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At 12:30 PM, cameras were live inside the Palladium Stadium in New York City. Set in front of a large black curtain was a small stage with two long tables on either side of a glass podium. Facing the stage were several dozen journalists seated in rows of six. Stationed behind the last row were three film cameras live streaming the event.

Approaching the stage from the left side was a man in a light blue suit. The front of his silver hair began to recede and his bleached teeth shined in contrast to his tanned skin. The stage lights gave him an orange glow.

“Good afternoon everyone.” He rested his hands on the podium, “Thank you all for coming to kick off the week leading up to Hardy versus Esposito. We’re proud to host another night showcasing the best in women’s boxing. This will take place at Madison Square Garden on Saturday night and it will be for the undisputed Welterweight WBC championship. The event is already sold out and we’re trending towards over one million pay-per-view buys!”

Outside the conference hall by the side entrance was Erica Hardy. Her hood was up, her eyes staring at the floor. Standing in front of her, bending his knees to match her 5’ 10” height was a Black man in his late 40s. Both of them wore black athletic pants under hooded sweatshirts. On the back of them was the image of two boxing gloves with the words SIMMONS GYM printed in gold font. Russell Simmons guided Erica through slow, deep closed-mouth breaths.

“In for four, hold.” He let her contain the breath before saying, “Out for six.”

Leaning against the wall to Erica’s left was Vanessa. She had dyed her hair black, letting her front bangs hang just above her eyes while the rest was pushed back behind her shoulders. She wore jeans and a faded black shirt with the poster of Night of the Living Dead printed on it. Dangling from its strap around her neck was her Nikon D5. 

“No matter what happens in there, I want you to do this. It’s going to remind you to stay in the here-and-now and not in your head where Esposito is going to try to take you. She wants you to feel embarrassed about your past because she’s afraid of who you’ve become now, you gotta stay in the present.”

“Yes coach.” Erica said between breaths.

“She’s going to use your accident to attack your credibility. What happened two years ago doesn’t matter, what matters is you are here in New York, on this stage, because you do belong here.”

“I belong here.”

“That’s right baby.” Vanessa whispered to Erica, inches from her face.

“Say it again.”

“I belong here!”

Russell held his fists out, letting Erica bump knuckles with them before doing the same with Vanessa. “Alright let’s do this!” Russell held open the side door for her to enter.

The host turned to his right “First I’m going to introduce the challenger, who has skyrocketed through the roster after her string of knockout wins since she went professional two years ago. It’s my honor to welcome, Erica Hardy!”

Press journalists clapped as Erica approached the stage, pulling her hood back before waving to the crowd. She’d had her long blonde hair cut and styled into a disconnected undercut, the sides of her head shaved, the center just long enough to comb back over her head. She shook the event organizer’s hand and then sat down on the table on the right side of the stage. She blew Vanessa a kiss. 

Vanessa stood near the corner, away from the ESPN photographers. She sent her own kiss to Erica before holding up her camera to snap a picture.

Once the applause died down, the host turned to the left side of the room, “And finally, we have our reigning, undefeated women’s welterweight champion who will defend the title Saturday night in her hometown, the undefeated, Taylor ‘The Terrorrrrrrr’ Esposito!”

Security held open a side door for the champion. Taylor “The Terror” stood at 5’11”. Black leather pants wrapped tight around her long legs. Around her waist was a gold hooped chain that hung off her wide hip. She wore a gold sequin turtleneck. Her dark brown hair was braided into a ponytail. The only jewelry she had on her light brown face was a diamond studded piercing on her left nostril. Slung over her right arm was a green belt with a large, gold plate in the center with the words WORLD CHAMPION WBC engraved in it. Numerous world flags formed a ring around the WBC logo. Following Taylor close from behind was her coach. He was a White male wearing a white zip-up jacket with the ADIDAS logo on each sleeve and COACH TIM on the front. He had an inch over the champion, wearing a white baseball cap backwards. The only visible tattoo on him was the black iron cross along his neck. He stopped at the steps, planting a kiss on Taylor before she turned to the stage.

Once Esposito was onstage she held her belt over her head, posing for the photographers before folding the strap to set it on the table. She pulled her broad shoulders back and flexed, Erica thought her muscles might burst out of her sleeves. Despite the hot pink color over her full lips, Taylor’s frown made the journalists who sat closest to the stage avoid eye contact. She kept her stone expression aimed at the cameras as they captured the physique of a woman who had twenty-nine wins and zero losses. She turned her head to lock eyes with Erica, keeping her sights set on her target as she sat down.

