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Praise for The Last Bell


‘About life, death and boxing, McRae beautifully melds those constituent parts, then transcends them, to recount a profound journey through the human experience in a way that only a writer of his immense talent and humanity could. Exceptional and unique. I can’t recommend it enough’

David Whitehouse, author of About A Son

‘As with the sport itself, boxing writing is about so much more than physical combat – it’s about the dark drama of life and death in their totality. That Donald McRae understands this implicitly makes him one of the very best writers working today. I’ll read anything he turns his hand to’

Benjamin Myers, author of The Offing and The Gallows Pole

‘The Last Bell is an unforgettable book. Its portraiture is akin to that of the finest novelists, and its reflections on life, death, loss and decency-under-duress are profound and moving. McRae unveils the grim realities of the industrialised brutality of boxing. He shows us the vain and cruel who seek to profiteer from and corrupt the sport, but he shows us also, with what amounts to brotherly love, those who act with daring, respect and honour. This book, which is laced through with bravery and tenderness, goes to the depths of life and death and back. Boxing, sport even, is fortunate to have a laureate such as this’

Adrian Duncan, author of Sabbatical in Leipzig

‘A beautiful, gripping, always surprising book about sport, life, boxing, men, women, art, ageing, family and why we get lost in things. Don McRae is a champion of sports writing. This book is a relentlessly absorbing mix of detail, humour, sadness, wisdom and colour from a life lived in that world’

Barney Ronay, chief sports writer at the Guardian

‘Nobody writes about boxing like Don McRae. But with The Last Bell he has written a book that moves beyond just boxing and grapples instead with what it truly means to fight. It is a book about knowing when to bite down and keep swinging, about knowing when to throw in the towel, a book about loss and defeat, and how we might, in the final reckoning, face those inevitabilities with a kind of a redeeming grace’

Keiran Goddard, author of I See Buildings Fall Like Lightning

‘Donald McRae enjoys what boxing fans will hope is not one last successful run in the sport, chronicling it with the passion, depth and colour that only he can. The Last Bell is a personal look at the sport through a human lens and at the business of boxing with a critical eye and it shows how different both parts are. McRae proves, once again, that he is one of the great sportswriters of his time while reminding boxing fans how lucky they are to have him’

Tris Dixon, Boxing Scene, author of Damage: The Untold Story of Brain Trauma in Boxing

‘If Dark Trade was about one man wanting to find out what it is to fight and how it feels to lose, The Last Bell is about a man who is now familiar with these things through personal experience using boxing as a reminder that he is not alone in feeling the emotions attached to them. McRae’s eyes may be wearier and slightly narrower now, but when you see modern-day boxing through them there is a surprising and refreshing clarity to be found… McRae, twenty-nine years after Dark Trade, continues to write about boxing with an elegance, intelligence and maturity and again delivers the definitive text on where we are today. The Last Bell is a book plenty of people need to read but only one person could have written’

Elliot Worsell, Boxing Scene, author of Dog Rounds: Death and Life in the Boxing Ring

‘The Last Bell is heart-pounding and enraging, and yet somehow tender, too, full of the grace and wisdom that comes from decades of observing and reflecting on boxing (and sport, competition, spectacle, in general). Reading about Patrick Day’s devastating final bout, I was pacing my office. Thrilling and raw, this is sport writing at its best, but also much more than that. McRae crafts an urgent and unforgettable meditation on risk, loss, and our enduring hunger to find meaning in struggle: a subject that captivates and brings together readers and writers of all kinds’

Dina Nayeri, author of The Ungrateful Refugee

‘Don McRae has spent fifty years in thrall to the fight game. The Last Bell is at once a moving memoir and McRae’s swansong as a boxing writer – a fine, vivid, and searching tribute to a sport that can be as lethal as it is uplifting’

Ed Caesar, author of The Moth and the Mountain

‘Every new book about boxing from Donald McRae is cause for celebration. Nobody does it better’

Thomas Hauser, author of Muhammad Ali: His Life and Times
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For the family and friends of Patrick Day




1 Resurrection


Sunday 2 December 2018

I wonder why I am up at such a bleak hour of the morning to watch two men hurt each other. At 3.45 a.m., the house is freezing and my family are asleep. Walking slowly downstairs, I still cannot shake everything that happened eleven weeks ago.

I open the living room door and hear the soft thud of our old cat as she jumps down from a chair onto the wooden floorboards. A red dot in the dark confirms my pay-per-view purchase of the boxing. When I turn on the television, to check that Tyson Fury and Deontay Wilder have not yet climbed into the ring for their world heavyweight title fight in Los Angeles, the room is illuminated by the glowering face of Cuba’s Luis Ortiz. Slow-motion footage shows Ortiz pummelling the American journeyman Travis Kauffman.

Nine months earlier, Ortiz had almost knocked out Wilder before the WBC world champion did what he had done to thirty-nine of his forty vanquished opponents. Wilder’s terrifying power made Ortiz stagger around the ring, dropping him twice. Fury will soon face the same danger.

I meander through the familiar routine in a daze. I turn on a lamp and feed Lola the cat. I switch on the kettle and spoon coffee into a mug. As I wait for the water to boil, I remember how fight nights had once felt very different.

In the late 1980s, and through the 1990s, I would stay up all night to watch Mike Tyson, Evander Holyfield, Riddick Bowe and Lennox Lewis fight in Las Vegas and New York. By the time the opening bell rang, I would be wired with excitement and more than a few drinks. From the early 1990s, my girlfriend Alison, who is now my wife, would stay up with me. Those nights were often crazy, and a party for two, because we would jump off the sofa and run around the room, screaming in disbelief as we surrendered to the mania of boxing.

In November 1993, we watched incredulously as a fan flew into the arena at Caesars Palace on a paramotor. He crashed into the ring in the middle of the seventh round of a rollicking world heavyweight title rematch between Holyfield and Bowe. Then, in June 1997, we saw Tyson bite a chunk out of Holyfield’s ear on an even more demented night.

We were married by then and Alison was used to me saying ‘This is boxing, baby’ or regaling her with uplifting moments from heavyweight history. I would reassure her that boxing had once held a political and cultural resonance which made it endlessly fascinating.

In the first half of the 20th century, heavyweight boxing broke previously unshakeable racial barriers as African American fighters, galvanised by the audacious Jack Johnson and bolstered by the stoical Joe Louis, swept aside inferior challengers peddled year after year as ‘The Great White Hope’. Muhammad Ali did even more for Black America in the 1960s and ’70s when, despite being banned from boxing for three years because he refused to fight in the Vietnam War, he resembled the King of the World.

Ali entranced a young white boy, living under apartheid in South Africa, and changed my life forever.

By the time I began watching boxing closely, and eventually writing about it, the business had fragmented and collapsed into chaos. Nineteen years have now passed since there had last been an undisputed heavyweight champion of the world. I was ringside in Vegas on the night, in November 1999, when Lewis beat Holyfield to briefly unify the belts.

