The Fighter and The Chicken
By Grant Jones
It was late at night and I was driving down a country road, thinking of the words Juan told me over the phone, “Come alone, bring cash, and make sure no one follows you.”

I was alone, I had cash, and except for a conscience that refused to give up, I was not being followed. I turned off my lights when I saw the ceramic lawn jockey at the side of the road and veered into the woods just like Juan had instructed. I sat in my car, my ignition off, invisible to all who drove past. After about fifteen minutes I saw two swaying lights approaching from the woods. My heart pounded. When the lights were fifty yards away they vanished. My hands clutched my keys in the ignition, ready to pull away at the first sign of trouble.

Rat-tat-tat on my window. I jumped out of my seat and was jerked back in by the seat belt. “Relax, Grant. You’re tense,” said Juan.

“Sorry,” I answered, “you scared me.”

“Yeah we got you good,” he said, laughing. “It was Carlos’ idea here to turn out the lights. Good one, Carlos. But seriously, you are alone right?”

“Of course,” I said.

“You brought the money right?” he asked.

“I have the money.”

“And you are sure no one followed you?”

“Yeah, Juan, I’m sure. Now let’s do this.”

“Okay. Get out of your car and follow me.”

I followed Juan through the dark woods, with nothing but the moonlight to guide us. Juan and Carlos passed a flask of bourbon back and forth between them. When they offered me a sip, I refused. I wanted all my wits about me. When we reached a clearing in the woods, Juan stopped and turned to me, “You go the rest of the way alone. Just through those trees. There you will be met by a man in black.”

“Not today,” said Carlos. “It is Sunday.”

“Okay, this is true,” said Juan. “On Sundays he wears yellow.”

I looked at the pair with a puzzled expression.

 “Sunday is boss’ laundry day,” said Carlos.

I shook my head then proceeded cautiously through the woods until I came upon a small, dimly lit cabin. I knocked on the door. It opened slowly. A portly, sweaty man in a canary tank-top and gold sweatpants stared back at me.

“Are you alone?” asked the man in yellow.

“Yes I am alone,” I said sternly and forced my way into the room. “And yes I have my money. And I’m pretty damn sure at this point I was not followed.”

“Okay, Okay,” said the man in yellow. “We have to ask. Surely you understand.”

There was nothing in the small wooden room except a table, a bottle of whiskey, and an empty glass.

“Nice place,” I said. “Did you decorate it?”

By the look on his face I could tell his hospitality was already wearing off. My talk was tough, but I was trembling inside. These were men of the underworld, men not to be dealt with unkindly.

“You must be Mr. Jones,” he said with a chuckle.

 “I am. Why did you laugh when you said that?”

“Let’s just say I have been in this business too long, Mr. Jones, to believe anyone uses their real name.”

“Riiight,” I said, scratching behind my ear.

“But reassured Mr. Jones, your little secret is our big secret and this secret stays with us. Doesn’t  it Mr. Jones?”

“You have my word.”

“Excellent. Now, what can I do for you?” he asked.

“I’m here to purchase a fighter.”

“I see, Mr. Jones. Well, if you would please follow me.” The man in yellow pulled the table away from the wall, revealing a padlock over a tiny door. He got down on one knee, unlocked the pad, and kicked the door inward, releasing a cloud of feathers. The portly man began cough heavily, “Follow me, Mr. Jones.”

Inside the crawlspace were over one hundred cages filled with some of the most expensive, well-bred cocks ever to be smuggled into North Carolina.

“Take your time, Mr. Jones. I will be happy to answer any of your questions,” said the man, pulling his gold sweat pants from between his hind cheeks. I strolled from cage to cage searching for the perfect champion rooster. I knew exactly what I wanted. He had to be well-toned and compact, with long, thick legs and claws from Hell. I preferred a long red-feather mane, but most important were the eyes. Eyes reflect mentality. He needed to be smart enough to win in the ring, but stupid enough to want to fight in the first place.

