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INTRODUCTION



Dear Reader,


Nice to meet you. You seem cool. Obviously, you have excellent taste in books. Since you’ve only read three sentences, you’re probably wondering what this book is about. This book is one I wish I would have had on the worst day of my life. I like to think someone would have given it to me when I felt completely destroyed, and said, “I know you’re not ready, but when you are, you should really read this—and not just because it has valuable life lessons, but also because it’s amusing as fuck.” (I’m trying to limit my swearing, but heads up, I definitely say “fuck.”) You don’t have to hit rock bottom to read this book. Just saying, if you are there, I know what it feels like to be sitting there with you.


This book is not about how sometimes the greatest challenges are blessings in disguise. This book is about how sometimes in life everything you have worked for comes crashing down and the only way forward is to rebuild it into something better. This is my story on my terms. It’s all the things I wanted to say over the last decade but didn’t because I knew my words would be edited and dissected and ripped apart until they meant nothing.


From the moment I burst on the MMA scene seemingly overnight—“overnight” is what they call it when no one has been paying attention to the decades of time and effort you put into perfecting a craft—I was unbeatable. I was beyond unbeatable. I was all but untouchable. Some people might say that’s arrogant, but that’s simply stating a fact, and whether people like it or not, or like me or not, doesn’t change that fact. I walk out to my mantra “I don’t give a damn ’bout my reputation” blasting, so I could not care less about what “some people” who don’t know me think. I am known for being as brutally unfiltered in my words as I was for my style of fighting, and that’s what you’ll get in this book.


As the first female fighter in the UFC, I put together a back-to-back-to-back-to-the-fifteenth-power string of wins. Most were in mere seconds, racking up an impressive collection of records from fastest win, to fastest submission, to fastest title defense turnaround. I changed not only the face of a single sport, but transcended sports. I dominated both opponents and headlines. I appeared in two of the largest action franchises in history, The Fast and the Furious and The Expendables. I had a long list of endorsement deals—from Reebok to Pantene to Carl’s Jr.—and an even longer list of companies that wanted me. I inspired. Whether it was inspiring love from my fans or vitriol from my haters, I inspired. That journey, that rise, that seeming invincibility, that was my story.


Then, on November 15, 2015, in Melbourne, Australia, it all came crashing down. The worst moment of the worst day of my life was broadcast worldwide.


And afterward, for days, it was replayed over and over, on an almost inescapable loop. Everywhere I looked there it was. On TV. On social media. In news headlines. On people’s faces. I’m not sure which was worse: the looks of pity from people who care about me and didn’t know what to say, or the looks of smug satisfaction from people who can’t stand me, even when they’ve never met me. Imagine being asked about it, endlessly asked about it. By people who don’t know you, but who feel like they have a right—no, more than a right, a duty to ask. That moment dissected and discussed by millions of people who have never met you. Your worst enemies brought out to weigh in on it. People cheering about it, celebrating it, laughing about it. People tagging you in pictures with trolling comments almost a decade later. How do you come back from that?


For a long time, I felt like so much of my life had been me—just me—against the world. My story was literally and figuratively fighting to achieve what so many people had said was impossible, from learning how to speak as a small child to blazing a path for women in the UFC. I knew that others felt that same way, as though they had been counted out and underestimated their whole lives, as if they too were always fighting.


But I never stopped to ask myself, What comes next? What about after that? This is that story. It is about how there are things in life unquestionably worth fighting for, but there is also so much in life to just enjoy that doesn’t require constant struggle. It’s about letting down your guard; the one thing that is fatal to a fighter, but essential to building real relationships. It’s about identifying your people, whether they come into your life or they’ve always been there. It’s about replacing the unachievable pursuit of perfection with the pursuit of happiness. Finally, it’s about reflecting on the decisions you’ve made and knowing that making different ones isn’t giving up but growing up. And it’s interwoven with body slams, bruises, baby-making, and the occasional anecdote of zombie apocalypse–prep farming.


There is some element of truth to failures being blessings in disguise, but anyone who says that in the moment of misfortune is opening themselves up to being deservedly throat punched. For me, “blessing” is too passive. Instead, I like to think they’re opportunities in disguise.


