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PROLOGUE

My boxing story, like all others, starts with a lucky break.

It was early 1998. I was about to finish a degree in urban planning. Blueprints of highways and shopping malls had already lost their appeal, however, and on a bit of a whim, I decided journalism was a superior option. Key friends conspired to sit me down in front of Ken Whyte, the then editor of Saturday Night magazine. The meeting represented my first lesson as a would-be reporter: journalism is founded almost exclusively on contacts.

Contacts or not, breaking into the game can be tougher than eight rounds in jungle heat. But for reasons unknown to me — gut instinct, a touch of heartburn — Ken gave me a shot. Just not with Saturday Night. My future, Ken told me, was in newspapers, and I was to work for the National Post. Thing is, it didn’t yet exist. It wouldn’t go to press, with Ken taking the helm, until the end of October. In the meantime, I had to bone up on my new profession.

I spent the summer learning how to write broadsheet-style at a news bureau, churning out stories that resembled binary code. Smokes and column inches can make anyone look hard up, but it was a difficult apprenticeship — trial by wire. I fumbled my way through each day, learning something new about municipal politics and mutual funds and the revolution in Muzak, but never wrapping my head around deadline’s formula. I questioned my life’s new direction. Self-doubt crept in.

My insecurity was furthered by gossip’s sharpshooters. Ken had hired a corps of young reporters like me, and we were all stationed at the bureau, a gang of amateurs in need of coaching. It didn’t take long for a few disgruntled veterans to label us Ken’s Kids. Our mistakes were quick to make the watercooler rounds, and a bad fit was made worse. Half of me wanted to quit. The other half was tempted to agree.

Never mind. I climbed aboard the embryonic Post when autumn finally arrived and landed a place in the sports department. I was ecstatic with my job title: sportswriter. And I was sparked by the excitement around the birth of the paper. Opening night saw me fully rejuvenated. I felt cocky for the first time in a long while, as though the world was at my feet.

At twenty-five, I was one of the youngest reporters in the newsroom, a green kid with good fortune to burn. I should have been satisfied for the moment, but in my mind, my journey was not complete. I was a year older than Norman Mailer when he wrote The Naked and the Dead. I needed to make up for lost time. Make a name for myself. Ambition, fuelled by a desire to stick it to my critics, began to surface.

Graham Parley, the sports editor, encouraged my ascent. Though he wasn’t especially thrilled to welcome me — Ken had fought to find a place for me at the paper — he became my champion soon enough. I first earned Graham’s trust when he asked me to write a feature on hockey icon Don Cherry and I found a good story. It was my inaugural visit to the section’s front page. A step closer to a good place.

I needed to secure my foothold. I needed to make a second hit. Not surprisingly, the sports that grabbed headlines were taken by senior writers. But one day, while I was sifting through what remained uncovered, a television in the newsroom clicked to a fight. I watched it unfold. Its rhythm made me bounce in my chair. I began to care about the outcome. By the sixth round, pennies and fighters had dropped. Boxing. It was unloved and unclaimed, the abandoned child on the department’s stoop.

My plan had a single flaw: boxing had never had a hold on me. I had a passing interest in the game and watched the occasional money fight, but, as is true for most men, boxing occupied a peripheral part of my imagination. It seemed distant, lurking in a hard, dark world behind one of those peepholes that bouncers slide open to demand to know who’s knocking.

But I had a press pass, I told myself, and bouncers didn’t mean shit to me. A press pass. The key to unlocking secrets and skirting roadblocks. A rectangular piece of laminated white paper with PRESS across the top in bold block letters. It also bore my photograph. My autograph. Graham’s stamp of approval in blue ink.

It looked basic as I spun it in my hands, one notch above homemade. No matter. Consider, two years later, where it’s taken me: face to face with Don King, within a breath of Mike Tyson, to Muhammad Ali’s birthday party. Ringside at the heavyweight championship of the world. I decided then that I owned a ticket to a universe that would let me steal its riches, sap its energy, and transmit it to the page. The sweet science has long turned paupers into heroes. I would be next in line.

