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He stood just under six feet and he was cleanly proportioned. He’d been cleanly proportioned the day Riley met him and nothing about that had changed in the ten years since. He had soft eyes and an open face and that was the same too. He had changed in the body. His bones had hardened and he walked with the rolling gait of a fighter. Looking at him now, he couldn’t be anything but. That was the biggest change.


They drove down to Tijuana three days before the fight. Riley knew a place where they could practice and the motels in Mexico were cheap. He figured they could do with an extra twenty-four hours getting used to the place. They left at ten. Cal fell asleep as soon as they hit the interstate. That was fine with Riley. He had his thermos of coffee, and there was the radio. As far as he was concerned, the more sleep Cal got the better.


He remembered they used to drive clear across the country, chasing down fights. He’d drive for hours with Cal sitting beside him like sleeping dynamite. It was a feeling. Driving into a fight with the win already in place. It made the drive easy. He’d drive and he’d watch the feeling spread out all around him. Like he had a million bucks riding with him in the car. That used to be the feeling of it.


That wasn’t the feeling now, but he didn’t mind. He looked out the window. There was nothing alongside the road except for gas stations and car dealerships and the occasional Best Value Motor Inn. Like all of America was about the driving. The road hardly swerved and the other cars were just coasting along. Riley kept at seventy. He didn’t think he changed lanes once.


He drove until his back was sore and the car was running low on gas. He looked over at Cal. The kid was sleeping sound and he hated to wake him by stopping so he kept on driving for another twenty minutes. The landscape outside was flat and dry and scorched by the sun and the feeling, as he drove along in silence, was very gentle. The gas meter hit empty. Riley edged the Jeep over one lane and barreled down an exit ramp.


Cal woke as the car slowed. He sat, blinking slowly and staring out the window. Neither man spoke as Riley swung into a gas station and stopped before an empty pump. He switched the ignition off. The engine sputtered for a moment, then fell silent.


“Gas,” Riley said. He looked at Cal. “And you should stretch your legs. Make sure you don’t cramp up sleeping like that.”




Cal nodded. They both got out of the car.


“Gotta take a leak,” Cal said.


Riley nodded. He didn’t look up. “Go ahead.”


Riley stared at the ground as the tank filled. He listened to the gas glugging through. He listened to the numbers clicking.


“What kind of mileage you get with that thing?” Cal was back.


“Shit.”


He clicked to an even thirty dollars. Then he dropped the nozzle into its stand. He screwed the gas cap back on and knocked the door shut.


Riley looked at Cal. He was leaning with one hand against the car. He was still yawning. He nodded to Riley.


“You have a good time in Vegas?”


“You know how it is. There were a couple good fights.”


“I heard Vera looked good.”


“He looked real good.”


“How’d things go with Duane?”


“He got the win. We found a nice little weakness in Diego’s game. You could tell from the tapes he dropped his right hand, so I told Duane to go out there and jab. Take him to pieces. It worked.”


Cal nodded. He stared at the car, shifting his weight. Riley smiled.


“Come on. Let’s get going.”


“You need money?”


“Don’t worry about it.”




“I got money.”


“I said, don’t worry about it.”


Cal got into the car. Riley followed him. They drove out. A couple seconds and they were back on the freeway. Riley flicked on the radio.


“You still listening to this crap?”


“Fuck off.”


Cal grinned at Riley, then looked out the window. He sat with his hands resting on his legs and he watched the landscape flash by. Riley glanced out the window. He thought California looked pretty much the same, everywhere along the freeways. He looked at Cal. He was still staring out the window.


“Get some sleep.”


Cal didn’t respond. Riley looked at him again. “Get some sleep,” he said. His voice was gentle. Cal nodded. He looked out the window a bit longer. Then he settled into his seat with his head pillowed against his arm. Pretty soon he was asleep again, breathing slow and regular. Riley sat back, satisfied. He continued driving south.