For a long time, I envisioned myself walking away from fighting undefeated. A future that no longer exists. But now I realize that had that been the actual outcome, I would have also been unchanged and unchallenged. I don’t know if that means I would have been unhappy, but I can tell you that I am happier now than I could have ever imagined I would be.


This book is about facing your fears, even when you don’t want to. But it’s also about sometimes taking a minute to do whatever it is that you need to do to put yourself first before you face those challenges, and how that’s OK too. (And that can 100 percent mean lying on the couch, crying, and eating Cocoa Puffs if that’s what you need.) It’s a book about figuring out what you want, not what’s expected of you.


I don’t think my story is that different from everyone else’s. It’s about resilience, the evolution of self, and coming not only to find but also to accept happiness. It’s about chasing your dreams, facing failure, tackling transition, marriage, parenthood, and jumps off the top of the turnbuckle. OK, maybe that last part is slightly less relatable. But the not-as-relatable bits are what make things interesting.


Let’s start with the worst day of my life…
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This is the end. I will close my eyes. And then this will be all over.


I sat alone on the cold, gray concrete floor. Staring forward, blinking. Tears ran down my cheeks, but I was silent.


I couldn’t even think about what had just happened. Thinking would make it real. I needed a minute. A minute to process. To try to put together the irreparably shattered pieces.


I walked out to the Octagon, the UFC’s eight-sided cage. I had stomped out to Joan Jett’s “Bad Reputation” blaring, the crowd at its feet, screaming. I hugged my coaches. I held out my arms to be patted down by cageside officials. I met my opponent in the middle. The official said, “Fight.” I was hit. I tried to hide it, but the world swayed.


Then there was a bell. And my world ended.


A million lights burst before my eyes, but I couldn’t discern which were real and which were visible only to me, the result of random electrical impulses caused by my brain being jolted inside my skull. I stood within a kaleidoscope of noise and light, a jumble of images and sounds that I hadn’t figured out how to piece together.


Suddenly I was moving, as if caught in an invisible wake made by the large men in black shirts, ushering me through a human tunnel. I followed them, propelled forward only by muscle memory and an overpowering need to get away. It was as if I was drowning, breathless and kicking upward toward the surface that I wasn’t sure was there.


At some point I must have passed through a black curtain into a cement, fluorescent-lit corridor lined by black cables. It was the only way I could have gotten to the small medical room, where my legs collapsed under me, as if they couldn’t bear my weight.


I sat barefoot, covered in a layer of sweat and shivering. I could taste the blood in my mouth, my tongue against a gaping hole of flesh and muscle where my inside bottom lip had once been.


I could not yet comprehend the enormity of what had happened, but I felt it in every cell in my body. I had lost. But it wasn’t just that I had lost. I was still in my body, stuck here in some kind of state between hell and living. Dying would have meant all of this was over. Dying would feel better than this.


I could hear noise in the hallway, laughter. I could hear an entire stadium of people cheering my defeat. Tens of thousands of people celebrating the worst moment of my life.


It was the most intense pain and misery and embarrassment and shame I had ever felt. I wanted to kill myself. I wanted to swallow a bottle of painkillers, close my eyes, and end it.


Across the room, pressed against the opposite wall, as if trying to shrink themselves into the corner, stood the half-dozen athletic men who made up my team. Sadness hung in the silence. They stood, some blinking back tears, heads lowered as if attending a funeral. Their eyes darted around the room, glancing at me, concerned but afraid to linger too long. All of them except for one. The man who would become my husband locked his eyes on me and never looked away.


It wasn’t a look of pity, disappointment, or sympathy. It was pure love.


He looked at me like he would do anything to take my pain away, even if it killed him.


Amidst overwhelming grief, as I looked back at him, my only thought became You can’t die, you have to live for me.


And if he was living for me, I knew I had to live too. It would have been easy to end it that night. To escape the crushing pain I felt, and pass that pain to him and my family to bear instead.


But with that look I knew I loved him so selflessly, so completely, that I would endure anything to spare him the suffering I felt.


I didn’t grin. But I bore it.


That night, after I was rushed to the hospital to sew the muscles in my lip back together, Trav held me while I sobbed in his arms for hours. And he said something to me I will never forget: “You are so much more than just a fighter.”


All I had ever known was being a fighter. It was my entire identity. I had been fighting since the moment I was born.