For a moment, I savoured an instant of naive clarity. I believed I was on my way to the top, set to follow in great footsteps. Little did I realize. My fall had just begun.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Rather than confuse matters by using the full names of boxing’s sanctioning bodies in the text, I have included only their acronyms.

There are four widely recognized organizations in boxing, each of which awards its own titles and sanctions its own champions. It makes for a bit of an alphabet soup, and there are constant calls for reform and consolidation. They are never heeded.

The World Boxing Council (WBC) is the oldest and therefore least progressive organization, but its belts are generally considered the most prestigious, particularly among heavyweights. The International Boxing Federation (IBF) was established later as a boxer-friendly organization, but it has since become as reviled as the others. The World Boxing Association (WBA) falls somewhere in between, at least in my mind.

Slightly below the three senior organizations — which combine to crown unified champions only when a single boxer holds all three belts, a rare event — is the World Boxing Organization (WBO). It is regarded as a second-tier sanctioning body, but some good fighters are loyal to its ranks.

In my humble opinion, boxing would be better off without any of them.

While we’re on the subject of acronyms, a KO, in its most devastating form, is a stone-cold knockout, ten seconds of darkness in the closed eyes of the victim. A TKO, or technical knockout, is slightly less brutal: it occurs when one boxer is on his feet but unsteady, and the referee declares him unfit to continue the bout. Either way, the loser is left with some kind of headache.
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Like Melville’s ocean, or Twain’s Mississippi, boxing calls to a young man. Its victims are not only those who forfeit their wits and dive into the ring. The sport seduces writers, too, dragging them down with its powerful undertow of testosterone. Many die a hideous literary death, drowning in their own hyperbole. Only a few — Ernest Hemingway, Jimmy Cannon, A. J. Liebling — cross to safety. Awash in all that blood, they become more buoyant.

— J. R. MOEHRINGER, “RESURRECTING THE CHAMP”




 

A WHITE TOWEL

OTIS GRANT FINDS HIMSELF flat on his back for the second time. A sonic surge washes from the cheap seats over the sportswriters at ringside, making it hard for us to think. White blood cells rush to mend eardrums that vibrate in panic, like fish electrocuted during a lightning storm.

Fuck me, it’s loud.

Roy Jones Jr., the champion, seems unimpressed with the ovation but pleased with his handiwork. He glides to a neutral corner. A smirk crosses his face, and his gold trunks flash under the hot lights. Grant, the challenger, opens his eyes and wonders why he can’t see. (The reason: a solid right, one of many significant blows sustained during the fight.) But instinct takes hold. He draws his knees to his chest, forces himself to exhale, climbs to his feet, and bounces at the ready.

“Everything okay?” the referee asks with seemingly genuine concern. Grant nods as though he’s a drunk driver who’s been asked whether he’s sober. Guts, not brains, give permission for the rest of his body to absorb still more punishment. The referee signals that the fight will continue. I am amazed. The other writers look uninterested. I wonder if they are acting, if they have learned to swallow emotion.

Ten rounds ago, Grant entered the ring to reggae’s beats. He wore a black satin robe with the Canadian maple leaf on one sleeve and Jamaica’s green and gold bands on the other. His corner included Russ Anber, his long-time manager and confidant; Howard Grant, his older brother; and Dewith Frazer, a former Jamaican champion and proprietor of the Jamestown Boxing Club outside Toronto. Cut man Bob Miller, his hands filled with swabs and grease, rounded out the crew.

It was the ever-loyal Anber, spit bucket in hand, who led the camp to the apron. A white towel was draped over his shoulder. He looked worried. His eyes darted about the makeshift arena, which hours before had been the bingo hall at the Foxwoods Resort Casino in Mashantucket, Connecticut. Earlier that same evening, the place had been filled with blue-haired people with hearts too faint for craps. Blotters were now exchanged for blood.

In the days prior to the fight, Anber had driven cigarettes into his mouth with chest-breaking regularity. Outwardly, the nicotine established a frantic cadence, but the smokes helped calm the teacher before he sent his favourite pupil to battle. “Roy Jones is the best in the world pound for pound,” Anber admitted. “We know we have a monumental task in front of us. We’ve trained hard. We’re ready. We’re professional. We’re going to give it our best shot. But we know it’s going to take our best and a little bit more.” Jones boasted a record of 37–1 with 31 knockouts. Anber hoped Grant would not be number 32.



