
Short Stories, January 10, 1947 

Fighting Is Fun As Long As the Other Guy Can Fight Back. . . . 

 
 

E WAS a killer when he came 
back all right. Puggy used to 
say that was all he needed. 
Puggy Meyers was his 

manager and he said it one night when the 
Kid was carrying a colored boy along in a 
prelim at Marigold. 

“He likes to fight but he don’t enjoy 
killing a guy,” Puggy said. 

I watched the Kid that night back in 
‘forty-one and I knew Puggy was right. He 
was dancing around the colored boy, 
throwing a lot of leather, but he was 
hitting elbows and shoulders, not doing 
any damage. He was taking it easy, 
waiting for the ref to stop it, and it made 
me feel good. I liked the Kid the way he 
was. 

The Kid was Johnny Sloan, a lad I’d 

known ever since he used to sweep out 
Puggy’s gym for a few nickels on 
Saturday afternoons. He was ten then and 
when no one was looking he’d be 
whamming away at the bags and snorting 
through his hose, imitating the fighters that 
trained at Puggy’s place. 

I showed him how to hold his hands so 
he wouldn’t break a wrist and a few other 
things. And I told him to get any idea of 
fighting out of his head. 

But he hung around and by the time he 
was eighteen he was fighting. He was a 
middleweight then, a tall kid with thin 
legs, a waist like a girl’s, but a lot of 
weight and power up above. He fought at 
church smokers and things like that for a 
while and then he turned pro. Puggy took 
him into his stable and I started giving him 
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his rubdowns. 
This night he stopped the colored boy 

he grinned at me while I was splashing 
alcohol on his chest and said, “Well, how 
was I?”  

“Okay. You were okay,” I said. “Turn 
over.” 

He turned over and said, “I had him in 
the second round. He didn’t have a. chance 
from then on.”  

“But you gave him one. Puggy didn’t 
like it.”  

“I know,” he said slowly. He looked 
troubled. “Mike, fighting for me is fun as 
long as the other guy can fight back. But 
when he’s licked I want to stop.”  

I didn’t say anything but I felt fine. We 
left together that night and went across the 
street to the drug store where Eileen 
waited for him. Eileen was the Kid’s girl. 
A good Irish girl with a few freckles, a 
wide mouth and a heart like a twelve-
ounce glove. She was tall and had fine 
shoulders and long slim legs. 

The kind of build that was made for 
having kids and working hard beside the 
right kind of man. 

1 sat opposite them in the booth and 
we ordered cokes. 

“You were swell tonight,” Eileen said. 
They were holding hands under the table 
and looking at each other. That was all 
right. 1 enjoyed looking at them. The Kid 
had black curly hair and white teeth and 
Eileen’s hair was red and her eyes were 
the kind of blue you see in a small lake in 
the summer time. They were clean nice 
kids. 

Eileen always saw him fight. She 
didn’t mind. He fought clean and he didn’t 
pound guys to pieces for the fun of it. 

Now she smiled at me and patted the 
back of my hand. “I didn’t even say hello, 
Mike. But I’m excited tonight. How much 
longer do you think it will be?” 

 

 KNEW what she meant by that. They 
were saving the dough the Kid made to 

buy a farm. When they had the money the 
Kid was quitting the ring. 

“Not much,” 1 said. “The Kid rates a 
good spot now. One of those and you can 
buy that farm and get out of my hair.”  

The Kid grinned. “You’ll be out every 
Sunday eating up all the profits.”  

“Probably.” I grinned back at him. 
“One more fight,” Eileen said slowly. 

She let her head rest against the Kid’s hard 
shoulder. She was thinking the way every 
woman does. Of her man beside her, clean 
and strong, and working with him to build 
a good life together. A pretty good way to 
think for my money. 

But the Kid never got that one last 
fight. 

That was the year the war came along 
and the Kid went into the Marines. They 
decided to wait until he got back before 
they got married. We were going to knock 
out the Japs in six months, remember? 