I fought to live. I came out of the womb blue, listless, and not breathing. My umbilical cord had been wrapped around my neck, cutting off air for no one knew how long. The doctors worked quickly, but no one knew the impact those first breathless moments might have.


I fought to speak. As a result of my traumatic birth, I struggled to talk as I grew older. I knew what words I wanted to say. I knew what they meant and what they should sound like, but there was a disconnect between the words in my head and being able to get them out in a way that people could understand. I spent years in speech therapy to be able to find my voice.


I fought to overcome tragedy. The same year I learned to speak, my dad had a sledding accident. Sledding was the kind of thing that people have done millions of times for fun and been totally fine. But he broke his back and because he had a rare blood disorder, his diagnosis was terminal. Facing a slow, painful death, he took his life when I was eight. He was my hero and the greatest man I’d ever known, and he was gone.


I fought for sport. I started judo when I was eleven years old. My mom had been the first American to win the world judo championships, and I followed in her footsteps. Judo translates into “the gentle way,” but it is often anything but. Ways to win include throwing your opponent to the ground as forcefully as possible, choking them unconscious, and breaking their arms (technically, you’re just dislocating their elbows). I made my first Olympic team as a teenage underdog and my second as a serious gold medal contender. But both times, I went home without standing on the top spot of the medal podium. My soul ached as I listened to a national anthem that wasn’t mine as they raised another nation’s flag. I quit judo after my second Olympics, leaving behind a sport that I had loved because loving it wasn’t enough.


I fought as a career. I hadn’t set out to become a professional fighter, but in the gym I found solace and purpose after walking away from the sport that had defined my entire life. MMA presented another chance to chase greatness. A way to use my skills to prove that I was capable of being the best in the world. It was a place to channel my drive, energy, and hope. And in less than two years of training, I had taken not only myself to the sport’s highest level, but elevated women to a level that no one had ever believed possible. No one but me, that is. Within four years of me first stepping into an MMA cage, I had changed the face of the entire sport. I ran up an undefeated win streak of fifteen fights, many of which were over in a matter of seconds. Until the moment I stepped into that cage in Melbourne, headlines everywhere asked, “Is Ronda Rousey the greatest fighter we’ve ever seen?” Now, with a single defeat, I had lost everything.


Fighting was all I had ever known.


“You are so much more than a fighter.”


The words echoed in my mind.
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I had just turned seven years old and was learning the backstroke. You’re supposed to count the number of strokes from the flags to gauge distance, so you don’t run into the pool wall, but I hadn’t yet mastered that. I was going as fast as I could, racing an older teammate in the lane next to me who didn’t even know we were in competition. I was mid-stroke when I slammed my head full speed into the tiled wall. When I didn’t come home after practice—our house was literally across the street from the pool—my mom sent my dad out as a one-man search party. He found me, wandering our small-town North Dakota neighborhood in my snowsuit, hair still wet, disoriented and trying to find my way home. That was my first concussion. It wasn’t the last time I’d headbutt the wall swimming or crack heads with another kid going the opposite direction, but you always remember your first.


Five years later, I was a twelve-year-old orange belt competing at a tournament in San Diego. I hadn’t been in judo long but was already one of the best local competitors. I was fighting in the boys’ division, which added extra pressure. I had more to prove, and no boy ever wanted to get beat by a girl. In one of my first matches of the day, I hit my head landing on the mat after a throw. I got photo vision, like someone just took a picture of you with the flash. I blinked my eyes a couple times and kept fighting. I won the match, but not the tournament. I fought at least four more times that day, but I couldn’t blink away the spots, the light in the room hurt to look at. I told my mom I had a headache. She said to tough it out and stay focused. On the way back to the car, I threw up in the parking lot. I remember feeling my mom was upset with me, disappointed. I silently vowed to tough it out if it ever happened again. Many years later, I can recognize the concussion symptoms all too well, but I was just a kid. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want anyone to think I was weak.


For the next decade of my judo career, I endured several concussions a year. Sometimes, it happened in tournaments. Other times, in practice. I would go round after round at training camps against the best in the world, then return to my room, nauseous as I tried to force food down with my face, tongue, and fingers tingling and numb. All common signs of head trauma that I ignored. I would never rest or recover. I just trained through them. Any hit to the head would exacerbate the symptoms, extending the healing process. For ten years, I was experiencing concussion symptoms more often than not.