Jones boldly followed Grant into the ring, accompanied by a massive entourage and his own rap music at a violent volume. The crowd had given the Canadian visitor a surprisingly rousing cheer, but its loyalties were made clear when Jones shimmied to the beat and began to strut. The building expanded in response, the way a bull does when it bursts from a rodeo chute. I gripped the table rattling in front of me as the air was sucked out of my lungs. I thought I was going to be crushed by the sensation. Implosion by ovation.

My first fight. Three rows of writers pen me in. Michael Katz, who acts as though he’s the dean of the New York press gang, separates me from the ring. He’s a squat man with an immense head, made larger by a poor-boy cap and a neck brace. Sitting behind Katz is like sitting behind a helmetless astronaut whose cranium seeks to fill the vacuum. Behind me sits a man who looks like a professor at a northeastern university. I recognize him as Thomas Hauser, biographer to Muhammad Ali and a writer of no small renown.

Bookended by legends, I feel completely out of place.

The media pack begins banging out massacre headlines, the wires predict disaster, and the opening bell hasn’t even been rung. Jones is the heavy, heavy favourite. He has demolished all comers within the light-heavyweight division. (His one loss came via disqualification, when Jones knocked out an opponent who had fallen to his knees.) Grant, on the other hand, has come up from the middleweight ranks to make the fight. Though skilled, he is a relative unknown outside boxing’s tight circle. The fat guys who matter don’t give Grant a chance. Murder looms.

Like a dying man giving up the struggle, I surrender to the atmosphere. It pours into me and eases my sense of dread. Waitresses in short boxing robes ply the crowd with booze. Sports celebrities — including Patrick Ewing and seven members of the New England Patriots — find their platinum-plated seats. Holy shit, I think, as I scan the crowd. That’s Magic Johnson. Autograph hounds hog the floor around him. Bad characters flash gaudy jewels and gold teeth. Gangbangers make arcane symbols with their hands. The air is thick with liquor and sweat. I breathe it in and try not to choke.

My pupils dilate, and my throat is dry. My hands tremble above my keyboard, shaking with excitement and fear. Come on, Otis, make these motherfuckers eat their words. Come on.

Anber gives Grant a couple of smacks on the ass before the two boxers touch gloves. The bell sounds. Jones and Grant test each other only slightly during the opening round. Few punches are thrown, fewer punches are taken. But Grant suffers one smart jab to his left eye, a Buckley’s Mixture taste of the barrage to come.

Miller applies a cold compress to the eye between rounds. Anber dances in front of Grant: “To the left,” he counsels. “Move to the goddamn left.” But Jones is too fast, and he takes the next two frames handily. Grant’s eye begins to swell and turn an unhealthy colour. Jones hears cries of “Showtime!” rise repeatedly from his animated corner. The champ is compelled to go in for the kill.

In the fourth round, he obliges. Jones catches Grant with a vicious right to the head. It’s enough to stagger the underdog. Grant stumbles across the canvas. He teeters. The crowd senses an end and takes to its feet. But Grant somehow stays on his. Jones then misses with an uppercut, a black flash that would have ended the fight had it found the mark. Last seconds tick away. The bell rings with mercy. At the break, Anber tells Grant he can’t take a punch like that again.

Grant responds to the challenge in the fifth round. He goes on the offensive for the first time. He said before the fight that he’d start slowly but then open things up. The latter part of his strategy finally materializes. A flustered Jones tries to match the left-handed Grant. He fights as a southpaw for part of the round — is he scared? tired? — but he soon assumes his more usual stance. Grant unloads a flurry of punches at the close of the round. A few of them land.

First the bell. Then comes the sixth.

Jones decides to conclude matters with a punishing left. It catches Grant hard. The punch distorts his face with pain and shock. He trips over backward and rolls to the canvas, his knees pulled up to his chest. Again the crowd stands. The guy sitting behind Magic Johnson can’t see a damn thing. Anber looks ill, ready to faint. Worst fears have come true.