“We’ll start taking questions.” The promotor said as he gestured to the audience.

“Question for Erica.” A bald man sitting in the front row wearing a polo shirt and khakis raised his hand. He waited for Erica to make eye contact, “How does it feel to fight for the title on the biggest stage in your career so far?”

Erica leaned closer to the table to speak into her microphone, “Right now it feels cruel walking past every pizza place when I’m still cutting weight.” Her joke got more laughs than she thought and helped her relax, “But seriously, it’s an honor and I’m proud that everything I’ve worked for has led me to this point. I’m looking forward to fighting on the biggest stage of my career and walking out as champion.”

“You better savor this moment because this will be the only title shot you’re going to have.” Taylor leaned over the table. Her Long Island accent had her vowels prolonged, giving her alto voice a smooth sounding timbre. 

“Champ how do you feel fighting Erica in your hometown?”

Taylor rested the arm holding her microphone over the desk, “It feels like I’m doing her a favor. Honestly, I don’t think she deserves a title shot this early in her career.”

“Could you say more to that?”

Erica took a slow breath, keeping her eyes on the crowd instead of looking at Taylor, “The boxers she beat don’t compare to the quality of fighters I’ve beaten. I’ll probably get cancelled for this, but I think she’s getting a title shot because she got famous for flashing the audience during a fight.”

Erica drummed her fingers on the table, watching as every journalist looked to her. She remembered to inhale for four. “Erica your response?”

“I didn’t flash anything, my opponent tried to cheat, I beat her and everyone else. The reason I’m famous is because I’ve knocked out all of my opponents in this division and I’m going to do the same to you. So you better savor your last moments holding that.” Erica nodded to the belt in front of Taylor.

Taylor’s face softened up to smile, “Girl, nobody heard of you until you got pantsed and showed your ass to everyone.” She leaned over the table, “Seriously, anybody ever hear of her before that fight?” Journalists looked at each other, no one raised a hand. Taylor held her finger up and pointed it once at the audience, “Exactly! Bookers saw you as eye candy that could put more asses in seats because sex sells.” She pointed at Erica as her voice got louder, “And that pisses me off because I’ve worked hard to promote women’s boxing as a legitimate sport. You’re here because of your body not your skill. You’re an embarrassment to this division and I’m going to embarrass you after I expose how outclassed you are.”

The grip on Erica’s microphone was so tight her fingers turned white. She almost forgot to exhale for six, “Everyone I fought made jokes about my body instead of worrying about my skill and they paid for it when I put their lights out.”

“Honey, the main reason you got a contract with the WBC was because of your body.” She turned her palms upward, “Look, I’ll admit it, you have a great body! That’s a good thing because after I end your boxing career, the only other attention you’ll get is if you start an OnlyFans account.” She watched Erica slid her chair back, “What’re you gonna do? You know I’m right.”

“There’s plenty of women in boxing on OnlyFans. Making fun of them isn’t ‘promoting women’ like you think it is.” Erica made air quotes.

“Because of those women and you, we’re not getting paid as much as the men because y’all would rather make money showing your tits instead of learning to fight.”

“That’s their choice. I’m not-”

“-This is the fight game, not the stripper game.”

Erica’s jaw clenched, the interruption had her shouting to get heard, “I’m stripping you of your title so-”

Taylor looked to the press, “How do you let someone with boxing gloves pull your shorts down? Tell the truth hon, you staged that shit so you could get publicity.” She spread her arms out, flapping her hands and making a pouting face that drew some laughter from the press, “Oh no! My shorts fell down! Please don’t watch me shake my ass so I can get more fights!”

Erica stood up so fast she knocked her chair over, Taylor dropped her mic to meet her in the center of the stage. The promotor stood between both of them, “Easy! Save it for the fight!”

Taylor laughed, “You know I’m right. You’re gonna get great publicity for your OnlyFans after I beat you Saturday!”

Erica spotted Taylor’s hands raise to push her. Erica knew to shift her weight on her lead leg, taking away the power of the champ’s push. She tried to push back but the promoter thrust his arms between them. Erica leaned past his shoulder to get up close to Taylor and say, “I’m gonna show you there can be things more embarrassing than losing your shorts.”