I found my rooster in cage number eighty-eight. He had all the traits I desired, but most importantly he had the eyes. He looked back at me with an intensity that seemed to say, “I’d just as well tear your limbs from their sockets as I would sort through the rest of these cedar chips for corn feed.”

“I want this one. Number eighty-eight.”

“This one?” asked the man. “Why do you want this one? He is half the size of the other ones.”

“Size does not matter. It’s all in the eyes.”

“The eyes?”

“Yes,” I pontificated, “you can tell a true fighter by the passion in his eyes. This rooster has a brutality to it, a sense of urgency, of love, of passion, of the sensuality of violence.”

“Are you going to be making love to this bird? Because I will not sell my roosters for that purpose,” asked the man in yellow asked.
“No, my God, no. I just want a bird that wants to win as much as I do. This bird and I are going to be the greatest cock-fighting team ever in this part of the state.”

“Yeah, okay. Well you better get in the ring with him because these other birds would rip him apart.”

“You just wait and see,” I said. “It’s all in the mind.”

“Well it’s all in the cash for me. Two hundred dollars, please.”

I paid the man his due, and with rooster number eighty-eight concealed in a newspaper under my arm, I made my way back to the field where Juan and Carlos were waiting.

“What is this you have bought?” asked Juan.

“This is my rooster.”

“No, no, I think you should go back. Boss sold you a hen,” Carlos teased.
“Laugh all you want now, Carlos. But you and your poor excuse for a fighter will wish you had never laid eyes on Chanticleer.”

“Chanticleer?” mocked Juan. “I think a better name would be Colonel’s Original Recipe because when my rooster gets hold of him, you’ll be able to find him at KFC.”

“Laugh it up now boys. Laugh it up,” I warned.

When we finally reached home, Chanticleer and I spent the entire first night staring at each other from opposite sides of his cage bars, looking at each other from our left and then our right eye, cocking our heads, and ducking our necks. I wanted to communicate with him on his level and it worked. Over the course of that night a bond developed—the sacred bond between rooster and trainer.

Over the next few weeks Chanticleer trained intensively. We would start at the break of dawn or just whenever he started crowing. His exercises included running with a dumbbell tied to a harness, picking up sticks with his wingtips, and sparring with a decoy duck.

While Chanticleer sculpted his physical body, I was busy developing a strategy to sharpen his mind. I read several books on the subject of cock training, and almost all agreed that the most difficult part is turning a normally docile farm fowl into a maniacal killing machine. New regulations in the NCFA, National Cock Fighting Association, put an end to using PCP or other mind-bending chemicals to heighten the aggressiveness of the animals, so I was forced to rely on tried and true methods like they use in the army. I had to break Chanticleer down in order to build him back up.

I started by hanging buffalo wings from the top of his cage. After only a week, there was a clear shift in Chanticleer’s mindset. Chanticleer became much more aggressive but was still not where he needed to be. It was after I took him on a tour of a chicken processing plant that he snapped. He spent his nights pacing back and forth in his cage, stopping only to release a cold, angered crow. I started putting two locks on his cage when I slept and often found myself waking up in the middle of the night to make sure he was still contained. Chanticleer was ready to fight.

The NCFA is a professional, if illegal, organization, and you cannot just pay your membership dues and ask for a title fight. Like most boxing organizations and even the Olympics, you must first qualify. I took Chanticleer to one of the small-time operations outside the city to give him a taste of the ring before taking him to a qualifying match. The particular operation we went to that night did not limit its betting to roosters, which gave Chanticleer a distinct advantage in some of his bouts.

By the end of the night Chanticleer had defeated three hens, a hamster, a tag-team of crickets, and a small puppy whose owner, after getting one look at my bloodthirsty creation, forfeited on the spot. Chanticleer and I walked out together with one hundred eighty dollars and a 3-0 record!

As a reward for his good showing, I took Chanticleer for a walk around the neighborhood lake. He loved to stop on the grass and peck for seeds. I had to keep him on a leash because he also loved to ambush ducks and tear them apart with his claws.