But Grant climbs to his feet, and Jones resumes the assault. The bridge of Grant’s nose is cut. His cheek begins to darken into a deep bruise. Perhaps a second too late, the round comes to a close. Grant needs the ropes to find his corner. Anber talks to his fighter; his fighter wants to press on, to go the distance.

The seventh round is devoid of action. The eighth is a little better. Still, the bloodhounds in the bleachers begin to protest. Their outrage sickens me. I want the fight over.

The ninth round, however, is Grant’s strongest by far. He goes on the offensive again and lands a couple of lefts and a combination. Jones looks surprised and begins to miss punches. A man in the crowd yells, “Attack, Otis, attack!” Grant obeys and wins the frame. A buzz cuts through the arena: No way … Jones can’t lose … Impossible. I am flushed with belief. I am about to witness history, an epic upset.
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To the tenth. First, Jones throws a hard right. Grant falls. “Everything okay?” the referee asks after Grant jumps to his feet once again. Grant nods sluggishly. He looks ready to work. Ready to throw himself back into the fray. The referee indicates that business remains unfinished. When from Grant’s corner comes a towel.

Anber’s white towel. It travels from his shoulder to the centre of the ring. The referee looks stunned. Throwing in the towel is forbidden in Connecticut. The referee kicks the offending object out of the ring and orders the boxers to come together.

But through the ropes steps Anber. The referee complains. Anber explains there will not be a knockout on his watch and shrugs. He embraces Grant. There is no final bell.

The crowd heaps abuse upon the vanquished before it celebrates the success of its hero. Bangers storm the ringside cameras in a futile attempt for airtime. “East Coast!” they yell until their stomachs begin to bleed.

Fuck me, it’s loud.

IN THIS CORNER

Shortly after I decide to hitch a ride on boxing’s coattails, I catch wind of this Otis Grant–Roy Jones Jr. fight. I don’t know anything about Grant, because I don’t know much about boxing. But he holds a Canadian passport, which is enough to pique my interest, and I’ve heard of Jones, so I know the fight must be a big deal.

The newsroom library holds a collection of old articles on Grant. The files tell a tale I’m only too happy to hear. Grant is the WBO middleweight champion and will have to move up two weight classes to meet Jones, who holds the WBA and WBC light-heavyweight belts. (Instant underdog.) Better yet, he is a schoolteacher when he isn’t in the ring, with a well-earned reputation as a gentleman in a sport of thugs. (Easy angle.) It also seems the Jamaican-born, Montreal-bred Grant hasn’t received the attention he deserves, which is the ribbon on a gift of a story. He probably has a lot to say.

Russ Anber makes the premise even more perfect. A young Burgess Meredith, Anber has managed Otis since 1981, when Otis was thirteen years old and Russ hadn’t yet turned twenty. I know his name from his time spent with the CBC as a commentator. On the air, he’s scrappy but owns a sentimental side. Fiery but a soft touch. I give him a call, and he’s all for my attention.

I pitch the entire package to Graham, who is desperate for Canadian stories. He agrees we should cover the fight. Grant’s chances are less than nil, but he’s challenging for a pair of world titles. He’s news. He’s also a rare feel-good story in a do-bad sport. If he wins, he becomes a pugilistic fairy tale. If he’s defeated, he becomes another broken heart. I can’t lose.

I take a taxi to the sportsplex north of Toronto where Russ told me Otis would be working out. I find it nestled among warehouses and strip malls. Past the airport. A fifty-dollar fare from downtown.

Not knowing what Otis looks like, I walk right past him when I enter the gym. He’s stretched out on a weight bench. A personal trainer named Billy is kneeling beside him. Billy has been assigned the task of adding twelve pounds of muscle to Grant’s frame. Trouble is, Billy doesn’t seem to like me. And he definitely doesn’t want me watching Otis lift weights. “No offence,” he mutters, “but no way.” Otis doesn’t seem to care, but I decide not to argue. I don’t want my first boxing story to begin with a punch to my face.

With several hours to kill before watching Otis spar with a lanky kid named Eric Harding, I venture out to explore the neighbourhood, or at least what passes for one in the suburbs. It’s very cold. I wander around, eyes streaming, fists jammed in pockets, until I find a dodgy pub, suitably rough to put me in the mood for boxing. Bud from the bottle, a warm meal.