So much has changed since then. Alison and our two youngest kids, seventeen-year-old Jack and fifteen-year-old Emma, are asleep upstairs. Our eldest daughter Bella, who is nineteen, is away at university. They have grown up surrounded by my boxing habit and so there was no surprise when I said I would set my alarm for Fury and Wilder. But they don’t quite understand why this fight suddenly means so much to me.

It is a hushed early Sunday morning in England and a raucous Saturday night at the Staples Center. The eight-hour time difference means it’s 7.50 p.m. in LA on 1 December 2018, the year of my sister’s death.

On 15 September, Heather had died suddenly and my family cracked open.

I drift into the living room, coffee in hand, and think of my dad, Ian, just outside Johannesburg. Two hours ahead of me, he will be awake and waiting for the nurses to help him get ready for another day. I imagine my dad lying on his side, watching my mother, his dying wife of sixty-three years. Even at eighty-nine, he retains his calm empathy.

Later this morning, my lovely old mom, Jess, devastated by Heather’s death and with morphine muffling her senses more than the cancer inside her, will sit in her chair next to my dad in the Frail Care Centre. She will gaze at the sunshine streaming through the lace curtains.

Tyson Fury rises up on television. He is unlike most boxers as he does not possess a sculpted or tattooed body. Fury is a huge man and he does not mind being fleshy around his waist. He is still able to move with surprising speed and lightness. But it is hard to know if he will be quick and agile enough to evade the shocking power of Wilder for twelve long rounds. Fury looks briefly pensive as his hands are wrapped in the locker room.

I say hello quietly and ask Fury how he is feeling. I dream up such nonsense because I am a writer rather than a fighter. I am bulky rather than chiselled. I am white-haired rather than tattooed. I am shy rather than boisterous. I am old rather than young.

For fifty years, I have followed boxing, often obsessively. I’ve fallen for Ali, Mike Tyson and other great champions. Fury could join this pantheon if, somehow, he withstands Wilder’s ferocity. I’ve given so much of my life to thinking and writing about the giants of boxing, and thousands of lesser fighters who will never scale their magnitude of achievement. I have been moved, amused, confused and enriched by these encounters. But it’s embarrassing to admit the extent of my fixation because, to most people, boxing is barbaric. I have written about its corruption and damage but, for the past thirty-five years, I’ve mostly exalted the lonely courage of fighters and the thrilling drama of their best contests.

Yet even zealots grow weary. In recent years, my family and work, as well as books, movies and Arsenal, have filled my head as much as boxing. There has been a fleeting freedom from the ring.

Then, less than three months ago, death and grief unhinged me.

Earlier this week, I watched a documentary about Fury. The soft-focused imagery of the boxer with his wife and children gave way to the distressing maze of his mind. ‘I prayed for death on a daily basis,’ Fury said as he explained why depression, heavy drinking and drug dependence had kept him out of boxing for two-and-a-half years.

‘I woke up and thought: Why didn’t I die in my sleep?,’ Fury continued in his throaty murmuring. ‘I tried to drink myself to death. I attempted to crash into a bridge one time.’

It reminds me of my first interview with Fury seven years ago, in November 2011. He was twenty-three years old and, before revealing that he wanted to smash up the room where we sat, he said he was so sad that he wanted to take his own life.

Exactly four years later, in November 2015, Fury boxed like a chess grandmaster and dazzled Wladimir Klitschko in Germany to become the WBA, IBF and WBO world champion. He soon slipped over the edge into a new desolation and, having not fought since beating Klitschko, Fury vacated his heavyweight titles in October 2016. Then, in January 2018, Fury ended his silence and announced his return to boxing. Weighing almost 400 pounds, and with a broken mind, it seemed an impossible task.

But here we are, at 4.38 a.m., with Fury having lost 140 pounds and on his way to the ring again. His miraculous comeback has made him one of the most popular, if divisive, sportsmen in Britain.

I have not forgotten the bigotry Fury has spouted, or the positive drugs test, but I am adrift. At least I still have Alison and the kids. They give me great hope and resolve, but my original South African family is shrouded by death. I need to believe in boxing again.

It seems simple on the surface. Boxing is now a refuge of distraction from the loss – and the further loss I know is coming. But it is much more than this. I want to remember how boxing once made me feel so exuberant and so fucking alive. I know it is a bleak and dirty business but, at its best, it’s like nothing else on earth. All life is here and it can be as beautiful as it is brutal, as glorious as it is painful. Fury is a reminder that boxing can offer light in the darkest of stories. He is a primary reason why I have turned back to it at one of the worst times of my life.

At 4.40 a.m., the camera cuts away to a tunnel where Fury wears an olive-green gown. His head is covered by a hood.

Ricky Hatton, the great old Manchester boxer who followed a similar dark path to Fury, leads him out, while Shane Fury, a bearded bear of a man, shouts in his brother’s ear. ‘C’mon Tyson!’

Fury holds up the crucifix draped around his neck. He kisses the figure of Christ.

Shane repeats his cry with gravel-voiced Lancastrian urgency. ‘C’mon Tyson!’

Fury bounces up and down as Gala’s ‘Freed From Desire’, the old Euro-screamer from 1996, echoes around the arena. The boxer whoops as the crowd join Gala in singing about people wanting more and more, freedom and love most of all, before reaching the thunderous chorus.

A jubilant Fury, resurrected from near death, whips the hood from his head. Two days before, he’d looked a biblical figure, with his Old Testament beard and fiery ranting at Wilder, but he seems born again now. He is clean and sleek, his shaven face dancing with life.

Just like boxing, Fury is a mass of contradictions, inspiring and disturbing in equal measure.

He keeps smiling and winking before, on the apron of the ring, he waves a bemused official away and, with one massive lift of his left leg, clambers over the ropes. He’s back inside the ring where he feels so at home.

Wilder waits in the same tunnel. The unbeaten world champion wears a heavy gold mask, a gold crown on his head and a long black feathery gown. At his side, the rapper Jay Rock barks out the lyrics to ‘Win’ as he urges everyone to get the fuck out of his way.

Thousands of phones glow in the dark and there are booming pyrotechnics as a brass band emerges from different corners of the Staples Center. Inside the ring, Wilder turns his dead-eyed stare on Fury, who punches the air to stay loose.

After his trademark shout of ‘It’s showtime!’, the suave old ring announcer Jimmy Lennon Jr turns to Wilder. ‘Standing at six feet, seven inches, he weighed in at 212 and one-half pounds,’ Lennon hollers. ‘He is undefeated as a professional with a record of forty wins, no losses, thirty-nine big wins coming by way of knockout. Tonight, making the eighth defence of his title…’

Mark Breland, Wilder’s trainer, removes the gown and the crown. He unclips the sequined mask when Lennon reaches his crescendo. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the hard-hitting and defending WBC heavyweight champion of the world…’

Wilder opens his jaws wide as Lennon roars, ‘Introducing the Bronze Bomber… DEONTAY WILDERRRRR!’

