The Contender
Novel Study

Chapter 1

1. What is the setting of the story?

2. Who was in the clubhouse?

3. Where did Alfred want James to go?

4. Where did Alfred work?

5. What piece of information about his employers did Alfred give without thinking?

6. What did the others plan to do after hearing the information?

7. What went wrong with their plan? Why?

8. What does the boy mean when he says “The Man always lookin’ to put his foot on a black throat”?

9. Where did Alfred go to look for James?

10. How long had Alfred and James been friends?

11. Describe the two major events in Alfred’s life through which James stood by him?

12. What were James’s future plans? What went wrong?

13. What was happening to the friendship? Why?

14. What happens to James?

15. What happens to Alfred at the end of Chapter 1?

Vocabulary

1.  stoop
2.  dues
3.  gratified

4.  shambling

5.  perpetual

6.  synagogue


7.  pneumonia
8.  nausea

Chapter 2

1. Why did Aunt Pearl’s voice sound husky and tired?

2. How did Alfred get home after the fight?

3. What did he learn had happened to James?

4. What do you think Aunt Pearl does for a job?  What is her dream?

5. Why did Alfred lie to her about the fight?

6. In your own words, describe the type of neighbourhood and apartment in which the family lives.
7. Who were Joe Louis and Sugar Ray Robinson?