I endeavour to keep my brain as hot as my stomach. I read over a few clippings from Otis’s file and try to formulate some decent questions for our interview, which is slated to follow his sparring session. I don’t really know how to approach things. I feel as though I know Otis from the stories I’ve read, and I’ve already cast him in a sympathetic role. At the same time, I don’t want to insult him by suggesting he’s out of his league. All fighters must have sizeable egos, or they wouldn’t be able to do what they do. The mystery is how to stroke that ego while still extracting something vulnerable from deep within. Do boxers ever experience doubt? I wonder. As I settle up my bill, the first hints of a headache come.

Out in the frigid air again, I make my way to Dewith Frazer’s Jamestown Boxing Club, in Unit 7 of another strip mall. A number of the other units are vacant, but near neighbours include the Fish & Bird Emporium, Brew-A-Batch Quality Beer, and Nick’s Welding & Fabricating. From the outside, the gym looks like a similar operation, where a marginal living is earned through small sales and stubborn hope. It also looks warm.

Russ sees me walk in with a lost look on my face, figures he’s found the right guy, and introduces himself. “Make yourself at home,” he says. I try to appear knowledgeable as I poke around before settling into a chair in a corner of the club.

The place is made of cinderblock. A massive mural of Sugar Ray Leonard fighting Roberto Duran, as far as I can tell, covers one wall. The other walls are all fight posters and mirrors. Heavy bags wrapped with duct tape dangle at the bottom of chains. Speed bags hang low from the ceiling. There’s a weight bench and a single, small ring.

Dewith Frazer surveys his domain. He appears to be a proud man. “I have broad shoulders,” he smiles, and this seems to say it all. His office, just down the hall from the ring and across from the toilet, is packed with souvenirs acquired over a long tenure in the sport.

Otis arrives from the locker room and wants to begin his routine, but a TV crew has set up shop. Russ whispers in Otis’s ear and he does his time for TV. After a few questions, he begins his workout. The crew leaves. It’s down to me and the camp.

Otis’s workout is precise and refined. It has the irresistible force of habit, with carefully measured stints of skipping and jabbing and sparring. Eric, who has a couple of inches on Otis, does well during the eight rounds of padded brawling. He’s an awkward opponent — quick, with a long reach. Russ, who sits with me while the fighters shower, tells me Otis will be much better by the time he fights Jones.

When the freshly scrubbed Otis appears, we adjourn to Frazer’s office. Behind closed doors, Otis settles into one of the eight meals he downs daily in an effort to gain weight.

He doesn’t sit in his chair so much as he drapes himself over it, his food in his lap, his feet spread apart. Russ is more erect, professional for the imaginary cameras. In different ways, both of them try to keep their nerves from surfacing. Otis has an air of relaxation, Russ carries decorum’s shield. Neither technique works. The fight is clearly weighing heavily on both their minds.

I decide not to ask about Jones for the time being. We talk instead about Otis and Russ — how they met, how they work, how they manage to stay close in a business known for its quickly severed ties. “He’s like family now,” Otis says simply, in between bites of chicken and cauliflower that fill his cheeks. The tightest of bonds can be made in a beat-up van, driving to nickel-and-dime fights in Atlantic City and Boston and South Carolina. The thought pleases me. It’s good stuff for the story. It’ll be easy to convince readers to root for Otis.

I find myself onside as well. Otis, prompted by Russ, talks about his university education and his work as a counsellor for troubled high-school kids. About his wife, Betty, who was his high-school sweetheart. About his beloved daughter, Alexandria. It’s almost too perfect, sweet like syrup, but I continue to write down quotes as the tape recorder spins with gold.

Yet something nags at me. Otis laughs during our conversation, his face creasing and his broad nose crinkling, but his eyes remain unsmiling and distant. He doesn’t blink as often as he should, as though he’s deep in thought. I feel like I never quite have his attention. And as I continue to pry, Russ becomes jittery. “You got what you need, Chris?” he asks. I look at him and sense a secret is about to leak out. Perhaps an admission of fear.