Taylor’s hazel colored eyes narrowed in on Erica, her face constricting to maintain her intimidating glare. Erica smiled back when she saw the left corner of Taylor’s mouth twitch.
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Erica didn’t fall asleep until 4 A.M., even then she got only three hours of sleep that ended once Russell banged on her hotel room door. “Rise and shine future champ!” She opened the door, resting her hand on the wall. “You all right?”

Erica rubbed her eyes, “Just sleep deprived. I’ll be okay, let’s get this over with.” She dressed light, wearing baggy white athletic pants and a zip up windbreaker.

“Morning!” Vanessa appeared from behind Erica, wearing a black button up knee length skirt over a white shirt with the words TEAM ERICA on the front. She had her hand held out inches from Erica’s back, “I’m here for emotional and physical support if needed.”

“I’ll be okay, but I’m moving up weight classes if this doesn’t work-”

“-shhh!” Russell held his finger to his mouth, “It’s gonna be fine! You’re gonna make weight, knock her ass out, and dread making this weight cut again when you defend your title!” Russell and Vanessa walked in sync on either side of Erica as she slowly made her way down the halls.

In the elevator, Erica wrung her hands, taking slow breaths to combat lightheadedness. The numbers on the elevator blurred. “I hate this.” She leaned against the wall, “I’ll be pissed if I don’t make weight.”

“You always do.” Vanessa kissed Erica’s cheek.

“Yeah but it’s what I might have to do if I’m a pound over weight.” She caught Vanessa’s eyes wandering. “What’s that look?”

“Nothiiiiing.” Vanessa retreated into the corner of the elevator.

Erica playfully slapped her arm, “You better not hope I miss weight just so you can take pictures of me naked!”

Vanessa batted her eyes, holding her pointer finger against her mouth, “I would never wish for something like that. Not when I get to see you naked all the time anyway.”

Russell patted Erica on her shoulder, “Try not to think about the weight cut. You got through the second hardest part yesterday and you didn’t let Taylor get to you. This’ll be easy. In and out then we go back and hydrate.”

Vanessa scratched Erica’s back. “I know I can’t give you fight advice but what can I do for you?”

“Just being here is enough.” Erica kissed Vanessa on the mouth just as the elevator doors opened.

Waiting in the lobby on the other side of the elevator doors waited Coach Tim. He had a fresh ice bucket in hand. He stopped mid step as he saw Erica and Vanessa break contact. They took a step away from each other, Erica looked at the buttons of the elevator while Vanessa covered her mouth. Tim smiled, feeling himself get semi-hard under his athletic pants, “Morning ladies. Hope I wasn’t interrupting anything.”

“I don’t think you’d care if you were.” Vanessa moved closer to Erica while glaring at Tim.

Tim laughed, flashing his yellow teeth, “Don’t get butthurt, you’re kissing in an elevator, in front of your coach.

Russell kept his eyes on Tim, “It’s kissing, people been doing it for millions of years. I’m too busy worrying about my fighter.”

Tim kept his eyes on Erica. “Maybe doing shit with people watching is your kink.” He raised his eyebrows, “If you need help with that let me know. I could even help you with that OnlyFans page.”

Erica feigned gagging as she pushed past Tim, bumping his shoulder and causing him to drop his ice bucket, “Save your fantasy for your sock. Besides, the only role you’d fit is a service sub.”

Vanessa looked down at the ice scattered across the floor, “It doesn’t look like you’re good at that either.”

Russell sidestepped the ice bucket, “Shouldn’t you be with your champ right now? You only got one more day to call her that!” he said before whistling as he caught up with Erica.

Tim stood in the elevator doors, not bothering to pick up the ice, his eye twitched as he seethed at both women. He punched the inside of the elevator door as they closed on him.

Only a half dozen journalists and one film crew covered the weigh-in ceremony. The hotel staff had assembled a small, grey stage that rose a foot off the ground. In the middle of it was a large, white scale. Standing by the scale were two members from the boxing commission, both men in their early 50s wearing black suits. One of them called out, “Taylor Esposito.”