All my many judo-related concussions sort of blend together. One, however, stands out. The worst was at the 2006 Pan American Games in Buenos Aires. While fighting a girl from Cuba in the final, I got caught and thrown on the back of my head so hard, it knocked me out.


Sometimes, when your brain suffers a significant-enough trauma, one where it can’t effectively process the information it is receiving, it creates a story so that the information makes sense. In judo, you don’t knock people out the way you do in boxing or MMA, so I had never experienced that knockout sensation. But you can choke someone until they lose consciousness.


I knew what it felt like to be losing and regaining consciousness. As I lay on the mat coming back to consciousness that day in Argentina, the only thing that made sense to me was that I had been choked and was breaking out of it. When the referee called the match for my opponent, I was convinced he’d thought I had tapped out from a choke. I would have died on the mat before I tapped out. I got up and tried to argue, “I didn’t tap!” I didn’t remember that I got thrown. Then I don’t remember anything until waking up the next morning.


My weight cut for that tournament had been especially hard, and I later learned that dehydration is believed to play a factor in making you more susceptible to neurological injury. When you’re dehydrated—like when you’re making weight—you lose some of that fluid cushion in your brain.


A few years later, I left judo, but the thing about neurological injuries is you can never leave them behind. Your brain is not supposed to bounce around in your skull; it doesn’t develop calluses, it accumulates damage. With every brain trauma you incur, the next one comes easier.


No one was talking about brain injuries in athletes yet. The studies and awareness around CTE (chronic traumatic encephalopathy, the degenerative brain disease that can be brought on by repeated head trauma, most commonly found in athletes who suffer multiple concussions) had not become mainstream. In a sport defined by toughness, a blow to the head was met with “Don’t be a pussy!” not “Are you OK?”


When I started doing MMA, I had a lot to prove as a woman in the gym. I’d spar with world-champion strikers, but all too often, even with the smallest hits, I’d end up seeing stars. I endured photo vision and headaches for days afterward but said nothing. MMA is a sport where one of the things you are scored on is who lands more blows. I knew I couldn’t take many hits. Instead of going out in the cage and banging it out like a Diaz brother, I needed to be so perfect I wouldn’t be touched. The style of fighting I cultivated required me to be so dominant in my fights that my opponents hardly had a chance to blink, let alone swing at me.


I was well aware that concussions weren’t the kind of thing most people counted in the dozens. The more I pushed my body, the more it started to push back. The more that I fought, the worse it was getting. Even when I was at my most dominant, if the other person touched me at all, it could be enough to give me spotted vision. I would get barely grazed and feel like I’d had my bell rung. My fingertips would tingle. My teeth would buzz. Just push through it, I told myself. I was embarrassed to admit the impact the tiniest taps were having. No one could know I was vulnerable. My seeming invincibility did a lot of the work for me, keeping my opponents on their toes. If they knew I was one solid strike away from hitting the canvas, it would make my job a million times harder.


In fighting, people talk about your “chin” with such reverence. They don’t mean your physical chin, but your ability to take punches without it seeming to have an impact. They act as if the ability to withstand blows is simply a matter of will. That if you just want it badly enough, if you’re mentally tough enough, you can withstand anything. If that was the case, I would still be undefeated.


Going from one fight straight into the next, I didn’t have any time to rest, let alone reflect. But more than that, I think I was too scared to address the reality of my brain being pushed to the brink. I couldn’t speak up and say, “Hey, I’m dealing with some neurological issues and need to rest” because that would mean admitting to myself I had a limit. And to do what I did, I had to believe I was limitless.


I was so ashamed that I couldn’t merely will my way out of the evident physical deterioration that I didn’t talk about it. As a fighter you never want to admit weakness, but you can’t toughen up your brain. There’s no callus that will form. No break that will heal back stronger. There’s just an acceleration of the inevitable decline.


My entire MMA career felt like I was on borrowed time. How long could I be perfect? How long could I keep anyone from touching me? I had to believe it was forever. I had to believe I was capable of anything. I had to believe that no matter how hard things got or how heavy the demands, I could not only do it all but do it perfectly. I had to believe it because the only other alternative was if people found out I was already dozens of concussions deep, they’d know I was vulnerable. Then I’d be forced to face the music and leave the sport before I was ready to walk away.


