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THE	BOXER	

Sean	McGrath	

	 	

  A man was teaching his son to box at the park tonight. 9, maybe, 

the boy, not an ounce of anything behind the fists, not even speed, 

but a decent frame, some footwork, using both hands.  

  Occasionally, as if between rounds, the boy would run a few feet 

away, pick up a racket and smack a ball up the hill for the dog to 

chase – part German, the dog. It’d run up to chase the ball and wait 

for it to turn with gravity, playing goalie as the ball bounced back 

down the steep, grabbing it before it could be taken down to the 

flat land. It’d then bring the ball back, drop it, and platz on its 

stomach, watching the boy and his father, waiting.  

  Occasionally, too, during a round, the father would put the hands 

down and take a long, slow swing over the boys head; he’d duck it 

easily, dive inside, give a few pokes, then dad would swallow him 

up with his arms – squeeze him, lift him, flip him upside and back. 

The boy wailed with delight each time. The dog would twist his 

head, smiling with his panting tongue near the grass.  

  It wasn’t much of a boxing lesson, to be honest. The only 

instruction the man gave was “duro,” harder, “duro, duro,” he 

would say, bouncing the boy’s little lefts and rights off his palms. 

Every few punches the boy would step in and throw a long one 



	
	

©	Bread	&	Circuses	Press	2017		 																																																																			2	
	

over Dad’s hands, closer and closer to the chin each time, but still 

a mile away.  

 

  It was night, late summer, and many spots in the park had gone to 

shadow already. But here, where dad and dog and boy moved, 

there was still the last of the evening sun, peaking golden over 

their dirt hill and about the field around them.  

  As they wound down with the waning light, the two of them came 

to a seat in the grass on either side of their German, sharing 

scratches, puppy-talk. After a time, the father got a sage look in his 

eyes, a look his son knew for its rarity and precision. He stopped 

petting the dog.  

   “Nuno,” he said. The boy sat at attention. “This is a world full of 

dogs. Not so many of them like Rocky here, you know,” he began. 

“And one day, a dog is going to attack you.” He was very matter of 

fact about this point. 

   “And many people they donno when a dog attacks what to do. 

They kick and throw their limbs and back up. They lose. Others, if 

they lucky, they have a weapon, and they use it or scare off with it. 

But let me tell you, when a dog wants to bite it is going to no 

matter. And here you have one thing you do. 

   “You stick your arm in,” he said, gesturing with his forearm 

parallel his chest, the muscle striating into the back of his fists, 
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scarred and firm. “You stick it out there hard, dig in, if you got 

time wrap it up, but you stick it out and you say, ‘here, dog, this is 

yours.’ You give that one arm up and you stand hard and let it 

come. He will take it.” The boy looked surprised at this instruction, 

but he listened on.  

   “Then the fight begins. You stay on your feet if you can help it. 

But if it goes to the ground it goes. But you give that arm up and 

you get its teeth. That’s the trade. And it’s going to tear and it’s 

going to pain but you remember you are stronger and you are 

smarter, and the dog is nothing but teeth and anger and dumbness. 

And while it tears at that little arm you go to work on it,” he said, 

bringing out his free fist now, the forearm still holding firm and 

parallel.  

   “But listen. You do not hit the skull,” he relaxed his flex, patted 

the shepherd on the head, between the ears, down to the nose. 

“Feel,” he said, grabbing the boy’s hands to the dog’s skull.  

   “You do not break this with a fist,” he said, gently rapping the 

top of Rocky’s head with two knuckles, it still sitting calmly, 

tongue out.  

   “But this,” he said, grabbing the dog collar up a bit to reveal the 

neck, “this soft. The neck, the shoulders, under the jaw, here you 

hit with your one good hand. Just like I show you. You hit and hit 

and wrestle and scream and bleed but, I tell you, you hit and hit 
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duro. You find that softness and, though it rips your arm you stay 

calm and you hit en precision, hit until it squeals and cries or runs 

or quits.” He took a breath, his eyes powerful with earnest, and 

looked down to the dog, then out above the hill.  

   “Then I’ve won?” the boy asks.  

   “Not always,” he said, looking back to the boy now. “But you 

don’t lose. Sometimes it is better. Sometimes it is all you got.” 

   “Yes, Papa,’ the boy said after a moment, gazing intently at his 

father.  

	

	
	
	 	