It was while we were walking around the lake that we were approached by a young woman. As soon as I saw her, I melted. She was that kind of beautiful, the kind that can make the most confident man self-conscious about every facet of his life.

“He’s so cute,” she said, bending over to pet my rooster. As she leaned forward I couldn’t help but notice that her breasts were like watermelons wrapped in a blanket.
“Oh God, don’t do that,” I shouted. I pulled Chanticleer back just before he leapt for her eyes. The young woman looked up at me strangely.

“I was only going to pet him,” she said.

“No, no. I’m sorry,” I said. I did not mean it that way. He’s just a little feisty is all.”
“Oh, well, he is very cute. What is his name?”

“Chanticleer.”

“Chandelier, that’s nice.”

“No, not chandelier—Chanticleer. It’s French.”

“French, wow. I think French is a very sexy language.”

“Really?” I asked. “I know some more French…if you’d care to hear.”

“Certainly,” she said. I couldn’t help but think, What the hell am I doing? I don’t know French.

“Par lez vous Anglais?” I offered, thus exhausting nearly everything I learned in high school French class.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“I asked for your name.”

“Oh, Marleene. What is yours? I know your roosters’ name but not yours.”

“Mon nom est Grant.”
“Does that mean your name is Grant?” she asked.


“That’s right,” I said. “See, you’re catching on already.”

“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you, Grant.”
“Votre maison est ma toilette?” I said emphatically.
“Wow, okay, and what does that mean?” she asked, cocking her head.

“It means a twinkling star is but an ugly fly next to the beauty of your face.”

“I’ve never had anyone speak French to me before. I’ve always wanted to learn.”

“Perhaps I could teach you.”

“No,” she pleaded, “that would be too much to ask.”

“Not at all,” I insisted. “In fact, if you were to reject my offer I would probably walk over to that bridge and throw myself off.”

“You are very funny, Grant,” she giggled. I was not joking.

She gave me her number and we agreed to meet later that week for her first French lesson. Meanwhile I enrolled in basic French at the community college and fell asleep every night to the sounds of conversational French.

Things went great with Marleene. Within a week of knowing her I was in love. She continued to invite me over for French lessons, despite the fact that every time she tried to hold a conversation with a French-speaking exchange students they only looked at her with furrowed brows. “The French language has so many dialects,” I would tell her. “It would be like someone from Boston trying to talk with someone from Australia—nothing could get done. We will work on dialects when are further along, which will be at the end of several months of intensive lessons.”

Marleene was a full-time college student with plans to “bring free-love back into the main stream” and “to revolutionize the stale America culture through ballad-form protest songs.” Anyway, that’s what her resume said. She often complained that America was not ready for the blatant frankness in which her songs portrayed corporate America. I suggested pyrotechnics but she felt more would hear her message if she played the guitar topless. She was right.

Months later, Marleene was still having trouble getting her singing career off the ground, selling only twelve copies of her first album and eight of those to me. She became depressed, a state she often described as the feeling she got when not having sex or eating chocolate. I promised to help her make those times as infrequent as possible. The more time I spent with her, the further we sunk into a fervor of lust. I wanted to whisk her away and elope to a non-French-speaking country. I felt she was the one for me, despite not even knowing her last name.

Marleene was the passion of my life. She was not, however, my only passion. The development of Chanticleer as a fighter consumed my daytime hours. Chanticleer and I continued to train for his first qualifying bout. On the nights I did not see Marlene I took Chanticleer to the ring. He was developing an impressive record in the lower leagues, but those in the NCFA still doubted his ability to take on roosters nearly double his size.

As things progressed with Marleene I found my life divided into day and night. I spent my days with Chanticleer, my nights with Marleene. The problem was that since I met Marleene in the park, my two worlds had not collided. Marleene loved animals; that was not the problem. But Marleene was strongly opposed to animal-on-animal violence. In fact, it was the subject of several of her songs.

Little did I know, my two worlds were about to collide with disastrous effects. It was a rainy night, the kind of night you don’t go out in because it’s raining. I was braiding Chanticleer’s feather into cornrows when I heard a loud knock on my door.