I swore to myself never to be one of those athletes who should have retired sooner, the fighter that’s hard to watch age. I owed that not just to myself, but to all the women in MMA. Having its greatest champion linger past her prime wouldn’t be a good look for the sport. Being too proud to admit my brain had taken too much abuse wouldn’t be a good look for me. For Us.


Some days, after training, I would sit on the edge of the ring, unwanted sparkles dancing before my eyes, and ask myself: How many fights can you get away with not getting hit once? For me, it turned out to be fifteen.


Heading into the Holm fight, I was running on the fumes of my dreams and into problems I couldn’t train my way around. The harder I worked, the more my body and brain deteriorated. The more I physically broke down, the more insecure I became, and the harder I worked to overcompensate. It went on and on until everything just gave out all at once.


After my loss, people went around saying, “Ronda got exposed for having no chin.”


That’s bullshit.


I did everything that nobody else could, and I did it without even being touched.


I created the most effective and efficient fighting style that ever existed.


I was perfect. Until I wasn’t.
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As all true love stories begin, mine with Travis Browne started when my best friend Marina tweeted at him.


Travis was a top UFC heavyweight, so I had known that he existed before this moment, but this was the first time I actually thought about him. It was sometime in the fall of 2013, two years before we would find ourselves halfway around the world in a cold, concrete room in the depths of a Melbourne stadium. He had—and still has—a very large beard. Marina sent him a photo of birds living in Peter Griffin’s beard, and that is how I first became aware of the man who would eventually become my husband. Of course, that was the furthest thing on my mind then. I was dating a guy who doesn’t even deserve to be named, and Marina had a boyfriend who was one of the biggest losers ever. I fucking hated that guy and was on a mission to find her anyone else. I told her this Travis Browne seemed like a catch.


He was tall, standing six foot seven, had a shaved head and dark beard. His look was not uncommon in the sport, especially for heavyweights, but he had probably the longest and most glorious beard in the UFC at that point. What really made him stand out were large traditional Hawaiian tattoos running down one arm and up a leg. I thought they were cool. But that was it.


A few months later, he and I were both on the UFC’s annual New Year’s card in Vegas as 2013 rolled over to 2014. I was having a rematch with Miesha Tate, my MMA archnemesis whose arm I had mangled in our previous meeting. I ran into Travis in the warm-up room before the weigh-in.


“I just wanted to say thank you for being so nice to Marina on Twitter,” I said. “You guys are so funny.”


And then I went into my zone. I made weight and again submitted Miesha. My professional record improved to 8-0. That night, at the post-fight press conference, I was seated between him and another of the night’s winners, Uriah Hall, making jokes about balls as UFC president Dana White stood at the podium telling the media that I’d be going straight back into training camp to prepare for the fastest title defense in UFC history. Before I even had a chance to catch my breath, it was right back into fight mode.


Fifty-six days later, I knocked out Sara McMann in the first round.


In the fight, McMann and I came out swinging. She tagged me a few times in the first fifteen seconds as I was backing her up against the cage to close the distance. Taps like that should have been nothing, the kind of hits that as a fighter you just shake off, but not for me. I dropped her with a knee to the liver less than a minute later in what was declared the “performance of the night.”


Afterward, the cageside doctor looked me over as is standard for every fighter after every fight.


“Great job, Ronda,” he said.


“Thanks!” I said.


“I’ve just got to check you out real quick.”


“Of course,” I said, smiling. I knew the drill.


The post-fight exam is required, but not thorough. The goal is to triage major injuries and catch serious complications. They’re not diagnostic checkups. “Medical” is typically a small curtained-off area that you stop by on your way back to your locker room. The extent of the exams varies based on the fight and whether you win or lose. Because I won in such dominant fashion, my exams were usually as quick as my fights. A quick check of my hands, flash a light in front of my eyes, look at any bruises that might be forming.


“Any concerns?” the doctor asked as always.


“Nope,” I said. “All good.”


“OK, well, I don’t see anything that gives me any cause for concern, but obviously, you know the drill, look for signs of concussions, anything starts hurting later, anything changes, let us know or get it checked out.”