The Kid was gone four years. I saw 
Eileen every now and then during those 
four years. She’d stop at the gym and we’d 
go over to the drug store and have a coke. 
She showed me Johnny’s letters and I 
showed her the ones he sent me. We didn’t 
talk much. The day she got the wire he 
was hurt we sat there all afternoon without 
saying a word. When we found out he was 
okay again we celebrated with a couple of 
beers. 

And then he came back. 
He walked into the gym wearing a 

tweed suit and after the usual back-
slapping I had a chance to look at him. He 
was bigger, a lightheavy now, and he 
looked older, of course. But the only 
change was in his eyes. They weren’t cold 
or mean or anything. They just didn’t have 
any expression at all. Like a pair of 
marbles. 
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I didn’t like those eyes. But Puggy did. 
Puggy was patting the Kid’s big shoulder 
and looking at those dead eyes. He was 
hoping they meant what he thought they 
did. “You look good, Kid,” he said. He 
shifted his cigar and said, “Look good and 
tough.”  

“I’m all right,” the Kid said. “How 
about getting me a fight?”  

I butted in. “How’s Eileen, Kid?”  
“She’s okay,” he said. He didn’t look 

at me. He looked at Puggy with those dead 
eyes and asked again, “How about a 
fight?”  

“Sure, sure,” nodded Puggy. “We’ll 
get you in shape. When you’re ready I’ll 
get you a match.”  

The Kid was ready. We saw that when 
he started to work. He put in a couple of 
weeks on the bags and then he worked 
with sparring partners for a while. He 
looked tough and fast, but it’s hard to tell 
when a fighter is working with twelve-
ounce gloves. And the Kid was holding 
something back. He wasn’t showing us 
what he could do.  

I knew he was seeing Eileen but I had 
a funny hunch something was wrong 
because he didn’t ask me to come along 
and have a coke with them the way he 
used to. I missed those cokes, but I never 
said anything. 

Puggy put the Kid on at Marigold 
against a big, strong Italian named Tony 
Garbelotto. 

 
HE night of the fight I was in the 
Kid’s corner. I saw Eileen down in the 

third row. She waved at me and smiled, 
but I don’t know if the Kid saw her. He 
was looking straight across the ring at the 
big Italian, Garbelotto. There wasn’t 
anything in his eyes. He just looked at 
him. 

I was worried. The Kid was in shape, 
but he was like a rock. No nerves, nothing. 

He was like a steel trap waiting to be 
sprung. 

The referee introduced them and called 
them to the center of the ring for their 
instructions. When the Kid came back I 
slapped him on the back. He didn’t look at 
me or grin the way he used to. 

The ten-second bell sounded and I 
pulled the stool away. The Kid stood there, 
scraping his shoes in the resin until the 
bell sounded. Then he turned fast and went 
across the ring to Garbelotto. 

I saw it then. I’ve seen it too often to 
miss it. I’ve seen Dempsey go after men 
the same way. It’s a killer’s walk, 
flatfooted, crouching, like something out 
of a jungle. 

Garbelotto didn’t have a chance. The 
Kid got in close and worked on his body. 
He took some himself but they bounced 
off. He worked inside the Italian’s beefy 
arms and banged away at his guts. At the 
bell Garbelotto’s stomach looked like raw 
hamburger. He went back to his corner, 
already a little wobbly. 

The next two rounds went the same 
way. The Kid kept working on 
Garbelotto’s body. He could have put him 
away in the third with one to the jaw, but 
he didn’t. 

The Kid stayed on the body for two 
more rounds. He didn’t fight the way he 
used to. There was no smiling, no dancing 
around. This was a different guy. A guy 
with a tight bitter face and eyes like 
marbles. A killer. 

Puggy nudged me. “He’s got it. Ain’t 
he beautiful?”  

I didn’t say anything. I looked over to 
where Eileen was in the third row. But the 
seat was empty. I don’t know when she 
left. 

Waiting for the seventh round I told 
the Kid, “put him away. You’ve earned 
your dough.” 

I don’t know if he heard me. He said, 
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“I got his hands down now.”  
That’s what he’d been doing. Bringing 

the Italian’s hands down to cover his 
battered body. So he could work on his 
face. Louis did that to Carnera. 