There is time for one final question, a backdoor approach. I ask Otis why he fights when he doesn’t have to. The Jones fight presents him with his biggest payday, he begins — $400,000 US, four times more than his previous fight. Of course, Jones stands to make millions, blowing apart the risk-reward theory of economics, but for Otis the fight remains “the opportunity of a lifetime.” For Alexandria, too. His voice dips especially low, and an important truth comes: “I do it,” says Otis, “for her.”

He makes a fast break out of his reflective stance, his eyes flickering to life once again and becoming bright with bravado. “He’s a great fighter,” Otis says of Jones. “I’m not going to go on record saying I’m going to beat him or knock him out. But if I fight the way I can fight, it will be a very competitive fight, much more so than people think.” It sounds as though he’s convinced himself, and the three of us rise to leave.

After the interview, Otis climbs into an ancient hatchback with Eric and Billy, laughing and joking. They’re like a group of kids heading for a concert. They seem far removed from violence as they peel happily out of the parking lot.

While I stand in the cold waiting for a taxi, I notice a poster taped to the window in the gym’s front door. It’s for a 1994 Roy Jones Jr. fight and proclaims him one of the best fighters of the 1990s. I shake my head — not with disbelief, but with worry. I feel like I’ve pledged allegiance to a losing cause.

The next time I see the camp is at Foxwoods. I fly into Providence, Rhode Island, via Philadelphia — Fight Town — and take a shuttle to the resort.

Foxwoods is a massive Indian operation, reputed to house the world’s largest casino. A haven for badness. There is a single, gigantic hotel that looks like a faux Bavarian castle, bordered by a couple of smaller inns. Five million square feet of real estate. Beyond the buildings stretch miles of thick woods. People arrive here by the busload, camp out for a week, and do nothing but gamble. It’s a factory built to extract money. And there’s no escape: Foxwoods is more secure than a prison. Smack in the middle of the Connecticut wilderness, the casino’s slot machines drown out the chirps of birds. The stock of one retail stall in the complex consists largely of pain-relief remedies.

The pre-fight press conference provides a much-needed respite. Jones arrives with his promoter, Murad Muhammad, a cross between a low-rent Don King and Louis Farrakhan. I sit with a few writers from Montreal, and Otis and Russ join us. They’re minor figures in the ongoing drama that is the life of Roy Jones Jr. Muhammad even forgets Russ’s name when he introduces the participants. Otis was a third choice for HBO, the US television giant that finances most major fights, and he has been widely dismissed by the American press. I put it down to national ego, but the arrogance pisses me off. Bias secures itself in my psyche.

“You have to understand there were a lot of people who were against the fight,” says Otis’s promoter, an excitable Philadelphian named Art Pelullo. “A lot of people didn’t believe it was a credible match,” he continues, with the whine of someone who was beaten up a lot in high school. “They didn’t understand what a quality fighter Otis Grant is.”

Jones, dressed in sweats and sandals, is clearly treating the fight as a charity match rather than a boxing event. “Otis is a guy who deserves credibility,” he says. “He deserves an opportunity. He deserves a great payday. Why not help some of the good people in this sport?” Jones seems bored as well as magnanimous, and he talks about retirement. He’ll knock out Otis first, but he doesn’t seem excited about the prospect. “It’s hard,” Jones admits, “when you don’t hate the other guy.” Give me a break. Even Jones likes Otis.

But behind the love is mean intent. Before and after the press conference, footage of some of Jones’s more brutal knockouts is projected onto giant video screens. In one of the fights, Jones knocks out Virgil Hill — no chump — with a right hand to the kidney, not to the head. Hill crumples to the canvas and curls into a ball. He presses his glove to his burning side. A stunned George Foreman sits at ringside: “I’ve seen it all,” he says.

If I were Otis, I’d be looking for an excuse not to show up.

Otis, however, doesn’t seem fazed by the display. “I’ve seen all the tapes before,” he says. “I’m not going into this fight in awe of Roy Jones. I’m going into this fight like it’s another fight. When all the hype settles, it will be just me and him and the referee in the ring. He’s got two arms, I’ve got two arms. He’s got two legs, I’ve got two legs.” Russ, smoke pouring from his face, looks a little more concerned.

I head to the weigh-in the next day after an evening of gambling alone. The Montreal
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