spot. In that instant one self died and another self was born, for the gentle lessons of pity, of mercy, of human kindliness were shed from his mind into a deep oblivion. He had been aware, before this, of driving fists, of the perspiring, shining body of Bud, of the yelling voices around the ring, of the snarling, lashing voice of Paddy Casey, but now all of this was forgotten. He stood in the midst of a thick silence and there existed before him only the bright, battle-eager eyes of Bud; there existed within his heart only a ravening desire to make those gleaming eyes dark as night, helpless, blank.

Bud came in, with both fists whipping to the mark, but Allan put a hand against his breast and pushed him away. He seemed to float off like a feather. Before he was settled, Allan was at him. He came as the tiger comes, with every nerve tingling, with every muscle working. He was inside the reach of those milling gloves. His feet gripped the floor as though glued there, his toes digging for a hold, and then he struck. His fist struck; something cracked. The fist sank in, in to the very vitals, and Bud sank in a writhing heap on the floor.

He became aware of the shouting through its cessation, then. Half a dozen men swarmed through the ropes and lifted Bud while Vincent Allan stepped closer and looked down into dull, dead eyes which gazed up to him without recognition. It would be pleasant, now, to say that Vincent Allan felt pity and remorse, but if the cruel truth must be told, he tasted only an incomparable sweetness of victory. He wanted only one thing from the bottom of the animal heart which had awakened in him, and that was to fight again.

They carried Bud from the ring; they stretched him on a couch; a doctor hurried in with a satchel in his hand and kneeled by the motionless figure.

“Two ribs gone,” he said. “A lucky thing he was not hit on the left side or you would have a dead man here, Casey.”

Then they carried Bud out.

No one carne near to Allan during all of this time. He knew their eyes were feeling him over from head to foot, watching the easy rise and fall of his breast, studying the smooth rippling of those mysterious muscles which clothed his arms and padded his chest, and lay thick and dimpling across his shoulder blades. But no one came to him with a friendly word or a hostile one, and their eyes reminded him of the eyes of children watching the black panther of the zoo asleep in a shadow of his cage, himself deeper black than the shadow.

Then Casey, without a word, grappled his arm and dragged him back to his private office. There he searched Allan from head to foot, white-faced, tight lipped. He kept mumbling to himself: “I dunno how it is–I dunno where it comes from. How d’you feel here? And here?”

With a hard forefinger he prodded the jaw and the body of Allan where the crashing blows of Bud had landed.

“Don’t you feel nothin’?” he asked almost savagely.

“Oh yes,” said Allan. “My chin stings a great deal.”

“Your chin stings a great deal!” mocked Casey with a snarl. “Oh, the devil! And don’t you feel nothing here on the jaw–or where he soaked you in the stomach?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“You’re afraid, are you? So’s a buzz saw afraid of wood! What you thinkin’ about now?”

“I was only wondering when the next man boxed me,” said Allan.

“You’d like to start ag’in?”

Allan sighed. The whole picture of that boxing contest was flashing again and again through his mind. He was seeing all the intimate little details without missing one, just as his practiced eye could run up a column of figures with dazzling speed and then put down the total without an error. There was the time when Bud had struck so heavily at him the very first time. Suppose that he had ducked under that driving punch and then hit up sharply at the lunging body? Or when Bud dropped the right cross upon his jaw, what if he himself had flicked his left hand straight into the face of his foe, with a shoulder twitch behind it?

“I’d like to do that over again,” said Allan. “I see so many places, now, where I could have struck him.”

There intervened a long moment of silence.

“Do you know who Bud is?” asked Casey.

“No.”

“He’s a crackerjack heavyweight. He’s a comer. Fought eighteen times. Four decisions, two draws–and twelve knockouts! He ain’t never been beaten–never! And then this–this! One round!”

“It wasn’t a minute,” said Allan anxiously. “I was just beginning, you know. And if–”

Paddy Casey groaned.

“You go home,” he said. “To-morrer you trot down to that bank and tell ‘em that stayin’ behind a counter ain’t your line. Look, kid! I been waitin’ for five years for this to happen. I been waitin’ for a right one to come along. And you’re it. Not too big to be chain-lightnin’ with feet and hands. Nothin’ hurts you. And thunder in both fists. In six months d’you know what? The Garden for yours and the championship of the world! Go home. Be a good kid. Tomorrow you and me start!”



 




4. ALLAN WINS MUSTARD

Allan went home and sat by the window, in his little room. He had not turned on the light, though the darkness was thick as ink in the chamber, for he wanted to look out on the night world. It was the first time in his life that he had such a desire. As a rule, there was supper to eat, and then a certain necessary chapter in a book to read, for he must not cease pushing his dull brain ahead. After the reading ended, he must undress and go to bed, according to that maxim of his dead father: “Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy and wealthy and wise!” But his father used to add with a bitter significance: “Except fools–except fools!”

“Hush, father,” Vincent’s mother used to say, “how can you talk so–of your own boy–your own dear son!”

“Truth is like murder,” his father would answer. “It will out!”

Neither of them had ever loved him. He had had an elder brother, graceful in body, quick in mind. On him all their hopes and their affections centered until scarlet fever carried him off. “If he had had Vincent’s constitution, he would have laughed at the fever,” the doctor had said. And from that moment they had rather held it against their younger son. They could not help letting him guess that, in their estimation, a whole gross of Vincents would not have been worth a single Ralph. So his home life had been a curse to him. Indeed, how little joy there had been in his life, either before or after the death of his parents. In fact, he could remember nothing so important as this day of days. He was revealed to himself as a new man. There was power tingling in his hands great enough to have struck down a professional pugilist so much larger than he. There was power in his heart, too, as untapped as the power in his hands had ever been. Romances of others had often appealed to him; suddenly he wakened to the belief that there might be romantic possibilities in himself, and the thought was stunning.
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