Lennon turns to Fury. ‘Standing at six foot nine inches and weighing 256 and one-half pounds, he, also, is undefeated with a record of twenty-seven wins, no losses, nineteen wins coming by way of knockout. Ladies and gentlemen, the former WBA, WBO and IBF unified heavyweight champion of the world and the current lineal heavyweight champion of the world… The Gypsy King…’

Shaking his head furiously, and waggling his long tongue, Fury is a carnival barker and hellfire preacher rolled into one. ‘Introducing the undefeated… TYSON FURRRYYYYYY!’

Stretching his right arm high above his head, while looking at the heavens, Fury nods as if he and the Almighty have a secret pact.

The referee Jack Reiss brings them together and, gripping each fighter’s wrist, says, ‘Obey my commands at all times. Protect yourself at all times. Fight hard, fight clean. Good luck.’

Slowly, the ring empties. Fury dances on the spot while Wilder glowers at him. I lean forward, lost in boxing again, willing Fury on at the end of a year riddled with illness and death.

Boxing makes me live in the moment. I want that feeling again.

The bell rings. Fury and Wilder walk towards each other.



In 1996, my book Dark Trade allowed me to become a full-time writer. I owe that gift to boxing. But our relationship is not easy. Boxing often disappoints and upsets me. It is as crooked and destructive as it is magnificent and transformative. All these years later, I am still trying to reconcile boxing’s paradoxes of hope and despair, salvation and ruin.

At its finest, boxing transcends sport to become epic and electrifying before reminding us that, above all else, the humanity of fighters resonates most. I know what it is like to watch them ringside in London or Las Vegas, New York or Manchester. I know what it is like to hold a fighter’s hand while he is crying and being wheeled away on a stretcher to an ambulance after a brutal bout. I know what it is like to see the joy pour out of a boxer in the dressing room after a great victory – and to remember how, in contrast, it had been so quiet and sombre an hour earlier while he waited to fight.

Boxing has a perverse way of turning every significant bout I see into something deeply personal. It echoes the small battles and little triumphs of real life when I write about boxing stories as profound as they are colourful. It happens when I am almost close enough to touch the ropes while watching boxers risk their lives. I fall for the gory drama once more.

It helps that I have history with Fury. In November 2011, on an ordinary Wednesday morning at his home in Morecambe, near Lancaster, Fury gave me one of the most disturbing interviews I have ever done.

It began with him stepping outside even before I knocked on his door. Fury walked down a narrow alley, carrying three bags of rubbish in each huge hand. ‘Hello, mate, give me a moment,’ he murmured, nodding towards two refuse collectors approaching his corner bungalow. ‘It’s binmen day.’ After spending less than a minute talking to them about his fight later that month against Neven Pajkić, Fury offered me his hand. There was no knuckle-crushing welcome from a hard man. Instead, it felt like holding a cold and curling lettuce leaf.

Halloween had been two nights before, but a massive plastic pumpkin still blocked the front door of the house he shared with his twenty-one-year-old wife, Paris, and their two children, Venezuela and Prince, so he led me round the back.

Fury had won all sixteen of his professional fights while becoming the British and Commonwealth heavyweight champion, but he seemed diffident and there was no certainty he would eventually win a world title. I did not know what to expect from Fury either in the ring or our interview.

I had planned on starting in a predictable way by asking how he felt about facing another volatile fighter in Pajkić. The Bosnian heavyweight, who had emigrated to Canada, certainly did not seem to fear him. ‘He has an ugly face,’ Pajkić had said of Fury.

I’d warmed to the humour in Fury’s response. ‘I like his haircut, but when will he get it finished?’

Fury still had a full head of black hair then. At home in Morecambe, the dark stubble on his youthful face could not hide his contemplative expression as we sat with his family in their tiny front room. It soon became apparent that Fury was uninterested in a routine interview.

The sight of two-year-old Venezuela jumping around happily, and their four-week-old baby Prince sleeping in a pale blue pram, prompted a discussion of their exotic names. ‘One night, while I was sleeping,’ Fury said, ‘I thought of Venezuela. My wife is called Paris. I’m Tyson and [gesturing to his son] he’s Prince John James. If the girl had a normal name, it wouldn’t fit, would it? I wanted to call the boy Patrick but the wife didn’t want it.’

Paris gave me a knowing look. ‘Ask him what name he really wanted for our son…’

‘Jesus,’ Fury said.

‘That got a quick no from me,’ Paris said with a sigh.

‘Jesus Fury,’ the fighter said wistfully. ‘A lot of Mexicans are called Jesus.’

We discussed the remarkable story of how his father chose to call him Tyson. It sounded like an apocryphal tale, but Fury swore that every word told to him by his dad, the former pro heavyweight ‘Gypsy’ John Fury, was true. In August 1988, his mother had been taken to hospital in severe pain, even though she was not due to give birth for another eight weeks. John Fury was called early the next morning, at 3 a.m., as the baby had been born prematurely.

When he arrived at the special care unit, John Fury could have lifted the fragile infant up in one hand. He weighed less than two pounds.

‘Miracles do happen,’ the doctor told the new father, encouragingly.

‘They will happen with my son,’ John Fury replied. ‘He’ll live.’

‘What are you going to call him?’ the doctor asked.

‘I’m naming him after the heavyweight champion of the world… Mike Tyson.’

The doctor smiled doubtfully. ‘Forget the Michael,’ John said. ‘His name’s Tyson. Tyson Fury will grow up to be heavyweight champion of the world.’

Fury had the knack of a born storyteller, but such knockabout fun was framed by darkness. His father was serving a prison sentence for an assault which cost another man his eye. ‘He knew the guy,’ Fury said. ‘They bumped into each other at a car auction in Manchester. The guy started it. There were three of them against my father. The feller bit my dad on the face but, as he shoved him back, he punched the feller in the eye. And the feller lost his eye. He had to have the eye taken out because it got infected. The judge found my dad guilty of wounding with intent.’

Fury himself did not seem violent to me. ‘I’ve never been in trouble,’ he confirmed. ‘I’ve not got a criminal record. Never had a fight outside boxing. So I’m very different to my dad.’

We relaxed and Fury suggested that ‘boxing is a dying sport. Years ago, the world heavyweight champion could be said to have reached the highest pinnacle of sport. Even in this country, boxers were heroes. Henry Cooper was one and no footballer was bigger than Frank Bruno. I don’t think it will get back to that – never in a million years. People look to celebrities now.

‘In British boxing today, Joe Calzaghe’s gone. Ricky Hatton’s gone. I’m hoping I can bring it round. When I beat Derek Chisora in July, 3.2 million watched it on Channel 5. I’ve got an outspoken personality which gets people thinking, and my style of fighting is aggressive. In my fights, there’s drama. So that can help.’

Fury would defend his Commonwealth title against Pajkić, Canada’s heavyweight champion. ‘I went ringside with Pajkić and shouted, “Oi, you and me, let’s have a fight”,’ Fury said. ‘He chucks this dirty ring towel at me and says, “C’mon, let’s fight now”. Everyone’s jumping in and holding us back. It was pantomime.’

The big man’s mood shifted. ‘I went on national TV in Canada and said exactly what I thought of Pajkić. I’d watched his fight and thought it was rubbish. He started calling me and my family names. I know this is terrible, but I’m in the mode to do serious damage. When I go in there, I’m trying to put my fist through the back of his head. I’m trying to break his ribs and make them stick out the other side. I don’t like this kid.’

