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The men in the room shuddered as they again watched the replay of Kowalski knocking out the then contender, but now deceased, Tommy “Meat” McCormick.  As the lifeless body fell to the mat, the image of Kowalski was one of victory and intimidation, for his hands were raised high and his mouth was rambling words of defiance at the fallen pugilist. 


“That’s the shot that did it.” said Ernie Pannoli, one of the men reviewing the videotape.  Pannoli, a short stocky Italian, rotated the cigar in his mouth from one cheek to the other in a state of worry.  He was the assistant trainer and corner-man for Philly Russell, a low-ranked boxer in the eyes of many experts of the field.  The other two men in the room were Philly and his trainer and manager, Tuck Weaver.


“Just shut up and watch!” said Weaver in an aggravated tone, but there wasn’t much else to see.  The referee only counted to three, and then called the ringside doctor.  Don Kowalski had successfully defended his world boxing championship, and just stared in awe as the doctor pronounced Meat McCormick dead.  Kowalski’s hand was raised in victory.


“Were you paying attention, kid?” Weaver asked Philly as he motioned Pannoli to hand over the VCR remote.


“Of course I was.” Philly replied.  He was a tall Irishman who stood at six foot three and weighed in excess of two hundred ten pounds.  This was a good physique to have if you were a professional heavyweight boxer.  Unfortunately, many top contenders were focusing their hatred on Philly Russell because he was a mediocre fighter, low ranked by all boxing divisions, and yet he was to fight Don Kowalski in less than a week for the world’s heavyweight championship title.  Philly didn’t understand why or how.  He just figured it was all a part of pro boxing’s red tape.  Besides that, the fact remained that Kowalski had already defeated all other contenders.


Pannoli rose from his seat.  He stopped the tape and relinquished the remote to Weaver, walked to the doorway and turned on the light switch.  Philly’s eyes strained in the new light, and when they cleared, they focused on Weaver who was staring daggers back at him.  He was also frowning.


“What’s wrong, Tuck?” Philly asked.


Weaver replied, “This Saturday night, you’re in the main event for the first time in your career.  You gotta fight Don Kowalski, six foot four, and two hundred fifty pounds.  He’s the world champ, he’s a smart fighter, and now a murderer.  From the look on his face,” he continued, “you can tell that it didn’t bother him.”  He paused, looked over at Pannoli, then returned his gaze to Philly.  “You’re not ready.  He’s gonna bust your ass and lay you flat before three rounds.”  Weaver broke out his Lucky Strikes and lit one up.


“Go easy on the kid,” Pannoli said, “he’s been working hard.”


“Thanks Ernie,” Philly said, “but Tuck’s the expert.  If he thinks I’m nothing, than I’m nothing.”


With angry eyes, Weaver glared at Philly and yelled, “Now wait just a damn minute you ungrateful sonofabitch!  You have been working hard, damn hard.  You’re something, but not enough to take on Kowalski.”  Weaver took a long drag on his cigarette.


In Philly’s defense, Pannoli said, “The kid’s fought tough guys before, Boss.”


Weaver looked at his assistant and said, “Sure he has.”  He turned to Philly and continued his barrage on him by saying, “Kowalski just killed Meat McCormick.  You fought McCormick two years ago, kid.  Do you remember what happened?”


Philly looked down at the floor in disgust.  Weaver went on.  “Sure you do.  He made you look like a chump, used you like a punching bag.  It was a forth-round KO and you had nothing, nothing against him.  How the hell do you expect to stay in the same ring with Kowalski?”


“But that was the last fight I lost.” Philly retorted.


“The kid’s right, Boss.” Pannoli added.  “He hasn’t lost since.”


“Oh yeah?  Who has he fought?” Weaver asked.


“What about Teeter Hill?” Philly said with confidence.


“Teeter Hill?” Weaver mocked.  “Teeter Hill is a bum.  He’s ranked lower than you are, and he’s not rising.  Hell, last month he lost to James Bowman, and he’s not even in the top fifty.”  Weaver took another drag on his cigarette.


Pannoli looked at Philly and said,  “He beat Smoke Minor six months ago.”


Weaver laughed and said, “You dummy.  Smoke Minor is thirty-seven years old.  If the kid lost to that guy, I would’ve told him to quit the business.”  He took a final drag and put out what was left of the cigarette.  “What I’m saying is,” Weaver went on, “six months ain’t enough time for a kid like you to prepare for a guy like Kowalski.”


A knock on the door turned the heads of all three men.  In walked Lou Scalia, owner of Groton’s Gym, in Brooklyn.  He had with him a large pepperoni pizza and a bag of sandwiches from a delicatessen down the street.


“Hey Lou.” Pannoli said.  “I’ll get some beers.”  He left as Scalia entered the room.  Pannoli had beer stashed in a refrigerator in nearby room.


“Hello everybody.  I brought dinner.”  Scalia said.


Philly replied with a “thanks” as Weaver added one of his own.


“You guys seem down.” Scalia said.  “You all still looking at the tape?”


“Yeah, we are.” Weaver replied.  “Did Ernie take off with the remote?”


Philly pointed to the floor where Weaver had placed it.  “No, Tuck.  He gave it to you.”


“Oh.”  Weaver picked it up, then put it back down.  “Forget it, we need a break, anyway.”


“I hear that.” was Philly’s response.


They attacked the food with anticipation when Pannoli returned with a six-pack of cheap beer.  “Anyone for a cold one?”


Everyone raised their hands.


With a mouth full of pizza, Scalia said, “I talked to that guy from the city, the doctor.  He says he’s free to be your cut-man.”