I nodded.


I headed back to my locker room. Contrary to what the name might evoke, it was just a smallish dressing room with a workout mat on the floor and some waiting room–type furniture, a couple chairs, a couch, and a coffee table pushed up against various walls. I flipped off the lights that hurt to look at. My head was pounding. I lay down on the mat on the floor. Photo vision danced before my eyes. I knew I should be celebrating, but I didn’t want to get up. I’d had so many concussions at this point that I’d lost count. This was just one more to add to that tally.


I certainly wasn’t going to tell a doctor. It’s not like I’d never fought injured. Hell, I don’t know if I’ve ever fought uninjured. I’d had multiple knee surgeries. I’d broken my thumb. I’d exploded a cyst under my knuckle. I never pulled out of a fight because of an injury because pushing through the pain was part of the job. The last thing I needed was to not be cleared to fight. The concussions were just one more thing to push through. I refused to think about what could have happened if the fight went longer.


After the McMann fight, I was running into people, and they would say, “I loved your last fight with Miesha.” I’d correct them and say, “Well, actually I’ve already had another title defense since then.” Now a decade has passed, and I’ve come to understand that no one’s ever going to realize how active they kept me as champion. How fucking difficult that blink-and-you-miss-it turnaround was. Or how unbelievable what I achieved was.


Later that spring, around the time I went back into camp for my third title defense in six months, Travis came to check out our gym. He was coming off a loss and looking for a change. Glendale Fight Club, or GFC, was located along a generic stretch of road amidst LA’s massive urban sprawl. It inhabited a small commercial space that was easy to miss if you didn’t know to look for it, buried between a half-dozen car dealerships and the occasional small storefront. The gym had a front wall of windows that could just as easily have made it a nondescript second-hand boutique or tire shop. Inside was a row of boxing heavy bags, a floor covered in green and red grappling mats, a full boxing ring, a small-scale MMA cage, and some dated cardio equipment. It wasn’t fancy or state-of-the-art, but it had everything you needed to train. The wall behind the ring featured a brightly colored larger-than-life mural bearing the words “Nothing is Impossible” and depictions of boxing legend Muhammad Ali on one side and GFC’s Edmond Tarverdyan on the other as if they were watching over the room. Lanky with thick eyebrows and an even thicker Armenian accent, Edmond was one of those people who even when he was in his twenties looked middle-aged. He, like my mother, had a piercing gaze that could make you feel like either the center of the universe or an insect on the floor.


In addition to being the subject of the gym’s artistic centerpiece, Edmond was its owner and my head coach. I had been training with him since I began a mission to do the impossible: tear down MMA’s chain-link ceiling and create a place for women in the UFC. Back then, MMA trainers wouldn’t give women time of day. There was no real money in women’s MMA. Without the potential to make money off female fighters, few coaches saw any value training them. But Edmond at least let me occupy a corner of his gym to train for free. I busted my ass harder than any of the guys in the gym until he was forced to take notice. Since then, I had gone 11-0 in my professional fight career, ushered women into the UFC, and established myself as one of the greatest female athletes ever.


For the longest time, it had just been me and a bunch of Armenian guys at GFC. Then after I served as a coach on the UFC’s The Ultimate Fighter reality show, it was me, a bunch of Armenian guys, two of the show’s contestants—women’s MMA pioneer Shayna Baszler and up-and-comer Jessamyn Duke, who had since moved to LA—and occasionally Marina.


Travis liked the way we ran things. Edmond had once been an amateur fighter but made the transition to coaching when he was still young and now had a small but growing stable of fighters and boxers. Travis had been training at one of those super camps, what we call a big-name trainer’s gym that has dozens of fighters. Those places draw athletes based on the name recognition, but you tend to find you’re just one face in the crowd without a lot of individualized attention.


Not only that, but Travis’s gym was out of state and he had two little boys in San Diego who he wanted to be closer to. GFC was at least drivable. And so, he became another guy who trained at our gym.


I am all business at the gym. This is my place of work. I’m not there to fuck people, I’m there to fuck people up.