As they got closer to the border the color drained out. He never saw the color changing but it faded right in front of him. A couple more miles and the landscape emptied out too. The buildings disappeared and the overpasses vanished and it changed the proportions somehow. There was a lot more sky. Riley couldn’t even see the road in front of him. All he could see was sky.


The radio crapped out just past San Diego. Then the signs started turning up. Signs selling car insurance. Signs selling bail bonds. Riley clocked them as he drove. They were like a countdown to the border. He drove past the signs advertising stateside parking and the ones advertising shuttles across the border. He saw a big board, written in capital letters. LAST EXIT USA. After that the road funneled into Mexico and the border hit him in the face.


The dirt jumped out. The people did too. The signs and the lights and everything else. Every time he crossed the border and dropped into Mexico he felt the difference right away. The crossing happened quick. The cars sped through on a six-lane road and they didn’t even slow. There was nothing at the border stopping them. Border Patrol just sat in a bunch of black Jeeps and watched as the cars poured into the country.


Riley glanced out the window. There were people everywhere. He could see the vendors cluttering up the street selling ponchos and plastic figurines and bowls of fruit. They were scuttling around and they were hustling for their work. He didn’t know what that said about Tijuana. He thought about Mexico and he thought about Tijuana and the two didn’t seem the same. It was like staring at the border so long had made Tijuana different.


Cal was up again and looking around. He seemed restless after his sleep. He craned his neck to stare out the window. He fiddled with the lock on the door, tapping it with his fingers.


“So this is Tijuana.”




“Yeah. This is Tijuana.”


“You know your way around?”


“Sure. I’ve had a couple guys in fights down here.”


“Good thing I got you around.”


Riley glanced at him. “That a thank-you?”


Cal smiled. He shrugged. “Sure,” he said. “Okay.”


Riley shook his head. He concentrated on driving.


They turned down the Paseo de Los Heroes. There were a bunch of crazy monuments and a bunch of crazy roundabouts on the boulevard. Driving was a fucking nightmare. The street was packed with cars. Nobody stayed in their lane and anyway the lanes just disappeared at every roundabout. There was a roundabout every thirty seconds it felt like. Riley tightened his grip on the wheel and he jerked them down and around the road. His shoulders only dropped once they turned off the boulevard and cut down toward Agua Caliente.


One street over and the city looked totally different. The California license plates disappeared. The bars and clubs dropped out into tile shops and auto repair garages. The tourists never made it off Revolution Avenue. They never made it past the margarita bars and the donkey carts. Drive a couple blocks and Tijuana started looking like any other deadbeat town, just with everything written in Spanish and everybody driving a little bit more reckless.


They were staying at some motel a couple streets away from the Caliente, some place called the Playas. The promoters used it because it was close by, but Riley figured the place came with a warning. It came with words like “basic” and “convenient” and “local.” Polite words telling them they were putting them up in some nameless dump. Well, he knew there wasn’t any such thing as a luxury motel in Tijuana, and Riley wasn’t the kind to fall for a name, but still—a Motel 6 would be nice. Some place with a 1–800 number you could call when your valuables went missing. He’d bet this Playas joint didn’t even have an in-room safe.


He swung into the motel parking lot. He guessed the tourists were turning up everywhere nowadays. He could smell the crew cuts and the surfer shorts before he got out of the car. The paint was peeling and there was a balcony running down one side of the building and he could already imagine the kids congregating on it with their beers. He pictured beer cans floating in the pool out back. He pictured loud music. He pictured spring break—Riley snapped the ignition off. If there was noise late at night he was going to shut it down, and personally. Cal needed to sleep solid.


The place looked deserted when they walked in. There was a bell on the counter, and a sign reading “Please Ring For Service” in English and Spanish. The handwriting on the sign was a little wobbly but it was legible. Riley dropped his bags on the floor and looked at the bell. He slammed his palm onto the bell once, twice. He did it a third time.