Fury sounded ominously like Mike Tyson. His father’s favourite fighter used to say, in the 1980s, that he aimed to hit his opponent on the tip of the nose ‘because I try to drive the bone into the brain’. Fury had fast hands but, then, he had not yet learned how to plant his feet and become a destructive puncher. Those days would come but, back in 2011, he was inexperienced.

There was something about Fury, however, which made him seem very different to more ordinary heavyweights. Having interviewed Tyson in his most desolate years, I felt the same creeping chill when Fury began to talk with alarming vulnerability about his mental state.

‘I know I’ve got nothing to be upset about,’ he said. ‘I’m British and Commonwealth champion, I’m doing OK. I’ve got a few quid in the bank. I shouldn’t be upset. But I don’t feel I’ve done any good at all. I thought when the children were born, it would be a top thing. And when I became English champion, I thought there’d be a great feeling – but no. I thought it must be because it’s not big enough. Let me win the British title. But after I took that off Chisora, there was nothing. What have I done? I’ve beaten up another man in a fight. What’s the point of anything?’

Paris helped by joining in the conversation. We were trying to bring back some light, but Fury brooded and said less and less. I suggested there were always touching, amusing and interesting moments in life. He was young and his perspective might change.

‘No,’ Fury said firmly. ‘I don’t think it’s ever going to change. I just see it going crazy. One loss in the ring and it’s all over.’

Sitting in his armchair, wearing a black vest and shorts, Fury looked at me evenly. ‘There is a name for what I have where, one minute I’m happy, and the next minute I’m sad, like commit-suicide-sad. And for no reason – nothing’s changed. One minute I’m over the moon and the next minute I feel like getting in my car and running it into a wall at a hundred miles an hour. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m messed up.’

I suggested he could overcome these feelings. ‘No,’ Fury said calmly. ‘I just live with them. I think I need a psychiatrist because I do believe I’m mentally disturbed in some way. Maybe it was the fact that, when I was a kid, my mother and father were always shouting and screaming and hitting each other. My dad had different women and different kids down the road. My mum had fourteen pregnancies, but only four of us survived. We had a little sister born for a few days and then she died. There had to be a funeral. That would affect you.’

Fourteen pregnancies. Ten little deaths.

I asked about the life he and his family had lived as Travellers. But Fury did not feel like the King of the Gypsies that Wednesday morning.

‘Every day,’ he said, ‘you’re on a downward slope.’

‘I hear this constantly,’ Paris told me before smiling more encouragingly. ‘But there are good days. If you’d come on a good day, you’d have been all right.’

Fury leaned forward. ‘I just want to get across how I feel.’

‘Sometimes I listen,’ his wife said, ‘but depression runs in his family.’

Fury nodded. ‘My three brothers are the same. Everyone is a tough guy. They don’t talk like you and me are talking. But we all cry instantly. Look at me: six foot nine and if someone said this to me in my family, I would just cry. All of us would. But nothing’s talked about in our family. We just push each other aside, or give each other a punch.’

How would Fury cope if he woke up the following Saturday, on the day of his fight against Pajkić, in a depressed mood? ‘I won’t. I love boxing. I can’t wait for the moment I step into the ring. I feel calm then. It’s just me and him and we’re going at it, old school. But after that, it’s back to the reality and feeling angry with life. But, when I get in the ring, I don’t have this feeling I’ve got now. Right now, I really feel like smashing this place up.’

Fury looked around his home. There was a long silence. Paris and I exchanged uneasy glances. It reminded me of those moments when, while interviewing Mike Tyson, I had sometimes been unsure how our encounter might unfold. I felt the same jeopardy in Morecambe.

I asked Fury how he coped with such turbulent emotions as a boxer. ‘I don’t feel like that in the ring because, if I do, it’s all over,’ he said simply. ‘An upset fighter is a beaten fighter.’

I tried hard to believe that Fury might find some strange refuge in the ring. For a man who had little formal education, he spoke lucidly about his deepest emotions. Some of the most memorable fighters over the decades have been great talkers – but few of them, bar Mike Tyson, articulated their inner darkness so frankly.

‘I feel better in the ring,’ Fury said. ‘That’s when I get some relief.’

I asked Paris how she would feel the following Saturday night when her young husband prepared to fight. ‘I don’t get nervous until I hear his music and he starts walking out,’ she said. ‘My stomach turns upside down. That’s when you think: “He’s going in that ring against someone who wants to hurt him.” Before that it’s OK because he’s happy and excited and telling me he’s going to win. It all changes when I hear the music, but I remember to trust him. I always think he’s going to be all right in the end.’

Fury seemed calmer. ‘I love talking,’ he said. ‘It’s one of my favourite things.’

I reached out to Fury. He took my hand as I thanked him for talking so openly. ‘No problem,’ he said and his handshake was warmer, if still soft and yielding.

Fury nodded when I said I hoped the depression would soon lift. ‘I live with it,’ he said. ‘Hopefully I will get better at dealing with it. We should talk again.’

Five minutes later, looking out of the window of my taxi, I saw him turn back to his little bungalow. His head was bowed. He looked young and helpless.

Fury fought Pajkić on 12 November 2011, in Manchester, and suffered an early scare. In the second round, he was knocked to the canvas by a right hand to the head. It was the first time Fury had been down in his professional career; but he got up. He survived the round and then, in the third, he dropped Pajkić twice before the fight was waved over. Fury had won a dramatic fight and I was even more interested in him.

I interviewed him again in September 2013, at his training camp in Essen, a town in Belgium. It seemed poignant as Fury spoke about leaving school at the age of ten. ‘I’m not an educated person with any proper schooling,’ he said. ‘I’d like to take a course in writing. It’s hard when you’re one of them people who don’t know where to stop sentences or put commas or exclamation marks. You feel like an illiterate dummy.’

Fury’s face creased with emotion. ‘I can fight but that’s the only thing I can do. When it comes to anything other than fighting, or talking, I’m not very good.’

Yet his intelligence had been obvious while he drifted through subjects as diverse as depression and discipline, addiction and religion.

Fury soon displayed a malevolent side. In a 2013 interview, which was a tangled celebration of his culture as a Traveller, Fury told Keith Duggan of the Irish Times: ‘We are outsiders. Just like the Muslims have their ways, we have our ways. There are these girls who want to open their legs to every Tom, Dick and Harry. But they are looked upon as rubbish in our community. If I had a sister who did that… I’d hang her.’

When I next interviewed Fury, on a rainy day in Calais in February 2014, his mood had soured again because his fight against David Haye had been cancelled and he’d lost lots of money. ‘I was so fed up, I retired for a few months,’ he said. ‘I’ve come back because I need the money. I can’t get another job, so it looks like I’ve got to do this for the rest of my life.’

I asked him about his homophobia. In October 2012, he had threatened David Price, his British heavyweight rival, that he was going to put ‘you and your gay lover Tony Bellew’ in intensive care. He later blamed his cousins for posting that tweet in his name, but they were not involved a year later when, again on Twitter, he ranted: ‘I think @LennoxLewis & wlad@Klitschko r 100% Homosexuals!!’