Moreover, it’s a very family-type environment. The few girls that were there were like everybody’s little sister. We weren’t like those incestuous gyms where everyone’s banging everybody. When I was training for the 2008 Olympics, I had the misfortune of being at a few of those places. It wasn’t the reason that I didn’t win the Olympics, but that kind of toxic environment certainly didn’t help my performance or me as a human being. That was the culture we actively tried to discourage at GFC. The only hitting on girls in the gym happened during sparring and it was actual hitting.


Considering that, up until this point, the gym had basically been a bunch of Armenian dudes and me, it was an easy policy to enforce. Now, I love me some Armenian dudes and they love me, but we’re just not each other’s type.


The unwritten rule was in full effect when Travis joined as were my attempts to convince Marina to leave her boyfriend and date him. By this point, I was single, having sworn off dating because when it came to relationships, I neither had the time nor the luck.


One night, after getting home from practice, Marina and I began our evening ritual of taking bong hits in the kitchen and talking about our day. We had been friends since we were in our early teens, after we first bonded as two girls cutting weight in a sauna in Belgium at an international judo tournament. Born in Moldova and raised in upstate New York, Marina was the daughter of an Olympic-caliber powerlifting refugee who had to flee the USSR for being too Jewish at the wrong time in history. She had a slender but muscular frame reminiscent of a mastiff puppy hinting at the beast it would grow into one day, but also piercing blue eyes and gorgeous long brown hair that gave her a stunning Eastern European look. Marina was the kind of friend who would tell it to you like it is, but never judge. She had moved to LA shortly after I started my MMA career, and we’d been roommates ever since.


In yet another attempt to convince her to leave her tugboat sailor boyfriend, I started listing Travis’s virtues. Ten minutes later, Marina looked me dead in the eye and said, “Yeah, sure, I should go out with Travis Browne.” And I realized—whether in a moment of total clarity or an herbally altered higher plane of thought—that maybe while I was trying to sell him to her, I was really selling him to myself.


Travis had been training with us for a while when it was announced that his first fight as an official member of our team would be against my ex-boyfriend. My ex thrived on playing fucked-up mind games with me when I had a fight coming up and insisted we hide that we were dating so he wouldn’t be labeled “Ronda Rousey’s Boyfriend.” As Travis headed into the match-up, I pretended it wasn’t personal. I tried not to be overly involved or emotional. This wasn’t my fight. I was hoping he would win, but I was in training camp, so I didn’t really think too much more about it. That is until it was on live TV, and I lost my goddamn mind. Screaming at the top of my lungs, “Get him, Travis!” while punching the arm of the person on the couch next to me.


When Travis knocked him out at the end of the first round, I didn’t think it could get any more gratifying. My ex covered up on the ground while Travis pounded away on him. The referee waved the match over. Then Travis, towering over the crumpled, semi-conscious body of my ex, leaned down and whispered something in his ear. His words were indiscernible to the camera, but I swore I could hear Travis’s voice saying, “Ronda says fuck you.”


When he got back to the gym, it was as if there had been a shift. You don’t know why or how or when things changed, but things are just different.


Even though there was nothing going on between Travis and me, it felt like everybody in the gym could tell there was tension. When we would talk, everyone would stop what they were doing and listen. This suddenly noticeable silence hung where the clink and thunk of heavy bags being punched, the rapid-fire thump of the speedbag, and an unintelligible stream of Armenian wisecracks had existed only moments before.


One day I waltzed into the gym while Travis was training in the ring. “Hey, Travis,” I said as the sound faded like someone had turned down the volume on a stereo. “I got this really funny beard meme. What’s your number? I’ll send it to you.”


He walked over to the edge of the ring. “Oh, just show me.”


I hugged my phone to my chest so he couldn’t see it. “Give. Me. Your. Number. And I’ll send it to you,” I said slowly and with more emphasis.


I could see the lightbulb go off.


For the next six months, we communicated exclusively via beard memes. Ours was a very millennial love story.


Then, the stars aligned and the tour for my first book landed me at a signing at the Air Force base in Las Vegas, the exact city and the exact date Travis had a fight with Andrei Arlovski. The fight was back and forth, back and forth. Arlovski wobbled Trav. Then Trav came back and wobbled Arlovski. Then Arlovski came back and wobbled Trav. The referee called it for Arlovski on the second wobble. Trav stayed on his feet.


