“In the clearing stands a boxer and a fighter by his trade,
And he carries the reminders of every glove that laid him down,
Or cut him till he cried out in his anger and his shame,
I am leaving, I am leaving.
But the fighter still remains.” –Paul Simon “The Boxer”

“Starting Over”

Krak!!! Something akin to the sound Rice Krispies make when you pour milk over them, or maybe it’s closer to crushing a bag of chips, and then the taste of metal, and a sickening warmth over the face. No time to think of that now. Later, when the lights have dimmed, he could think about that, but now all he was thinking about was that the Mexican’s body was completely exposed when he threw his left hook. Throbbing, swelling, and the hot Texas air scorching his lungs. Left to the gut. Fine just fine, work the body, it is strong and won’t complain until tomorrow. The Mexican throws a slow overhand right, which is followed by a couple of lame jabs that are easily slipped. Wait for it, wait for it. Left hand, swooping straight for that nose again. Not this time, slip, and there is the gold. Nose for a rib… A fair trade. The fight stops; the heat doesn’t. Not in this border town, not for him or anyone else in the gym. The lights fade. People leave. 

A fight is a simple and beautiful thing. Two men in a ring with the sole purpose of hurting one another; and they end up creating an intricate ballet. That was not what John liked about it, what he liked was the fact that when he was training or fighting, nothing else mattered. He didn’t worry about girls, money, or politics. He was a brawler who had a tendency to lower his right hand and load up on punches. This meant that he got punched in the face a lot more than other boxers, but the high he got from the endorphins was worth it. Every day he fought, ran, and worked part-time as a waiter at T.G.I.F. 

My name is not important; this story is about John and what he told me about his life. I was John’s only regular sparring partner, and the closest thing that he had to a friend for 4 years. 

John grew up in Hutto, Texas, and when he was 8, he made his first list during Spring Break. John explained his lists to me just once; they weren’t resolutions or goals. He thought that those were for people whom needed an excuse to fix their problems and waited for the beginning of the year or their birthday. John only made a list when he saw it was time for a change. His first list was written on the back of a Shiner Bock coaster that he found. 

“Johnnies Gotta Do List”

1) Get over fear of spiders

2) Get a complete set of 1989 Bowman baseball cards

3) Beat up Cody Baker

4) Call Mimi everyday

John started by going to every spider web he saw and forcing himself to stick his hand in it. After 2 years, he was able to hold spiders, and he held every one that he saw. In year 3, he was bitten by a brown recluse and nearly died. After year 4, he never feared spiders again. 

In the summer of ’91, he had completed his set of four hundred and eighty four 1989 Bowman baseball cards; he accomplished it by mowing lawns every day for two summers. Keep in mind that this was the days before eBay, where if you needed a Gary Sheffield rookie card, you had to keep buying packs until you got one.  When he went off to college years later, his mom donated them all to Goodwill, and he didn’t speak to her for 4 weeks. 

Cody Baker (#3) was your typical school bully; big, dumb, and mean. Everyday for the previous 4 years of John’s young life, he had been tormented mercilessly by Cody. Little John, always short, gave up a foot and fifty pounds to the mean as spit Cody. The first time that John tried to beat him up, he got his face beat into the dirt, and he went home and cried heartily for the last time in his life. In his second attempt, John decided to throw dirt in Cody’s eyes and then jump on him. This only pissed Cody off even more, and he ran John’s face into a basketball pole. He had to get 8 stitches and carried the scar for the rest of his life. His third attempt was broken up before it could start, ratted out by one of his friends who was worried for him. Finally, one day when he was twelve, he had figured out a way to beat up Cody. He told no one of his plans. He simply ducked out of class with his history textbook and waited outside of Cody’s classroom. When Cody came out, John hit him with the book as hard as he could, knocking him out cold and breaking his jaw.

Number 4 was the easiest; he just called his grandmother everyday until she died 4 years later. 

When he was fourteen years old John made another list during his summer break.

“Do this John”

1) Learn how to speak Spanish

2) Make the high school baseball team

3) Make sure to never get a boring job

4) Try to get a date with Tara Paul
4 years after he made this list, John spoke Spanish fluently, batting cleanup for the Hutto Hippos varsity baseball team, was working at a morgue, and had effectively started and then ruined a relationship with Tara Paul.

This brings us back to when John’s life started to change for the 4th time in his life, right after he broke his nose in the fight with the Mexican.