“Marleene,” I said as I opened the door, “what are you doing here?”

“I need a place to stay, Grant.”

“What happened. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I was making brownies and burned them. I’m a terrible cook.”
“That’s nonsense, Marleene, you are a fine cook.”

“I know. But I get so depressed when I mess up. I even cried, can you believe that? How wimpy am I?”

“You’re not wimpy at all Marleene. People cry. It happens.”

“Yeah, but then I got depressed because I was crying over such a small thing. Then I started thinking I must be really crazy to cry over brownies. That got me even more depressed. So I took some Valium. And then I thought, what kind of loser takes valium because she burnt some brownies. And that made me very, very depressed. So I took some Percocet. Anyway, I’m not feeling well, can I crash here?”

I did not even have time to respond. She walked into the house and began to look around.

“It smells terrible in here,” she said, waving her hand in front of her nose.

“It’s probably Chanticleer,” I said. “He hasn’t had a bath in a while.”

Marleene wobbled around in a stupor looking at the pictures of me and Chanticleer standing ringside, at, the taxidermy heads over the mantelpiece which Chanticleer had earned the hard way (eight roosters, five hens, four hamsters, two bunnies and a trout), at the bowl labeled “Chanticleer” which was filled with fried chicken.

Marleene slowly turned around. “What’s going on here, Grant?”

“It’s not what you think, Marleene.”

“Oh my God, Grant, do you…Oh my God, do you make that poor chicken fight?”

“Oh, “ I said, “I guess it is what you think.”

“Do you realize you have been subjugating this poor animal to meaningless violence? That is sick, Grant. I saw a special about cockfighting on TV. Those chickens die, Grant, they die.”

“Oh c’mon, Marleene, only half those chickens die—the losers. And Chanticleer is real polite about it. For him it’s all business; there’s nothing personal about it.”

“Well, if you are going to be with me, you better stop torturing that poor animal. I’m not even going to talk to you until you until you stop this madness,” Marleene said as she stumbled her way to the door.

“Marlene, wait. I can explain.”

“Explain? How?”

“I was duped into this. It was all Chanticleer’s idea.”

Marleene rolled her eyes in disgust and slammed the door behind her. I walked into Chanticleer’s room, looked into the eyes of my bird, my closest friend, and cried. “What can I do, Chanticleer? It has all caught up with me. I cannot continue to lead two lives. How can this woman ask me to choose between the woman I love and my best friend?” Chanticleer cocked his head, stared at me with his right eye, and sounded a lonesome crow.

The decision ripped me apart. I did not sleep for two days. In the end I chose Marleene. With her I experienced the truest physical love I have ever felt. I told her of my decision to stop cockfighting, and immediately she was in love again. We moved in together and planned to wed before the new tax year.

I sold Chanticleer to my friend Juan. He was in need of a new rooster after Chanticleer had disemboweled his. I knew Chanticleer had a promising career in cockfighting, and I did not want to hold him back. As I handed him to Juan, Chanticleer looked me in the eyes with a knowing despair. He had such beautiful, fierce eyes. I averted my gaze and pushed him away. I had lost my best friend. At least I still had Marleene.

A few weeks later I heard from Juan that Chanticleer became depressed and was refusing to train. He lost his qualifying match and consequently his life. Everyone who saw the fight said Chanticleer died as he lived, like a chicken. Poor Chanticleer! I had deserted him.  I forced him into a life of violence and instead of saving him when I saved myself, I sold him into death. I stayed up into the early hours crying. The next night I cried even more; Marleene broke up with me when she found out I was not a vegan.

I lost my two loves, just like that. The next day I went back to the man in yellow and bought another rooster. He was as beautiful as Chanticleer and the same passion burned in his eyes. I took my new rooster to the park where I first met Marleene. And, standing on the edge of the woods, I gave freedom to my bird. Tears came to my eyes as he ducked and wove his way through the underbrush. “Live free my bird,” I shouted after him, “Live free, as my poor Chanticleer should have done!”