After a minute, an overweight man appeared behind the registration desk. He was breathing heavy and his shirt was soaked in sweat. Riley frowned.


“Can I help you?”


“Yeah, we’re staying for a few nights.”


“You got a reservation?”


“We got a reservation. We’re paying for the first night. The TFL’s paying for the rest. They should’ve sent you a memo or something.”


“Sure. Fill this out, will you?” He pushed a registration card across to Riley.


Riley leaned into the counter and began on the card. He wasn’t so big anymore, but he was still pretty imposing. He was even more imposing when he wasn’t feeling friendly, and the guy wasn’t making him feel friendly.


The man remained placid. He looked at Riley. He looked at Cal. Riley straightened up and handed the card to the man.


“So,” he said as he examined their registration card, “You boys are here for the fights I take it.”


“Yeah, we’re here for the fights,” Riley said. “You follow fighting?”


“Hard not to when it’s happening so close.” He shrugged. “Should be a good night. Rivera alone is worth the price of admission. The rest of the card could be total shit and you’d still have a sellout.”


Riley pressed a finger onto the registration card. “About that rate. I was given a quote of forty-six dollars. Nineteen dollars off the rack rate.”




The man nodded. He examined the registration card. He put it back on the counter and crossed it with a pencil. He resumed talking.


“I wasn’t a huge fan of fighting until the first time I saw Rivera fight. Blew my mind. Never seen anything like it. I figure every fight fan can remember their first Rivera fight.”


Riley cleared his throat noisily. “Another thing. Can you get us a room that’s quiet? As far away from the pool as possible.” He nodded at Cal. “The kid needs to sleep.”


The man shuffled round slowly and examined the keys hanging on the board behind the desk. He picked out a pair and turned back to face them. He nodded to Cal.


“You fighting Saturday?”


Cal nodded.


“Well, forget what I said about the rest of the card, will you? I haven’t really looked at it yet. Not closely.”


“That’s okay,” Cal said. “It doesn’t matter.”


He smiled at the man. The man beamed back at him.


“You know how it is. It’s a pretty big thing, having the champion fight down here.”


“Like you said. The guy’s a legend.”


“The man’s the whole sport. Nobody can touch him.”


“I guess not too many guys can give him a fight.”


Riley glanced at Cal. “Look, we’re sort of tired out from the drive. Maybe you could just confirm that rate of forty-six dollars a night, give us the keys and we’ll let ourselves in? Like I said, forty-six dollars a night—nineteen dollars off the rack rate.”




“Sí, sí.” The man nodded. He came out from behind the desk and picked up Cal’s bag.


“I’ll take it,” Cal said.


“No, please.” The man shook his head and smiled and then began walking down the hall with the bag. They followed him. “This room is a good deal.” The man spoke over his shoulder. “You will see. It is a nice room—with a balcony!”


Riley was frowning the whole walk up to the room. Cal just kept nodding every time the man said something.


The man let them into a room on the far end of the second floor. It wasn’t so bad, and it was far away from the pool. Inside, there were two double beds, a couple of dressers and some chairs. The man gave them the key to the minibar and told them there was a decent restaurant next door where they could get breakfast. He told them to give him a call if they had any questions. He clapped Cal on the back and shook his hand. He wished him luck. Then he backed out of the room and disappeared.


“Sí, sí. Asshole speaks English better than I do.” Riley dropped his bags onto one of the beds. “Why’d you talk to him like that? I couldn’t pin him down on the rate with you being all friendly and making conversation.” He kicked the door so it closed with a slam and starting unzipping his bags.


Cal looked at Riley’s bags. “You didn’t tell me you were moving down here.”




“Smart-ass.”


Cal looked around the room, then sat down on the other bed. Riley began sorting through his bags, pulling out piles of clothes and gear.


“I’m gonna have a shower.”


“Okay.”


Riley yanked out some shower things and threw them onto the bed. He hummed to himself, some tune from the radio. He paused and looked up at Cal.


“By the way—why didn’t you tell him?”