I had interviewed Mike Tyson again in Las Vegas a month earlier. In our conversation, Tyson celebrated the life of Panama Al Brown who, apart from becoming boxing’s first Hispanic world champion in the 1920s, had been consumed by his long affair with the gay French writer and film-maker Jean Cocteau.

‘I’ve never heard of them,’ Fury said with a shrug.

He paused when I asked if he believed it was impossible for a gay man to be tough? ‘I don’t know. If a man likes to mess around with another man, it’s his own business. But I’m an old-fashioned married man with kids. I’m not interested in that stuff.’

Then, in October 2015, just before he fought Wladimir Klitschko for his world heavyweight titles, Fury gave an explosive interview to Oliver Holt of the Mail on Sunday. Holt referenced my 2011 interview and asked Fury if he sometimes still wanted to kill himself. ‘Oh yes,’ Fury said. ‘I still have those moments, but I have channelled it with God. Every time I stray away from the Lord’s word, I find emptiness and darkness… We live in an evil world. The devil is very strong at the minute and the bible tells me the end is near.

‘There are only three things that need to be accomplished before the devil comes home: one of them is homosexuality being legal, one of them is abortion and the other one’s paedophilia. Who would have thought in the 1960s that those first two would be legalised?’

There was justified outrage but, a few weeks later, Fury, as a huge underdog, boxed with sublime skill to outpoint Klitschko and become world heavyweight champion. Yet, within hours of his strategic masterclass, Fury had begun to unravel completely. He would say later that, on the night of his momentous victory, a miserable realisation seeped through him – not even being world heavyweight champion could offer solace.

When the rematch was announced, Fury cared little about boxing or himself. On 27 April 2016, he stripped off his shirt at a press conference to show Klitschko his wobbly belly. He seemed proud – as if this was a powerful ‘fuck you’ to boxing and life itself.

Two months later, Fury postponed the fight. He had sprained his ankle but UKAD, the UK anti-doping body, had suspended him after he and his cousin, Hughie Fury, tested positive for nandrolone, an anabolic steroid. Both blamed the positive test results on eating uncastrated wild boar. They eventually won their appeals against the ruling, but I no longer cared much about Fury.

The rematch had been rescheduled for late October but, on 23 September 2016, Fury withdrew as he was struggling with his mental health. He retired from boxing on 3 October – only to reverse his decision the following day. That same day, he featured in another provocative interview, with Rolling Stone, as he spoke about taking lots of cocaine amid deep depression.

On 12 October 2016, he vacated his world heavyweight titles and, a day later, his licence to box was revoked by the British Boxing Board of Control. Fury seemed determined to drink, eat and snort his way to oblivion. Darkness and silence settled over him.



I told my sister about the resurrection of Tyson Fury as she sat up in her hospital bed on Sunday 10 June 2018. The previous night, Fury had stepped into the ring for the first time in two-and-a-half years. He had made his unexpected comeback in Manchester against a journeyman called Sefer Seferi.

Heather was in King’s College Hospital in Camberwell, south London. I did not know it then, but it would be the last time I saw her alive.

She had developed a rare condition six years earlier which meant her bile duct kept closing. The blockage prevented bile from the liver reaching the gallbladder and small intestine. Whenever the duct was sealed shut, her entire body was affected. She had been through many operations so that stents could be inserted in the duct, but none had worked. Surgical complications at a different hospital had torn her oesophagus badly. It made future surgery extremely risky.

The consultants at King’s found that Heather’s kidneys had deteriorated markedly since the perforation of her oesophagus. She was also on a very high oxygen concentration because her lungs were so full of fluid that she sometimes had trouble breathing. The following morning, she would have X-rays to check for pneumonia, as well as a scan to uncover further information about her kidneys and a barium swallow test to examine the alimentary tract.

Heather was upbeat, despite the acute problems. After we had spoken about the various procedures, and her belief that they might finally help her, she wanted to talk about life beyond illness.

‘OK, Small,’ I said, as Heather smiled at my old nickname for her.

Heather was just five foot two, but she had been a massive presence in my life. When we were young, she allowed me to tag along on her adventures with the older kids and, whenever I got tired or frightened, Heather made sure I felt better. She also spent hours on the tennis court with me and I started calling her Wilson. I thought it was hilarious. Wilson was the make of a tennis racket, while sounding like an old man who slept on a park bench. Heather didn’t mind because she knew I revered her. Even though I cried when she kept beating me on the court, she always told me that, one day, I would find a way to win.

When we were teenagers, and I grew taller than her, I began to call her Small. She loved books and music and she opened up these worlds in a way that changed my life forever. Small seemed impossibly cool for she was listening to David Bowie and reading Simone de Beauvoir when she was sixteen. I was thirteen and stunned by everything she told me. Bowie wore make-up and called himself the Thin White Duke. De Beauvoir was a feminist. These words confused me, but Small explained what they meant. She played me all her favourite records until they became my favourites too, and told me about the books she loved.

Small was the first person in whom I confided my secret ambition to become a writer. It was a crazy plan. I was going to leave Johannesburg and travel to London to become an author. My mother and father were concerned. I knew no one in London. But Heather believed in me. She told me I could do it.

Heather was also the first person to really make me think about apartheid. When I decided I could not go into the army and do my national service, she saved me. The alternatives were limited. I didn’t want to go to jail for six years, but I was heartbroken at the thought of leaving my parents and South Africa. My mom and dad tried to dissuade me, but Heather bolstered me. She and her husband Ross drove me to the airport on the Friday afternoon of 3 August 1984 – the day I left home, at twenty-three, forever. I cried but Small gave me courage.

She and Ross followed me later that year and, while we missed my parents terribly, we did our best in London. It was hard and lonely, but my big sister protected me. I stopped calling her Small. She was just Heather – the person I always looked up to when I was struggling.

Heather was so full of life and hope in hospital. We slipped back into our old routine and opened up. I usually avoided talking about boxing to her because it was such a harsh and alien world. But I mentioned that a future book might be set in contemporary boxing. It would be a counterpart, in the 2020s, to Dark Trade.

Heather disliked boxing but she liked reading about the fighters I met, so I told her about Tyson Fury. I spared her the precise detail that, after 558 days outside the ring, I had watched him beat Seferi on a fourth-round stoppage.

Heather and I then discussed flying together to visit our parents in South Africa. The altitude in Johannesburg affected her breathing, but she was so bright that anything seemed possible.

Our mother was in the early stages of yet another battle with breast cancer and our dad supported her decision not to undergo chemotherapy. The thought of losing her hung over us. Heather had not been as close to my parents as I was but, on a summer afternoon, I felt her love for them. Finally, I stood up to say goodbye.

‘I’ll see you soon, Heather,’ I said as I kissed her cheek.

‘I hope so,’ she replied.

As I walked down the empty hospital corridor, the truth hit me again. I might once have called her Small, but my big sister had always been, and will always remain, a giant to me.