That round was pretty bad. The Italian 
didn’t have much left but heart. He stayed 
on his feet somehow, hugging his 
stomach, and the Kid whaled away at his 
face. When it was finally over the Italian 
looked like something out of a meat 
grinder. I didn’t think he’d fight any more. 

 
 WAS rubbing the Kid down when one 
of the boys told me there was someone 

outside wanted to see me. I went out into 
the corridor and Eileen was waiting there. 
Her face was white. She came over to me 
and took one of my hands with both of 
hers. 

“Mike,” she said, “what’s happened to 
him? That wasn’t Johnny in there tonight. 
I—I just don’t know him any more.”  

I wasn’t much help. I couldn’t say 
anything. 

“Mike, I can’t see him tonight. Tell 
him I had a headache and went home. Tell 
him that, Mike.”  

“Okay, I’ll tell him,” I said. 
But I didn’t. I’m no good at lying. And 

I thought it might help the Kid to hear the 
truth. 

“Eileen went home,” I told him, when 
I got back. “She didn’t like what she saw 
in the ring tonight. It made her sick.”  

His expression didn’t change. “Too 
bad. But I’m not fighting to please her.”  

“What are you fighting for, Kid? You 
told me once when you had a guy beat the 
fun went out of it for you. You don’t think 
that way now.”  

He turned his head enough to look at 
me and there was no expression in his eyes 
or face. 

“No, I don’t feel that way now,” he 
said, in a low even voice. “I got a new idea 

about fighting. Winning isn’t enough. You 
got to fix the other guy so he’ll never be 
able to hurt you again. You got to kill him 
if you can.” He turned his face away from 
me and went on talking, and there was 
harder edge to his voice. “I spent a night 
on Iwo with a slug in me and fifty Japs 
trying to finish me off. They had the odds. 
Flares, grenades and guns and all I could 
do was lay there and wonder when it was 
going to be over. A buddy of mine pulled 
out of there but they got him while he was 
doing it. Maybe that’s when my ideas 
changed. I knew then I had to kill those 
fifty Japs so they could never hurt me any 
more. That’s the way I fight now.”  

There wasn’t anything for me to say. I 
looked down at that young-old face and I 
felt tired and helpless. I finally said, “but 
you’re home now, Kid. You don’t have to 
think that way any more. And there’s 
Eileen. Don’t you think you owe it to her 
to be the kind of guy she fell in love 
with?”  

“Shut up and rub me down,” he said. 
He had never talked to me like that 

before and it made me feel a little sick. 
“Okay, Kid, I’ll shut up,” I said. 
He looked over his shoulder like he 

was going to say something. He frowned a 
little but he didn’t say anything. He shook 
his head and then put his face on his 
folded arms and closed his eyes. 

 
E WENT on fighting and he went on 
winning. Everybody was excited 

about him and Puggy told the papers he 
was ready for Bulonski, the champ. Maybe 
he was at that. 

The Kid wasn’t excited. He went his 
own way, training hard and keeping to 
himself, and when he got in the ring he 
was like a savage. Eileen didn’t come 
around to the gym any more and I didn’t 
see her at the fights. I wanted to ask the 
Kid about her, but I didn’t. I still worked 
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on him, handled him in the ring, but we 
didn’t talk much any more. 

He got the shot at the champ, all right. 
Bulonski was a barrel-bodied, thick-armed 
Polish kid with about as much emotion as 
a punching bag. He could hit with either 
hand and nobody had been able to hurt 
him yet. He didn’t talk much. He had a flat 
face and little eyes that almost disappeared 
under his lumpy forehead. 

The Kid didn’t know anything about 
him and didn’t care. He trained at a lake in 
Wisconsin and came back into town the 
afternoon of the fight looking brown and 
tough. He looked wonderful and I hated to 
see it. I knew if he won that Puggy would 
keep him fighting and he’d stay the way 
he was for good. 

 
HE stadium was sold out for the fight. 
We sat down in the Kid’s dressing 

room and listened to the crowd. Everyone 
was doing a lot of talking and there was a 
smell of money and excitement in the air. 