“Tell him what?”


“That you were fighting Rivera.”


“Oh,” Cal said. “I don’t know. I was embarrassed.”


“Embarrassed? You?” Riley snorted.


“The guy thought he knew about fighting.”


“He didn’t know shit about fighting.”


“He wanted to shake my hand,” Cal said.


Riley waved a shampoo bottle at Cal. “Well, he’s gonna feel like a real fucking idiot once he finds out who you are. The guy who took his boy Rivera the distance.” He disappeared into the bathroom.


“That was four years ago,” Cal called out after him. “Nobody remembers that shit anymore.”


Riley slammed the bathroom door shut. Cal sighed. He stretched out on the bed, hands folded behind his head. He kept his eyes open and he listened to the sound of the showerhead. When Riley came out of the bathroom, he was in the same position, staring up at the ceiling.




Riley sat down on the bed. He looked at Cal as he toweled off his hair. “Well, here we are. Fuck of a drive.”


“Yeah. You were right about getting it out of the way.”


“What do you feel like eating?”


“I don’t know.”


“We could try the place next door. Might as well.”


Cal nodded. Riley placed his hand on the bedside table, palm down. He cleared his throat and looked around the room.


“I guess it’s not so bad. The room.”


“It’s pretty decent.”


They were silent. Riley nodded to Cal.


“How you feeling? You looking forward to it?”


“Sure I’m looking forward to it.”


“Well, it’s just a little longer.”


“Yeah.” Cal sat up and ran a hand over his face. “Yeah.” He stood up. “Okay. I’ll shower, and then let’s go eat. I’m feeling pretty hungry.”


Riley nodded. He sat for a while after Cal went into the bathroom. Then he stood up and walked over to the window. He pushed the curtains back and stared outside. There was nothing to look at except the parking lot and the motel sign. The letters looked watery and they were blinking unevenly.


“Christ. I don’t believe it,” he said. “Our first night in Mexico and it’s raining.”
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The first time he saw Cal it opened up a feeling. A big feeling, like a road running out to the horizon. He just took off down that road. He didn’t look back. He didn’t even think. He just grabbed the kid and ran. The feeling went off in his head. The rest of him was still watching the kid. The rest of him was standing there, just trying to take in the way he worked.


It was a high school wrestling room pretty much like any other high school wrestling room. Only a couple guys had turned up for practice. The place smelled like feet and sweat and the fluorescent lights buzzed the whole time. The semester had ended. Graduation was a week away and the place was barely running.


He stood. He watched. He kept looking for flaws. He kept thinking he wouldn’t be able to keep it up. Being so good. Being so full of the talent. Riley could barely breathe with it. He was afraid he’d blink and miss something. He kept watching and pretty soon it was like he couldn’t remember what it had been like before he’d seen him. It was like the kid had wiped out his memory of everything else.


When practice ended he went up and introduced himself. He talked to the kid. He was about to graduate high school. He wasn’t going to college. He was thinking about taking a job at the hardware store. He had a rack of wrestling medals in his bedroom, but he figured they weren’t going to do him much good in the real world. That’s what he said to Riley.


Riley listened. Then he talked. He told the kid to come to the gym. He said there was money to be made. He said there was a life to be made. A life that was more than some hardware store. The kid looked at him. He listened. He said he’d have to keep the job at the hardware store. He said he couldn’t give that up. Riley told him he could keep the job. He said he could keep it for now.


Riley thought a year. He thought a year of training and the kid would be ready for his first fight. He was wrong. The kid scored his first knockout the second week of practice. He let out a big overhand right from straight out of nowhere and the other guy was out cold. The whole room went quiet. They stared at the kid. He looked back at them. “I didn’t mean it,” he said. They kept staring at him. “I don’t know what happened,” he said.