It was night, and John was in his apartment looking at the bathroom mirror. A fighter’s mind: check. A fighter’s body: check. A fighter’s nose: Big Check. 4 years ago, the fall before he graduated, he made a list of 4 things to accomplish. He wrote them out on notebook paper after a long night of drinking with the title: 

      “John’s Shit To Do List” 

1) Learn how to fight

2) Move somewhere near the mountains… or maybe Mexico

3) Burn all bridges

4) Get a girl and keep her

4 years. 4 long years since he graduated from college, and what does he have to show for it? A broken nose, a cracked rib, and mediocre boxing skills. “Damn”, thinking back on that list and realizing that he had accomplished everything, and he still was only happy when he was fighting, that pissed him off. John examined his face in the mirror and gave his reflection a soft jab to the nose. The shower is cold and a long bloody stream of snot oozed from his nose. 

The phone rings, and John runs out of the shower to answer it. He knows who it is and is already regretting the conversation. Erin was long and slender with black hair and had an intense personality, which was in stark contrast to his short and stocky physique. Erin Driscoll wasn’t some high school sweet heart, and she was no love at first sight gal either. She was goal number 4, and John hated her. 

On the phone, Erin sounded pissed, and John knew it was because he hadn’t seen her in a week and hadn’t screwed her in two, which is bad when you only live 4 miles apart. He takes a swig of the old bottle of bourbon in his closet while listening to her yap. First time in years since he has touched the stuff. She says to meet at the coffee house, says it’s important. He turns on some music before he leaves, “Kentucky Rain” Elvis Presley

On the way to the coffee house, his nose finally starts to hurt. “Really did it this time”, John said to himself, “Won’t be able to spar for at least a month, maybe more.” He thought that hitting himself might cause the endorphins to come back, but he decided against it. Lord knows he would need the pain killers for the fight he was about to have. 

When he saw Erin, his suspicions had been correct… She was pissed. And when he sat down and she saw his broken nose, her face scrunched up in a way that enraged John. 

Every broad he ever met wanted the same thing.

She started off by bitching about his nose and how he is trashing his looks as a result of his stupid dream of becoming a boxer. Dumb broad, he thinks what does she know about me? All he says to her is that it is no dream; he is a boxer. 

Silence reigns and rapes the humid night air. 

She then tears into him about how he is working at a dead end job instead of using that degree of his. “What would your mom say if she saw you right now?” Bam! Shot to the body, but he doesn’t wince. He just sits there, smiles, and says that he may decide to never do anything with anything and that as his girl she should be fine with that. He gained his composure and countered with a jab under the skin.


Silence

She is livid and wants nothing more than to smack that smile off of his face, but all she can manage is that god awful laugh that sounds like someone is running a cat through a meat grinder. He noticeably cringes at this. She asks him what he plans to do for the next 4 years of his life. He pauses briefly. 

The last time I talked to John, he told me that he had been thinking about his plans ever since he broke his nose that night, and he figured them out when she asked him.

He tells her how he felt about her, how she was a whore and a bitch, and all she ever was to him was a pair of tits. He valued her for nothing and hated her for everything. He tells her that she will accomplish nothing in life, and he hopes she lives the rest of her life in a suburban Hell. He brings her to tears and keeps going, pouring out his soul into that faggy, café late thing she was drinking. Worse than any punch to the nose or any blow to the ribs, but it felt so damn good. He drops her with an uppercut straight to the ego and leaves her there to pick up his tab: one café late with soymilk and one black decaf coffee. 

Ten dollars plus tip.

On the way back, he started to feel bad about the whole ordeal, but he got over it soon. “Easy as pie,” he told me later, and he kept on walking, realizing that it was about time for another list. 

The next day he slept in and didn’t come to the gym.

The day after he quit his job and challenged his boss to a fight. The cops are called to the scene.

After a month of not boxing, he had a full beard and is drinking steadily.

4 months later John was found dead in an alley in Prague, underneath a flickering neon light. Stabbed once in the eye and once in the spine, and dressed in dirty jeans, cowboy boots, and a coat. Buried in a foot of freshly fallen snow. His sole possessions were a bottle of Jim Beam, a comb, and a note written on a bar napkin. It was winter.

“John’s Starting Over List” 

1) Try to be happy

2) Move to Europe

3) Get a good job with engineering degree

4) Fuck girls