It touched everybody but the Kid. He 
just sat there with a bathrobe over his bare 
shoulders, answering a question now and 
then and looking at the floor. And he 
wasn’t seeing anything. His eyes were 
dead. 

I had sent Eileen a ticket a couple of 
days before. I didn’t expect her to come 
but I sent the ticket anyway. I paid for it 
myself, too. 

Then we were going upstairs. The 
crowd came to their feet when they saw 
the Kid. He went down the aisle, looking 
straight ahead. There was a lot of noise, a 
lot of smoke and the close smell of sweat a 
crowd always has. 

I went into the ring with the Kid. 
Bulonski was coming in from the other 
side and there was another big roar from 
the crowd. He came through the ropes, a 
grin on his face, waved to the crowd and 
then shook his taped hands over his head. 

The Kid just looked at him the way he 
looked at all the guys he fought. With his 
eyes narrowed a little and nothing at all 
showing in his face. 

I looked down, trying to find Eileen in 
the crowd and finally I saw her. Her face 
was just a white blur and I couldn’t tell if 
she was smiling, but she waved, just like 
old times. Only nothing was the same. 

The Kid didn’t see her. He had his 
eyes on Bulonski.  

The introductions didn’t take long. The 
referee talked to them a second or two, 
then he sent them back to their corners. I 
wanted to say something to the Kid but 
there wasn’t anything to say. 

The bell sounded. I pulled the stool out 
of the ring, and they went to work. The 
first round wasn’t much. The Kid had a 
smart head and he wasn’t taking any 
chances. He kept a left in Bulonski’s face 
and moved around him fast, doping the 
way the Pole fought. 

The second round was different. He’d 
figured out what he was going to do and 
he didn’t waste any more time. 

The Kid had speed in those legs of his 
and power in his arms and chest. He 
crouched, and when the Pole missed his 
bobbing head, he went in quick, digging 
into that barrel-body with both hands. He 
could hit like Dempsey and he did it the 
same way, savage and fast. The Pole 
wasn’t used to being hit like that and he 
didn’t like it. He wasn’t used to backing 
up either, but he did it now, awkwardly, 
with a look of surprise on his flat face. 

The Kid went after him and the crowd 
came to its feet with a roar. They knew 
what was happening and you could tell it 
from the hoarse yell they let go. 

The Kid had him in trouble when the 
bell sounded. When he came back to our 
corner he wasn’t breathing hard. He sat 
down and looked at the Pole while I 
slashed water on his face. 
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“You got him,” I said. “Let him have 
it.” 

“Plenty of time,” he said. 
He was enjoying this. I looked down 

where Eileen was sitting. She was still 
there; I could guess how she felt because I 
felt the same way.  

The third round wasn’t so bad. 
Bulonski was tough and he was careful 
now. He kept away from the kid but that 
wasn’t his kind of a fight and he didn’t 
look so good. The crowd started giving 
him the works and he didn’t like it. 

 
T GOT under his skin and he came out 
in the fourth and tried to carry the fight 

to the Kid and that was his mistake. The 
Kid was a counter-puncher, and he made 
Bulonski miss and then almost broke him 
in two with rights under the heart. He hit 
him with everything but the ring posts that 
round and he could have put him away if 
he wanted to. But he didn’t want to. Not 
yet. 

By the sixth round it was about all 
over. The Pole was wobbling and his flat 
features were twisted with pain. I don’t 
know how he stayed on his feet. But he 
did. And the Kid kept batting him. 

I was mad now. Mad at the Kid and 
mad at the things that had made him like 
he was. I looked down and saw that Eileen 
was still there and that made me madder. I 
guess she wanted to know the worst. 

I was mad and a little desperate, I 
guess, because when the Kid carne back to 
our corner after the sixth round a crazy 
idea came into my head. 

While I was holding the water bottle to 
his mouth I said, “Work on his left side, 
Kid. That’s where he got hit with shrapnel. 
His manager kept it quiet but that’s 
straight. One good one there and he’s done 
for.”  