Taylor and Tim entered from the other side of the room. She had already removed her sports jacket and handed it to Tim. He glanced at Erica and she winked at him. His grip around Taylor’s jacket tightened, knuckles turning white but kept his attention was pulled back to Taylor when she handed him her pants. Taylor wore tight athletic shorts underneath and a green camouflage sports bra. From her left bicep to her forearm was the tattoo of a tiger, leaping with its claws bared. Tattooed around her left leg was a ring of AK-47 bullets. Across her right upper back was a coiled snake with the words DON’T TREAD ON ME underneath. Erica and Vanessa waited on the opposite side of the room, watching Taylor stand on the scale once the commission members stepped away from it. Taylor stared at the scale, watching the slide move across the numbers as it teetered up and down.

“146.” The commission member announced.

Taylor held her head up high and flexed her arms. Erica watched Taylor manipulate her biceps and triceps by how tight she clenched her fists. Erica stared at Taylor’s right hand, knowing it was the one that she had to watch out for. With her arms spread, it was clear to Erica that Taylor’s reach was longer than hers. Taylor would use her jab to keep at distance. Her stomach looked rock solid. Erica didn’t know if the risk of lowering her guard was worth going for body shots. Stepping off the scale, Taylor exited the stage, Tim greeted her with a kiss before handing her back her clothes.

Vanessa leaned on her tip toes to kiss Erica on the cheek just as the commission member called, “Erica Hardy!”

Erica’s team cheered for her as she approached the stage. She unzipped her jacket and heard Taylor and Tim whisper to each other before he smiled at her. Erica rolled her eyes as she denied them her attention. She tossed her jacket to the side and removed her sports pants. Underneath she had on a tight, black sports bra and high rise athletic shorts. She waited for the commission member to call her forward and invite her onto the scale. She stared down at the black platform, sucking in air through her mouth before releasing it again as she stepped onto it.

Erica watched the metal arm rise before the commissioner pushed the large counter to the 100 marker. She refused to blink, letting the small numbers on the upper counter go in and out of focus as he slowly pushed the smaller counter until the arm hovered two and fro. Her eyes became dry, forcing her eyelids to shut. When she opened them again she registered the number and felt her stomach go sour.

“148.”

Camera shutters went off, capturing Erica’s head dropping down, her eyes shut while she pushed her hands hard against her temples.

Vanessa felt her fingertips go numb from gripping the camera tighter as she leaned next to Russell, “Shit. What’s going to happen now?”

“The exact thing she was hoping wouldn’t.” Russell had his hands over his face.

“And she thinks she belongs in this division?” she heard Taylor say in the distance.

“Can I strip?” 

“I’m sorry?” the man to her left said

“...can I strip?”

“Uh...” he looked to his partner who had his eyes on the floor.

“Y-yes let’s get a curtain.”

Erica walked off the scale, hugging her waist while she waited for the staff to retrieve a large black dressing curtain.

“Is stripping your solution for everything?” Taylor called out.

Erica didn’t hear her, camera flash bulbs conjured bad memories of standing in the ring, the invasive sensation of every inch of skin hit by the air around her. The breath work Russell coached her through kept her from trembling. She opened her eyes and saw Vanessa mouth the words “I love you.” Erica returned to the present just as the commission members returned to lift the curtain over the scale.

“You got this Erica!” Vanessa called out. Russell was silent, unaware he was shifting between his left and right leg.

Erica focused her vision on the open circle. Every step to the scale made her feel lightheaded once she stepped in the center. Both commission members lifted the curtain, she waited until they held the metal ring above her shoulders.

Grabbing the bottom of her sports bra, Erica curled her fingers to pull it up over her head. She caught her breasts in the crook of her arm. Taylor and Tim whistled, making Erica push her arm harder against her breasts while she handed her bra to the commission member on her left.

“Anyone got a twenty?” Taylor yelled to the press. Tim was the only one who laughed.

“Can we get them out of here please?” Erica called out.

“Ms. Esposito, can you both please step out for a moment?” A tall security guard dressed in all black stepped toward Taylor, gesturing to the exit on the opposite side of the room.

“Are my words are hurting you? How you gonna handle twelve rounds?”

“It’s fine baby, let’s go.” Tim led Taylor by the small of her back towards the exit.

Erica waited for both of them to pass before pushing her shorts over her hips and down to her knees. Her legs turned to rubber as she stepped out of her shorts, she had to grab the scale for stability. She squeezed her legs tight together as she bent down to pick up her shorts. She already felt hot from being mad at herself for missing weight. Squatting under a curtain to pick up her discarded clothing made her feel like she was being punished.
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