One month and he was looking as good as guys who’d been training for years. Three months and he’d outgrown the team. Riley had picked the kid for his wrestling skills. He’d picked the kid because of his ground work. Knockout power was a bonus. Knockout power like the kid had—that was the kind of bonus you prayed for night and day. That was the kind of thing you waited for a lifetime.


After three months he figured he was ready for a fight. He booked the kid local. He trained him hard. He got the kid ready. He knew this was the test. Some guys couldn’t take it out of the gym. The first time was the hardest. You saw things the first time. Before the fight Riley was so nervous he had to make a run for the bathroom. He hung his head in the toilet and hurled up his stomach twice and then he felt better.


The kid knocked the other guy out in twenty-three seconds. Riley watched him from the corner. He counted the seconds. He counted them out and by the time he reached twenty-three and the other guy was falling to the canvas his heart was racing and a part of it was sinking too, because he figured this was it. Cal was the one. The kid had everything a fighter needed and if he didn’t become champion then Riley would have no one to blame but himself.


Driving home after the fight, Cal said, “So I guess I’m pretty good at this, huh?” Riley shook his head. He said, “That’s a good one.” “Surprised?” Cal was smiling as he spoke and he looked so pleased with himself that Riley had to shake his head again. “Yeah,” he remembered saying. “Yeah—you had me pretty surprised back there.” After he said it Cal had looked even more pleased. Then he’d become embarrassed. “It’s not really a big deal,” he said. “I knew I’d be good at it.”


Well, the kid was good at it. There was no other way of putting it. He was good at it and pretty soon it was like the game was happening to him instead of the other way round. He kept going up. He went up so fast that Riley started thinking maybe it would never end. He started thinking maybe this was the way it was. Maybe that was when everything changed. He started getting used to it—and then the way it was just died on them.


 


It was still raining in the morning. After they ate, they walked through the rain to an empty warehouse down the road. The street was quiet and the dust was tamped down by the wetness in the air. The buildings stood half a foot crooked and the sidewalk crumbled into the street. They had to concentrate to walk and then they got used to it. The door, when they arrived, was chained and padlocked shut. Cal waited as Riley reached inside his pocket and brought out a set of keys. He picked one out and fit it into the padlock. The door was stiff and the hinges creaked when he shoved it open.


Inside, the air was cool and fresh. The room was bare apart from a few bags and a wrestling mat laid out on the concrete floor. Riley looked around the room. He tossed the keys into the air a couple times. Then he shoved them back into his pocket. Cal dropped his bag onto one of the aluminum benches resting by the door. He turned slowly, stretching out his back and arms. Then he sat down on the bench and pulled his bag open. Crossing his arms, Riley watched as Cal slid his sandals off and began taping up his feet.


“Doesn’t look like this place’s been used for years.”


“It’s okay.”


“Bet Rivera’s got digs a damn sight different to this.”


Cal didn’t look up. “He’d better. With the purses he’s bringing home.”


Riley sat down beside him. “I heard they’re giving him upward of eight, nine hundred thousand to fight. You hear that too?” He shook his head. “Man, you could open a gym for every fight. Have a whole chain of ’em, all across the country.”


Cal stood up and stripped off his sweatshirt. He looked at Riley. “We gonna get started or what?”


Riley nodded and stood up. Outside, the rain continued falling.


They warmed up. After stretching, they began with a basic warmup. It was an old routine and their movements were paced as they sent a single jab, a hook, sailing through the air. The jab doubled into twin jabs, then into three-punch combinations, then into three-punch combinations ending with a knee. Their movements grew crisper as they began adding in turns and half-turns, sudden lunges to the ground and rapid leaps back to their feet.




Before too long a thin film of sweat was coating Cal’s body and he was breathing lightly from the mouth.


Riley nodded, satisfied. “You look good,” he said.


Cal looked up, pleased.


“How long you run this morning?”


“Half an hour.”


Riley nodded. “Come on. Let’s work the mitts a bit.”