“You mean the Jewish guy?” Pannoli asked.


“Yeah.” Scalia responded. “Doctor Green.”


“He’s good.” Pannoli said.


“All right, enough.”  Weaver interjected.  “I wanna see the tape again.”  He pressed the rewind button on the remote as he took a bite out of his pastrami sandwich at the same time.  “I’m just going back a couple rounds.  The stuff I want is near the end.”


Scalia chuckled and said, “The whole fight was an end.  That poor sucker didn’t stand a chance.”


Pannoli laughed and Philly smiled.  Weaver looked at all of them and said, “Okay, pay attention.  Philly, you lookin’ over here?”


“Yeah.”


The three men became serious and listened carefully as Weaver talked.  The tape was resumed in the second round, two rounds before the end.  The men watched as Kowalski countered a McCormick combination with a powerful right jab.  It met McCormick’s forehead and staggered him.


“Did you see that, kid?” Weaver asked.  “He sets up his opponent with the jabs.  Man, he’s quick.”


“Yeah, he’s quick.” Philly repeated.


Weaver shook his head and said, “Yeah.  Anyway, he sets the guy up with the jab.  Then when it’s least expected, from out of nowhere he comes with a left hook or an uppercut.  Anything for a change to make you think.  Then he’ll go back to the jab.”  Weaver scratched the irritating stubble on his face.  He looked at the other men, who were transfixed to the television.  They were locked on the action.  Kowalski was putting on quite a show, shoving McCormick against the ropes every time the challenger tried to clinch.  Weaver went on, “Watch what he does here.”


Kowalski was accepting a barrage of McCormick body punches, retaliating with the fastest of straight arm jabs; right, right, right, than a swift left cross that caught McCormick on his ear.  He staggered backwards into the corner.  At the sound of the bell, Kowalski landed with another left that put McCormick to the mat.  The challenger’s corner-men assisted him to his seat, and it took them nearly the entire break to revive McCormick to a state of coherence.


Reaching for another slice of pizza, Scalia said, “The fight should’ve been stopped right there.  That poor slob was in no condition to fight another round.  I don’t know how he did it.”


“It’s simple.”  Weaver answered.  “The guy ran around the ring the whole round.  Kowalski didn’t press the issue, so he let the guy think he got a second wind.  One round without a punch and McCormick thought he could keep going.  Watch the round.”


McCormick ignored the bell sounding the start of round three, staying on his seat until the referee made him stand up.  The challenger assured the official that he was able to continue, and he stood there forcing Kowalski on the offensive.  Surprisingly, the champion did not aggressively pursue his opponent.  McCormick almost lost his balance escaping from the corner, and Kowalski merely walked after him, keeping the man on the run for the entire round.


“You guys see what the guy was doing?” Weaver asked.  “That smart fucker let McCormick run around and get his wits back.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he really thought he could come back and win, poor bastard.”


“He’s tougher fighting southpaw.” Scalia added.


“Right.”  Weaver agreed.  “That’s important to remember.  When you’re in there kid, keep moving to his left, your right.  That way he’ll be forced to fight right-handed, make him fight opposite of what he likes.”


Philly said, “I got it.  Keep him as a righty.”


“But that ain’t it.”  Weaver added.  He tossed the remote to Pannoli.  “Ernie, go straight to the last round.”


“Right, Boss.”


“You also gotta remember,” Weaver continued to Philly, “that it was a right uppercut that nailed Meat McCormick.”  He lit another Lucky Strike.


Pannoli handed the remote back to Weaver.  “Tape’s ready, Boss.”


“Thanks, Ernie.”


Scalia crumpled a sandwich wrapper, threw it at Philly, and said, “If you can keep away from his jab, it’ll help you a lot.”


Pannoli asked if anybody wanted another beer and Scalia accepted as Weaver continued to talk with Philly.


“Lou’s right.  Dodging the jab will help a lot but you have to work him if you want any chance to win.  Here, watch the round.”


“I don’t want to see it again, Tuck.  I’ve seen it enough.”


“I’ll let you know when you’ve seen it enough.”  Philly watched as the two fighters met in the middle of the round.


Pannoli interrupted, “Hey Boss, if you don’t need us, me and Lou wanna shoot some pool.  See you guys in the morning?”


Weaver replied, “Yeah that’s fine.  Lou, six in the morning.  You’ll be there for us?”


“Of course.  Bruno and Tyrone will be there by seven thirty to spar with the next world champion over there.”  Scalia said, holding his beer up in salute of Philly.


Philly smiled, shook his head, and could not contain his laughter.  “Thanks Lou.  See you in the morning, bye Ernie.”


The two Italians said their goodbyes and left the room, drinking beer and laughing.


Philly said, “I should get some sleep, Tuck.”  He pointed to the television and said, “I don’t need to see this last round again.  I don’t want to.”


“Are you scared, kid?”  Weaver lit another cigarette and got up to get a beer.


“I’m not scared, not really.  I just want to get this over with.  I feel, it’s weird.  I feel strong, Tuck.  I think I got a shot at this guy.”


Weaver drank half the beer, stopped the tape and said, “That’s what McCormick thought.”  He sat down, sighed and took another long drag on the smoke.


“I’m not McCormick, Tuck.  I’m better than he ever was.  When he beat me, I was a totally different person.”


“That might be true, but are you a different boxer from then?”


Philly looked through Weaver’s eyes and right into his soul.  “I can do it.” he said.


Weaver smiled at the young man and said, “You’ll do fine.”