8. Why sis Alfred use the word “slave” twice?  What was he saying about his life?

9. Why did Alfred feel he was “running alone”?

10. What made Alfred decide he wanted to be a fighter?

Vocabulary

1.  calloused

2.  tenement

3.  delicatessen

4.  antiseptic

5.  liniment

Chapter 3

1. Why did Donatelli say “a man must have some fear”?

2. Why do most of the kids leave the training program at the gym?

3. What does Alfred have to do before getting into the ring?

4. What were the instructions Donatelli gave to Alfred?

5. How long did Donatelli think Alfred would keep up his training? Why?

6. Why did Alfred say he wouldn’t quit?

7. What did Alfred say he wanted to be?

8. How did Donatelli explain the difference between a champion and a contender?

Chapter 4

1. What is the significance of the first seven lines of the chapter?

2. Why did Alfred feel “more awake” and the street “more alive”?

3. What kind of march was taking place?  Explain the statement…”Wake our people up, things are happening, man.”

4. To what was the Reverend referring in his sermon?
5. What do you learn about Alfred’s cousin, Jeff?

6. How does Uncle Wilson feel their world is changing?  What does he say Alfred needs?

7. At the end of the chapter, how do you think Alfred views his life, his home and his job?

Vocabulary

1.  nationalist

2.  listlessness

3.  serene

4.  lectern

5.  suave

Chapter 5

1. Why did Alfred’s “good feeling” disappear after speaking to the police officers?

2. Why is Aunt Pearl worried about Alfred?

3. Do the Epstein’s trust Alfred?  Why or why not?

4. Why was James’s face swollen?

5. Why did James not stay to talk to Alfred?

6. What did Alfred think about doing while he was sweeping the store?

7. At this point, what does it seem that Alfred will do about his training?

Chapter 6

1. How is Alfred’s second visit to the gym different from his first visit?

2. What was Dr. Corey’s “pearl of wisdom” for Alfred?

3. What did Alfred have to learn?

4. Who is Willie Streeter?
5. Who is Cassius Clay?

6. Who is Bud?  Who is Red?

7. What happens between Bud and Red?

Chapter 7

1. Why did Alfred think the ticket seller at Madison Square Garden would tell them to get lost?

2. What could Willie Streeter become?

3. What was Alfred remembering about his past, during the boxing match?

4. Who assisted Donatelli?

5. What happened to Willie during the boxing match?

6. How did the match end?

7. What did Jelly mean when he said “Willie showed some dog tonight.”?

8. Who is Spoon?  What career path had he followed?  Why?

Vocabulary

1.  scowled


2.  preliminary

Chapter 8

1. What did Major and the others want Alfred to do?

2. How were they going to force him?

3. How did Alfred handle the situation?

4. Why did he want to “raise his right arm to the ringside crowd on the stoop”?

Chapter 9

1. What does Alfred announce to Aunt Pearl?

2. Who does Aunt Pearl want to talk to concerning Alfred’s plans?  What does she think of boxing and boxers?

3. What is her advice to Alfred?

Chapter 10

1. How is Alfred’s training progressing?

2. Why was a “tiny voice…praying that Reverend Price would make him quit”?

3. What did Reverend Price have to say about Alfred’s boxing?

4. Who did Alfred wish was running with him?  What did he think would happen “someday”?

5. What did Alfred learn about Lou Epstein?

6. What was Epstein’s advice to Alfred?  Why?
7. How has the relationship between Alfred and Major changed?

8. Why is Alfred frustrated?  What effect does Major’s visit to the gym have on him?

Chapter 11

1. What does Alfred do in the clubhouse?  Why do you think he does it?
2. How does James feel about Alfred now?

3. What is James doing at the clubhouse?

4. Why does Alfred try to stop him?
Chapter 12

1. What is Alfred’s condition at the beginning of the chapter?

2. Where were Major and Hollis taking Alfred?  What was Major driving?

3. Where did Major get the car?

4. What happened at Coney Island?

5. While Alfred was being sick, what did people think he was?

6. Alfred tries to blame Major for his problems but realizes he himself is to blame.  What does he mean by “If they don’t get you one way, they get you another”?

7. Why does Alfred want to quit training?

8. What does Mr. Donatelli mean:  “Yourself.  Anyone can be taught how to fight.  A contender, you have to do yourself.”?
Chapter 13

1. What does Alfred finally get to do at the gym?

2. What was Alfred’s recurring dream?

3. Who came to see Alfred at the gym?

4. What was Lou giving to Bud?  Why?

5. What is Mr. Epstein going to do for Alfred?

6. What does Donatelli tell Alfred he is going to get?

Chapter 14

1.  How does Alfred think he is going to be able to get his cousins “some real cute dresses one of these days”?

2.  What is going to take place?

3.  Why is Donatelli displeased with Jelly?

4. What has become of James?

5. What happened at the clubhouse?

6. What does Spoon tell Alfred about education?

7. Describe Donatelli’s mood before the fight.  Give two examples from the chapter.

8. What was Alfred’s greatest difficulty in the ring?

9. What did Donatelli mean when he said “That’s not enough” about Alfred’s win?

Chapter 15

1.  Why did Alfred not tell Aunt Pearl about his boxing match?

2. Alfred states, “I don’t know about anything else.”  How do you think he views boxing?

3. What did Aunt Pearl reveal about her earlier life?  How does she feel about it now?

4. Alfred agreed that winning the boxing match “didn’t even taste sweet.”  Why?

Chapter 16

1.  Early in the match, how is Alfred feeling?

2. What is Henry’s advice?

3. Why did Alfred feel “alone and sick” when he KO’d Griffen?

4. What effect did this have on Alfred?

5. What did Harold and Lynn want Alfred to do?

6. Alfred thinks about James again at the end of the chapter.  Why?

Chapter 17

1.  Uncle Wilson seemed pleased about Alfred’s progress as a boxer.  Why was he angry when he learned Jeff had been boxing in college?

2. What was the argument between Uncle Wilson and Jeff?

3. What did Alfred reveal about his feelings for boxing?  Does this seem like the mark of a contender?  Why?

4. What future plans has Alfred made?

5. How does Jeff say Alfred has changed?  What has caused this change?

6. Who is waiting outside the apartment building?  Why?

7. What does Alfred try to do?  What does he feel he should have done?

Chapter 18
1.  What is happening to Alfred in the ring?

2. What does Donatelli realize about Alfred?  What does he tell Alfred?

3. What does Alfred want to do?  Why?

4. What has Alfred learned about being a contender?

Chapter 19

1.  How have Alfred’s training and success helped Henry?

2. Who bought Alfred’s robe?  Why?

3. How is Spoon helping Alfred?

4. What has Alfred asked Spoon to help him do for James?

5. Why did Donatelli not want Alfred to fight Hubbard?

6. Why did Alfred insist he fight?

7. What does Alfred learn?

Chapter 20

1.  What does Alfred learn when he returns home following the match?

2. How does Alfred know where to find James?

3. How does Alfred plan to help James?

4. Whose words is Alfred echoing?

5. Has Alfred become a contender in Life?

6. Has Alfred met any of his goals?  Has he become “Somebody special”?