Riley held the mitts for Cal, moving in an irregular circuit. He swooped from left to right, jaw-high down to the liver. Cal hit the mitts square. Each blow echoed brokenly through the warehouse and then was muffled by the next. The sound was good. It was even and clean. Riley grunted to himself. He began moving faster, pushing the blows down, springing the mitts back up. Soon they were working at tremendous speed. Midway through, Riley switched to pads and they began working the legs. Cal landed his kicks square and hard and he kept his balance loose and easy.


Riley motioned to Cal to stop and tossed the pads aside. Cal walked over and picked up a pair of shinguards. He strapped them on and then he straightened up and adjusted his gloves. He picked at the ties, drawing them close.


“How are the girls?” Riley asked.


“Yeah, they’re doing good.”


“You get to see them much?”


Cal shrugged, head down. “I got them every other weekend.”




Riley cleared his throat. “Okay, let’s go.”


They sparred lightly for one five-minute round. They paused. Riley nodded. “Come on,” he grunted to Cal.


They began again. Cal moved sharper, faster, working combinations, weaving cautiously, locating the lapses in Riley’s concentration. He moved quickly, more like a welter than a light-heavy. He jabbed twice, clean through the guard. He landed a right, a left, and then threw a knee straight to the body.


Riley ate a lot of the shots. Immediately his movements improved. He gave Cal a hard shot to the body. Before he could follow it up, Cal was blocking and giving counterblow to blow. He worked the body again, two hard shots to the liver. The overhand right that ended the combination sent Riley staggering back a few feet.


“You okay?” Cal called. He said the words like he was standing far away.


Riley nodded. “Yeah,” he said, bringing his hands back up.


Cal nodded to himself. He bounced lightly on his feet, hands down. He moved into the setup for a kick. Riley sprang forward. Cal batted his glove away and walloped him with another stinging overhand right to the jaw. Even with the gloves, Riley felt the blow go shivering down his spine and to his feet. Riley had been in the ring with some pretty good fighters. The kid hit harder than all of them. With four-ounce gloves and in the middle of a fight, a punch like that could knock a man out of the game.




“You fell for that one,” Cal said, smiling.


“I didn’t fall for nothing,” Riley muttered.


Cal laughed quietly to himself. “I got you with that one.”


“Always a joker, huh?” Riley said. “Always got something up your sleeve.”


They continued, hitting full force. They had to. There was no other way to prepare for a fight. There was no other way to get the reflexes sharp enough. If he had the choice, Riley would have had a young fighter take his place. Someone green. Someone who still had something to learn from being knocked near senseless. The shots were making his head gummy and he had to force himself to concentrate. He shivered and dodged another one of Cal’s looping overhand rights.


When they stopped, Cal was moving lightly on his feet. He looked contented as he bounced in place, then came to a stop. Riley was breathing heavy. He leaned against the wall with one hand.


“Right.” He straightened up. “I’m getting too old for this.”


Cal was watching Riley. He smiled.


Riley glared at him. “Go and hit the bag for a minute or something.”


Cal nodded and retreated to the bags.


Riley watched him. He carried most of his weight in the back and shoulders. The muscles along his neck and arms and shoulders were built out and now, as he slammed his fists into the bag, they sprang together in bunches.


“You put on a bit a weight for this?” Riley called out sharply.


“A couple pounds. Five, maybe. Did a bit of lifting.”


Riley frowned. “Lifting?”


Cal paused and steadied the bag. “I don’t know. Felt a bit weak or something.”


“Don’t get me started on lifting—”


“I know,” Cal said.


Riley nodded to himself. “Come on. Let’s see how your ground game’s coming.”


They moved to the floor. Cal fell to his back with a sigh as they began rolling. Even with his wrestling background, the kid was always happier on his feet. Riley had been known for his grappling and he had taught most of what he knew to Cal. In the end that had been everything except the willingness to go for a submission victory. Cal always wanted to knock them out. Even in practice, it was like he couldn’t wait to get back to his feet. Rolling with Riley, he had developed a pretty perfect defense against submissions. Riley knew it was the most he could ask for.