The kid swished the water around in 
his mouth and looked at me. He spit it out 

and then grunted, “Where?”  
“His left side, I told you.”  
“I mean, where was he?”  
“What difference does it make? This is 

straight. Somewhere in the islands, I 
guess. Iwo or one of them places. But you 
do what I tell you. Belt him once there and 
he’s done.”  

The Kid was still looking at me. 
“Iwo,” he murmured. There was a funny 
look on his face. His eyes looked funny, 
too. They had some expression in them. 
They weren’t marbles any more. 

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”  
“There’s still time,” I answered. “Take 

care of him.”  
“Yeah,” he said, “I’ll take care of 

him.”  
I wasn’t sure what he meant. All I had 

was the idea . . . and hope. When the bell 
rang he went out just like he had six times 
before. Fast, crouching, hands cocked, 
ready to blast. 

And he started blasting. 
I felt a lump inside me like a bowling 

ball. Just as heavy; just as cold. My idea 
had worked fine. Oh, perfect! Sure. The 
Kid was worse than ever. The only 
mistake I’d made was figuring he still had 
a heart left. 

And then I started watching more 
closely. The Kid looked the same. He was 
throwing just as many punches. But it 
wasn’t the same. He was hitting shoulders 
and elbows now, making it look like a 
fight but he was carrying the Pole along. 

Puggy had seen too many fights to be 
fooled. “What’s the crazy fool doing?” he 
yelled in my ear. 

The bowling ball in my stomach was 
shrinking away fast. I felt fine. I grinned 
into Puggy’s screwed-up face. “He looks 
wonderful to me,” I said. 

Puggy said something under his breath 
and started grinding his cigar to shreds. 

I looked around and saw Eileen. I was 
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close enough to see the smile on her face. 
She’d watched the Kid fight too many 
times not to know what was going on. 

“Sure it is,” I said. “You’re all right 
now.”  

He was quiet for a little while and then 
he went on. “Was she out there tonight?”  

 TURNED back to the fight. The Kid 
was looking fine. He put on a fine show. 

He threw hard rights that missed by inches 
and he let Bulonski tie him when he 
wanted to. He did a swell job. He did too 
good a job. 

I “Eileen? Yeah, she was there. And I 
think she’ll probably be waiting for you in 
the drug store.”  

When he was dressed he shifted from 
one foot to the other and then cleared his 
throat awkwardly. “Mike, if Eileen will 
still have me I’m going to get that farm we 
used to talk about. Why don’t you come 
out with us? There’ll be enough work for 
everybody.”  

Bulonski was tough as they come. A 
two-minute rest brought back a lot of that 
toughness. He cocked that right of his and 
I knew what was coming. 

The Kid wasn’t watching himself. I 
guess his mind was on something else, or 
maybe he knew what was going to happen. 
Anyway Bulonski’s right came steaming 
out of nowhere and it caught the Kid on 
the jaw. Two more of those rights landed 
and that was all there was to it. The fight 
was over. 

It sounded good to me, but I must have 
had something in my eye because all I 
could do was blink a little and smile at 
him. Anyway, I couldn’t talk at all. 

He said, “And thanks Mike for telling 
me about Bulonski. About him being hurt 
I mean. That was what woke me up.”  

He went out then, walking like a guy 
in a hurry. And the Kid was lying there on the 

canvas. A lot of people could never figure 
it out. 

I had the place to myself. I sat down 
on the rubbing table and it was nice and 
quiet. I felt fine. I just had one little worry. 
I hoped the Kid wouldn’t feel bad when he 
discovered that Bulonski had never been 
near Iwo. 

There wasn’t much excitement in our 
dressing room. The Kid was lying on the 
rubbing table, on his stomach, his cheek 
resting on his arm. I was rubbing him 
down. We weren’t talking. His eyes 
looked puzzled. 

So, you say, he’ll find out the champ 
served on a Navy tin can in the Atlantic, 
and he’ll be mad at me. “Mike,” he spoke finally, almost 

subconsciously, “something inside of me 
is gone. It was like a hard lump but now 
it’s gone and I feel like a different guy. 
Am I nuts or is that possible?”  

But somehow I don’t think so—not the 
way things are now. 

 