On Saturday 15 September 2018, I worked quietly in my office in the garden on an interview I had done earlier that week with the young Scottish boxer Lee McGregor. Over the previous months, McGregor had endured the death of his mother and two grandparents. The bantamweight spoke movingly about loss and grief and how he had howled with anguish. I had written half the piece and, late that morning, I took a coffee break. I went inside and the house was very quiet. My daughters, Bella and Emma, had not been awake for long and I went to see them. Alison had taken Jack to a university open day.

Sunshine flooded my office as my mobile rang. My brother-in-law Ross was already crying when I picked up.

Heather had died that morning. His wife was gone. My sister was gone. We had lost Small.

It took a while to piece everything together but, eventually, Ross explained. Heather had gone to bed early the night before as she was exhausted after treating one of their horses who had cancer. When Ross checked on her at 10 a.m., he was shocked to find her dead in bed.

The paramedics concluded that she had died during the early hours from lung congestion.

I could not howl like Lee McGregor had done. I still had my parents and it was down to me to break the catastrophic news to them. It was just after lunchtime in South Africa and they would be resting. I wanted them to have another hour of peace before I shattered their world.

I went inside to tell the girls and then I called Alison. Everyone was kind to me and full of love. But there was shock too. We knew Heather had been knocked further when test results, the day after I saw her, showed the early stages of heart failure. She was warned that the prognosis was around five years unless they reversed the ailment. They had booked her in for more cardiac tests, but her consultant was worried about a clot on her lung which could cause a heart attack or stroke. There were so many issues, but none of us knew that death was so near.

I looked at my last messages from Heather. Most of our texts and emails since I had seen her had been about her illness – or concern for our parents. Her final message came on Sunday 2 September 2018 at 5.12 p.m. It was a thank you for her birthday gift, a bird sculpture.

‘Hi Don,’ she texted. ‘Thank you for the lovely, lovely birthday present. You know how I have loved birds all my life so it could not have been a better choice. I am really touched by the gift and particularly that it came from Crete. Spoke to Ma and Pa this morning and it became very apparent they were very stressed about me last week. So sad. Am so sorry I have caused this trouble with my ongoing illness. Hope all going well for you and everyone with prep for back to school and uni. Speak soon, I’m sure. Love H xx’

There had been no answer to my subsequent messages.

Just before three o’clock in South Africa, almost 2 p.m. in England, a beautiful bird, a kite, wheeled high in the blue September sky as I listened to the phone ringing in my parents’ study. I knew they would be watching sport on television while waiting for their afternoon tea and biscuits. It took a long time for him to answer but, finally, I heard the familiar voice.

My dad was shaken but calm. After he had asked for as many details as I knew, he said I should talk to my mother. It was one of their rituals that, when handing over the phone, they would tell each other the gist of what I had just said. Sometimes it drove me quietly mad because there were days when I wanted to be the first to tell both of them my news. But, today, I understood.

I heard my mother gasp and then, with a crack in her voice, she said my name. ‘Don, I can’t believe it.’

My mom was strong. She knew Alison and Jack were away for the day and she asked if the girls were with me. I reassured her that they were close by. My dad was then back on the line. I told him about the kite. The bird of prey was hunting and it drifted slowly across the cloudless sky. It made me think of Heather.

‘I know,’ my dad said before he echoed her last message to me. ‘Heather always loved birds.’

I could no longer see the kite. My eyes were too full of tears.



Eleven weeks later, and the night before Fury fought Wilder in LA, I watched his new documentary. ‘I didn’t care about nothing,’ Fury said on Road to Redemption. ‘If I had 100 million in the bank or if I bought a Ferrari or a Bentley, it didn’t mean anything. Seven billion people in the world and I was the man who became world heavyweight champion. But I was depressed and I really wanted to die. I wanted a date with the death-man.’

My sister and the heavyweight could hardly have been more different. There were no analogies to be drawn between her death and his suicidal depression. But, as I watched his film, I felt the old stirring which I had explained to Heather. I was being pulled back to boxing. After so many days drained of colour, I started thinking about this book again.

Fury stressed that training had saved him. ‘If I stay in shape, I’ll be depression-free forever. If I can do it, anybody can do it. I’m no one special. I was a fat pig at nearly twenty-eight stone, drinking and taking drugs on a daily basis. Suffering with depression up to the point of suicide, anxiety attacks, everything. You couldn’t get any lower than I was and here I am, living proof that anyone can do it, because I’m back, telling my story and inspiring millions around the world.’

Fury said he felt like he had already won, just by coming back from a deadly depression. ‘Being a fat lazy bum with millions in the bank, that’s no life at all,’ he said. ‘Being hungry and fit and being a lion in the middle of a jungle? That’s life. I don’t fear being knocked spark out or even killed. I don’t fear nothing.’



Sunday 2 December 2018

At 4.52 a.m. my time, I feel the trepidation Tyson Fury claims to have conquered. Deontay Wilder has his right hand cocked as he waits for an opening in the first round. Fury soon follows a snaking double jab with an even more impudent gesture as he places both hands behind his back. But Fury knows the fight is freighted with danger and he does not tease Wilder for long. He jitters and feints, with intense concentration, as Wilder stalks him.

Fury absorbs a left hook but then makes Wilder miss. He pops his jab into the American’s face and closes the round with a sharp combination and a right-hand counter. At the bell, he raises his arms. His nerve is thrilling.

The pattern of the fight becomes obvious in the next five rounds. While his jab peppers Wilder’s solemn face, Fury evades most of the champion’s frightening punches. It’s intriguing to watch a chaotic figure fight with such precision. But I feel a constant hum of dread that, at any moment, Wilder might land a crushing blow.

Blood trickles from Fury’s nose. ‘You’re boxing beautifully,’ says Ben Davison, his twenty-six-year-old trainer. ‘Just don’t get greedy.’

Fury switches to southpaw in the sixth and lands some clubbing combinations. Wilder’s face swells beneath and above his left eye. Stepping back, The Gypsy King snaps repeated jabs into Wilder’s face.

There is more of the same in the next two rounds as, between showboating, Fury makes the champion miss while spearing him with the jab and clubbing him with heavy hands. Davison is almost purring before round nine. ‘What did I tell you when we took this fight? You’ll beat him with your left hand. But don’t get greedy, don’t get complacent.’

Wilder has success a minute into the ninth as two right hands back Fury into a corner. Fury taps his chin as if inviting Wilder to have another crack. The Bronze Bomber does not need an invitation. A scything overhand right crashes against Fury’s temple. He tumbles to the canvas.

Fury does not look especially hurt as he lies on his side, placing a glove on top of his head, as if to say ‘What an idiot!’ He is up by the time Jack Reiss says ‘nine’. When asked if he is OK, Fury places both gloves on the referee’s shoulders and says a firm ‘Yes’.

Reiss tells Fury to walk away and then turn back. Fury does so without difficulty and the referee waves them on. Wilder steams in, throwing hellacious right hands. One minute and thirty-five seconds are left in the round and Fury is in a dark storm.