“What you grinning at?” Riley breathed.


“Nothing.”


They continued. Riley slipped on a pretty good armbar. Cal grinned, gap-toothed.


“What you grinning at?” he repeated. Riley’s voice was irritated.




“Nothing. You got nothing.”


“What about now?” he said. He shifted position, exerting a bit more pressure on the arm.


“Still nothing.”


“Now?”


“Nothing.”


They were breathing heavier. Rotating, Cal got himself out of the armbar. Riley guessed the escape would impress the judges nearly as much as the attempt itself. He grunted appreciatively. They fell back to the floor, breathing heavily.


“Back there, I gave it to you,” he said to Cal after a moment.


“I know.”


“I gave it to you but you fell back.”


“I know.”


“Why?”


“Dunno,” he said.


Riley was silent for a minute. Then he stood up. “We should go again,” he said. Cal nodded and straightened up, still breathing deep.


Later, they sat slumped against the wall.


“How’s Clem?” Cal asked.


Riley shook his head. “Yeah, he’s not doing so good.”


Cal nodded. “That’s tough.”


“You know how it changes people,” Riley said.


Cal nodded. People always said that a bad knockout changed a fighter. They said before it was like sailing. They said after you could see how the game worked. After you could always just tell in the ring. Cal had never been knocked out but he figured he knew what that was like. He guessed he knew the feeling.


The guy could have made a good fighter. Cal had watched him a couple times at the gym. He was strong and his technique was solid. He had good instincts too. Still young. They had pushed him too quickly.


Cal stood up and walked over to the benches. He sat down and slid his feet into his sandals.


“He fighting soon?” he asked, head down.


“Nah. He says he doesn’t want to rush things this time.”


“You should get him back in the ring as fast as you can.”


“Yeah, I know. But he doesn’t want to. You can’t make a guy fight when his heart’s not in it.”


“How bad was it?”


“Pretty bad. He didn’t know what hit him.” Riley stood up and followed him across the mat. Idly, he kicked at the leg of the bench. “Kid didn’t even know what it felt like, losing. It was a bad way to find out.”


“He’s tough. He’ll be okay.”


“Nah.” Riley shook his head. “He was tough so long as he was winning. Kid’s scared now. He’s talking big, about how next time they meet he’s gonna whoop Craig’s ass for him good, how he’s gonna show him it was just a lucky punch, but it’s all talk.”


“Craig’s at the top of his division.”




“We thought he had a chance.”


They walked out. Cal watched as Riley slipped the chain round the handles of the door. The rain had stopped.


They began walking back to the motel. Riley turned to Cal. “I thought maybe after the fight, you could come in and do a couple of clinics.”


“Okay.” Cal shrugged. “Sure.”


“Maybe talk to Clem. Spend a bit of time with him. You know how he looks up to you.”


“You sure there’s any point?”


“What do you mean?” Riley asked. He looked at Cal, irritated. “Sure there’s a point. There’s always a point.”


“I thought you said he didn’t want to fight.”


“I said—what I said was, he doesn’t know if he wants to fight or not. Kid doesn’t know right from left anymore, that’s how bad he got mashed up. What I’m asking is for you to come in and help him make up his mind.”


Cal shook his head. “Okay. Yeah, of course I’ll come down.”


Riley was silent for a moment. Then he clapped Cal on the back. “Anyway, we should be concentrating on you, right?” He grinned at Cal. “We should be concentrating on your fight.”


Cal nodded. He shrugged out his shoulders, restlessly.


“You’re looking good, kid,” Riley said. “Best I’ve seen you in a long time.” He paused. Cal didn’t respond, other than to nod again.


They reached the motel. The man from the day before was asleep in his hatch, an old baseball cap drawn down over his eyes. Their key hung in an empty row on the board above. Riley reached across the sleeping man and palmed their key. He gave the guy a look of disgust as he moved away.
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