But this is no ordinary fighter. Fury ties up Wilder in a bear-like clinch and then avoids some swinging right hands. Suddenly, Fury drives Wilder back with powerful punching. With thirty seconds left in the round, he spreads his arms to the side and roars at Wilder. He then puts his hands behind his back and wags his tongue. After the bell, Fury looks intently into the crowd and yells. ‘Come on!’

Fury comes out aggressively in the tenth and lands a crisp early combination, which he soon follows with an even harder one-two. Wilder looks unexpectedly fragile on his spindly legs.

The champion tries hard in the penultimate round, but Fury evades most of his desperate punches. Breland, in Wilder’s corner, asks: ‘You’re gonna give me a big finish?’

After forty seconds of the last round, a big left hand from Wilder makes Fury step back. Sensing his chance, Wilder moves in quickly and detonates another right hand against Fury’s chin. The big man goes down when a huge left hook smashes against his head. I sink back into my seat as Fury collapses in a heap, his head smacking against the canvas. He looks unconscious.

Wilder makes a throat-slitting gesture as a woman at ringside covers her mouth in horror. His family and his manager, Shelly Finkel, celebrate wildly, while the boxer is lost in a shimmying dance, his lips puckered in a kiss of ecstasy. The fight is all over in his head as his wife screams ‘I love you, I love you!’

Fury’s arms lie limply at his side, his left leg stretched out while his right knee is bent. The referee has reached ‘five’ in his count over the prone figure.

I can see that Fury has opened his eyes and, as the ref yells ‘six’, he starts to move. He is on his side at ‘seven’. At ‘eight’, he has one foot on the canvas as he uses his hands to push himself up.

I stand up too, in disbelief at his resurrection.

Fury is on his feet as Reiss barks out ‘nine’. The referee sounds almost incredulous as he asks the stricken boxer: ‘Can you continue?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you wanna go?’ Reiss asks. Fury puts his gloves on the referee’s shoulders and nods his assent.

‘Walk over there,’ Reiss says, pointing to his right, ‘and come back to me.’

Fury does as he is told, almost jogging to show his super-human powers.

Wilder stares at him in profound shock. His celebrations had been interrupted when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the miraculous sight of Fury rising from the dead. Wilder looks as if he has been plunged back in a horror movie where, at the end, the monstrous killer removes an axe from his head and resumes his murderous carnage.

Reiss gestures for them to continue fighting. I stay on my feet as Wilder starts throwing bombs again. A heavy left catches Fury who, against the ropes and covering up, takes it well. Fury clings on in a clinch but one minute, forty-five seconds are still left on the clock.

The referee forces them to break. Fury has the audacity to put his hands behind his back again, but he then nails Wilder with an overhand right. Wilder, this time, is forced to hold on.

With a minute left, Fury takes charge. He throws more punches before Wilder resorts to another exhausted clinch. A right hand from Fury jolts him and then, in a blur, the last bell rings. Fury wheels away as he kisses the inside of his left glove. He then climbs the ropes in the corner and raises both hands. He sticks out his tongue and shakes his head vigorously.

The fighters come together in a long embrace and, with their heads touching gently, Fury speaks warmly. Wilder buries his face in the shoulder of The Gypsy King. He keeps nodding while rubbing Fury’s back with his glove.

It’s raw and intimate and so different from the ferocity of the fight. Only in boxing does pathos follow violence, and brutality melt into vulnerability.

They kiss each other on the cheek before Fury hollers at the camera. ‘That’s pay-per-view!’

Ricky Hatton cuts the wraps off Fury’s bruised hands. ‘What balls,’ he says softly. ‘How you got up, mate, to come back like you did…’

Jimmy Lennon Jr takes the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, after twelve rounds of action at the Staples Center, we have a split decision.’ I take a deep breath of surprise. Wilder had knocked down Fury twice, once with terrifying force, but I’m still startled that a judge has scored the fight in his favour.

‘Alejandro Rochin scores the bout 115 to 111 in favour of Deontay Wilder.’

The familiar old deflation of boxing descends, but Lennon Jr ploughs on. ‘Robert Tapper scores the bout 114–112 in favour of Tyson Fury.’

Fury lifts his right arm and jogs on the spot. Wilder raises his left arm in hope.

Lennon then says in a velvety American drawl: ‘Phil Edwards scores the bout 113 to 113 even… A draw, a split decision draw.’

Fury shakes his head as the referee lifts his left arm, and Wilder’s right.

Fuck. Only in boxing.

Fury is magnanimous. ‘That man is a fearsome puncher, but the world knows I won. I hope I did you all proud after nearly three years out of the ring. I fought my heart out and we’ll do the rematch. We are two great champions, the two best heavyweights on the planet.’

Wilder echoes him. ‘We poured our hearts out tonight. I’m ready to do it again.’

At 6.15 a.m., in the wintry dawn, I switch off the television and walk slowly into the garden. The dank air is full of birdsong. It is as if, after such a war in the ring, and so much loss in my family, a few surviving birds celebrate our survival. I pause, look up and think of Heather as I see another kite, flying high and alone in a winter sky.





2 Loss, Again

On yet another flight back to Johannesburg, in mid-June 2019, memories of more traumatic journeys rose up. When my parents flew to London for the last time, exactly five years earlier, calamity struck. In the hours before landing, my dad could not hold a fork as he tried to eat breakfast on the plane. Even though he said he was just tired, his speech started to slur as I drove them home from Heathrow airport. The dread my mother and I felt, that he had suffered a stroke, was soon confirmed.

His next few weeks in hospital were among the most difficult of my life. There were deep concerns about his health, as well as paying the vast hospital bills as a South African visitor, but my dad lifted us with his capacity for hope. He worked hard with the occupational and speech therapists who taught him how to walk and talk again.

On his first morning out of hospital, I felt heartbroken as I helped my shuffling dad to the shower. He was hunched over, unable to stand on his own, and I could have cried when I saw how much he had been reduced. But as soon as I turned on the taps, and my dad felt the steaming water cascading down, he closed his eyes and let out a blissful sigh.

‘Oh, boy,’ he said softly, ‘that’s beautiful…’

Afterwards, as I towelled him down, Dad kept saying, with a slur, ‘Beautiful… beautiful…’

Three years after Dad recovered from his stroke, in June 2017, the matron at my parents’ care home called me in agitation. I needed to fly urgently to Johannesburg as she was concerned he could die within days.

When I walked into their room around nine o’clock the following morning, it took just one look to realise my mother was even worse. I rushed them to their cardiologist and, within two hours, my parents were both in intensive care at Milpark Hospital. Six days later, they were moved into a ward together. I took photos of them, smiling and sitting up weakly in adjoining beds. After more than sixty years of marriage, they still did everything together. This time, they shared heart failure and pneumonia.

When I returned to Johannesburg in June 2019, my second trip of the year, my mom was a shadow of the remarkable woman we so loved. As cancer took hold of Jess, we were relieved that her pain was dulled by increasing doses of morphine. But the medication robbed us of her wit and vitality. Jess could no longer talk much.

My father, Ian, had been a giant in South Africa and, in his role as the chief executive of Eskom, the state electricity supplier, he had gone against government policy under apartheid. He had slipped into the townships at night to meet with the then still-jailed Nelson Mandela’s banned African National Congress to discuss bringing electricity into Black neighbourhoods. After Mandela’s release, he had met the world’s most famous former prisoner as they decided how best to turn his vision into reality.

Ian spread his ‘Electricity for All’ ambition into a plan that covered much of Africa. He had done great things and, in his retirement, his name still resounded as his old company had collapsed into chaos with constant power cuts. Eskom, beset by corruption and inefficiency, had become a national joke and a parody of the company he once led.

In the last weeks of my mother’s life, all Ian’s dwindling energy was used to care for her. When the pain was harsh, Jess would moan and reach out. Ian’s hands would envelop hers. Eventually, the morphine worked its dark magic. Her cries would subside and her breathing slowed from a jittery rasp to a peaceful rhythm as sleep reclaimed her.

My dad could not find the same refuge. He lay in the dimly lit room, wondering how much more Jess would have to endure.

By the time I arrived at nine every morning, my dad would be in a terrible state. Yet, as soon as my mother groaned, he stretched out his hands and her pain softened.

He would get distressed if the nurses were delayed by other residents at the care home, which meant that they might be late in helping him shower or preparing Jess for bed. It was a test of my patience but it helped when my mother broke through her fog on the fourth evening – just as my usually calm dad was at his most fraught.

After the nurses had arrived, and he had been taken for his shower, my mother opened her eyes. She sat in her favourite chair in front of the television. Jess wore her blue dressing gown and normally, as the morphine lulled her towards sleep, she was very quiet. But after my fretful day with my dad, she turned to me.

‘I feel for you,’ she said in a ragged voice.

My lovely old mom was back, at least fleetingly. I smiled and said we would get Ian through this rough patch. She could not talk any more but I felt immensely moved.

Maybe she dug deep within herself that night and managed to soothe my dad. When I returned the following morning, there had been a change. Ian had finally had a decent sleep.

There was tenderness in our parting every night. After I kissed my mom, who had already been helped into bed by the nurse, I turned to my dad. I would remove his slippers and socks and lift his bare feet onto the bed. I would then pull the sheets and heavy winter blankets over him and tuck him up as if he was a huge baby rather than my incredible dad who had done so much in his life, and for me in mine.

‘Be careful,’ he always instructed me, as if we were back in those days when I used to work as an English teacher in Soweto in my early twenties and they worried endlessly about me.

As I walked away down the echoing corridor, I felt a bitter-sweet pain. Another day was over.



Boxing rescued me during those long winter nights in South Africa. I was back in the fight game. I wanted it to sweep me away from real life, and death.

Mainstream coverage was minimal, but I devoured my weekly copy of Boxing News and every day I crawled across fight websites like a punch-drunk social media slug. I used Twitter to keep up with the gossip. I checked Boxing Scene, The Ring, Bad Left Hook, Boxing Social and the rest. There were some writers I really liked, but the online coverage was swamped by clickbait and ingratiating videos. Still, I trawled through them.

I opened a ‘Boxing Calendar’ folder on my laptop. Documents organised by month were filled with daily jottings and links to boxers. I accumulated masses of information, most of it useless, as I decided who to track in the coming years. The best or most popular fighters – including Fury, Wilder, Anthony Joshua, Saúl ‘Canelo’ Álvarez, Terence Crawford, Naoya Inoue, Gervonta Davis and Oleksandr Usyk – were given separate folders.

I watched the fights on TV every weekend and, when it was a big promotion in the US, I got up in the dead of night. One early Sunday morning in April, I saw Crawford showcase his malicious brilliance as he dismantled Amir Khan in New York. The following month, Canelo Álvarez and Danny Jacobs fought a riveting battle as the Mexican won three of the four world middleweight belts in Las Vegas.

It made getting up at 3 a.m. seem logical rather than crazy, especially as Jacobs’s courage shone through. The New York boxer had overcome a terminal illness after, in 2011, he had been diagnosed with osteosarcoma, a rare form of bone cancer. The tumour had wrapped itself around Jacobs’s spine but hours of surgery and twenty-five rounds of radiation saved him.

Jacobs was called the Miracle Man; boxing dredged up miraculous stories. I needed its bewitching spell more than ever.

At my B&B near the care home, I kept reading and making fevered notes about boxing, updating my daily calendar religiously. Then, on 25 June 2019, Regis Prograis, the WBA junior-welterweight world champion, emailed me for the first time. He had started reading Dark Trade and he began a long email thread which he titled ‘Introduction’.

I didn’t really need an introduction to Prograis. I thought he was one of the most interesting and intelligent fighters in the US. He would soon get his own folder.

Fourteen years earlier, in August 2005, Prograis’s life had changed forever when New Orleans was devastated by Hurricane Katrina. His family lost everything and he had to start a new life in Houston – where boxing became his salvation. As our emails flowed, I came to understand that Prograis reflected on the disaster in a positive way. ‘It definitely forced me to grow up early and, looking back, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.’

‘When Hurricane Betsy happened [in New Orleans in 1965], my grandma remembers her and her daddy getting round in boats. She said: “If it’s going to be like that, we gotta go.” We left for Houston the day before Katrina. It was a shock because that life in New Orleans was gone forever. We were seeing the hurricane on the news. Water was drowning the city. Where I lived in New Orleans was right next to a lake and you couldn’t tell the difference. I knew we’re never going back there again.’

Prograis lived and trained in Los Angeles in 2019, but his New Orleans roots ran deep. ‘It’s home,’ he stressed. ‘Where I come from, the people around you determine your success. When I was young, I always looked at rich people and thought: I wanna have those things. Katrina took away everything we had, and we did not have much, but as I get older, I realise it’s the people that matter. It’s the relationships you have, the love you have.

‘I once looked at my grandparents as being unsuccessful. They had nothing and were real poor. She was a maid for twenty-five years. My grandpa worked two jobs for forty years. He was a janitor and worked on the garbage truck. At first, you think those are not good careers. But my grandma and grandpa succeeded in life because everybody loves them. My grandma talks to everybody. I’m a fighter but I try to be like that because it’s the right way.’

Prograis was a thirty-year-old African American world champion on the rise. I was a fifty-eight-year-old white South African writer reeling in the dark. But I felt a connection. I looked at my parents the way he looked at his grandparents. My mother and father had achieved conventional success, but I felt their greatest achievement was that they were loved by so many people.

Prograis and I shared a mutual love of boxing and books. When his family moved to Houston, these became the cornerstones of his life. ‘I was at a disadvantage because I started boxing late,’ he explained. ‘I had to catch up. And, for me, catching up was reading and studying. Everybody works hard in the gym. But what’s the difference? For me, it’s your mind.

‘Mike Tyson was a student of the game. I thought: I wanna do that. So I watched thousands of fights of all the greatest fighters. I was also probably watching five hours of TV a day and I thought: Damn, imagine if I read that much. Imagine how much I will know. I started doing that. Of course, I don’t read as much as I used to because I got two kids and I’m busy. But when I first started, I was reading six, seven hours a day
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