I was undefeated in MMA but knew the devastation of losing. From the time I had started judo at eleven years old, I had been focused on one goal—Olympic gold. I made it to the Olympics twice. As a seventeen-year-old, I had shocked the US judo world by coming back from injury to make the 2004 Athens Olympics team. I had planned to shock them again and to take gold even though probably only myself and my mom thought I stood a chance. But I lost two matches and was eliminated. Four years later, I headed to Beijing, the world silver medalist, no longer under the radar. I lost in the quarterfinal, and while I battled back to take home a bronze medal, it was consolation, not a victory. The pain of those losses has faded with the years, but it never completely goes away.


Watching from the crowd, I felt awful for Travis, but I was impressed by his heart. He was hurt, but he fought back. It was a hell of a fight.


After the fight, in the cavernous tunnels that thread under the floors of Las Vegas casino event centers, Edmond pulled me aside.


“You need to go talk to him,” Edmond said.


“Me?” I asked, looking around as if he was clearly talking to someone else. “What the fuck am I gonna say? You’re his coach. Why do I need to talk to him?”


Edmond stood there, stoic. “You always say the best things. If anyone can understand what this moment is like, you’re the one.”


“Fine, fine,” I said, making it clear that I didn’t feel like it was my place. To this point, our communication had been memes. How was it somehow up to me to provide some words of encouragement or consolation or whatever was expected in a situation where there is nothing that can be said? There were no beard memes for this situation, no words that make losing easier. Nothing takes away the soul-crushing pain of defeat.


We went up and knocked on the door of Travis’s hotel room. The space was crowded but quiet. A small group of family friends sat on the bed. His wife, whom he had married in a quickie courthouse wedding a few months prior, glared at me when I walked in.


She’d been to the gym once or twice with Travis’s dog, but I had never officially met her. However, it was clear through her pursed lips that she hated me. I had never thought about her before at all.


Travis stood there looking down at the ground. Edmond muttered some words of encouragement. Travis didn’t say anything, so I said what I would want to hear if it were me.


“I know this sucks,” I said. “Nobody knows how much this sucks as much as me. I trained my whole life to win the Olympics. And fell short—twice. I know this feels like the end of the world, but you don’t have to wait another four years for another opportunity. And when that day comes, when you get your title shot, you’re going to be more ready for that fight because of the lessons you’ll take away from tonight.”


I didn’t even know where the words were coming from, they were just coming. His gaze remained fixed on the floor. I reached up and held his face in both of my hands, raising his gaze to eye level.


“Just know that I love you,” I said. “I love you, and it’s all going to be OK. I promise, and whether you can see it right now or not, we’ll look back on this moment and be grateful for it.”


I gave him a hug, then spun around to the rest of the room as if this had been a totally normal exchange.


“OK, guys, well, bye,” I said with a half wave, walking out the door with Edmond close behind.


People often want to look back on relationships and romances recrafting the narratives into these beautiful, idealized versions of what happened as opposed to the messy, roundabout reality. I won’t do that here, and that moment is not where our love story became a love story.


I’m not a sociopath who would tell someone in front of their wife that I romantically love them. I said the same thing to Davey Grant when I coached the Ultimate Fighter—in front of his fiancée—when he lost. “I love you and this is going to be OK.” And I meant it then as a coach, just like I meant it with Travis as a teammate.


Of course, sometimes your words have repercussions in ways you never intended or imagined. In that moment, I unknowingly threw a grenade into their marriage. Albeit into what was already a post-apocalyptic level of destruction battlefield. But, as there weren’t any beard memes conveying such, I had no way of knowing any of that at the time.


What I did know was that after losing a fight, everyone’s trying to talk to you about the fight. And that’s the last thing you want to talk about. I wanted to be someone who wasn’t talking to him about the fight, and that’s how we actually started talking.


The next morning, I did something I’d never done before. I texted Travis Browne.


“I just wanted to say hi,” I wrote. “I hope you’re having a better day today.”


From Vegas, I set off to finish my book tour and Travis headed to Brazil. A week later, I sat in my hotel room in Denver, a blur of cities and signings making it feel much longer, texting with Travis. It was the last night of the tour, and I was ready to get back to my dog. To my own bed. To the gym.


“I can’t wait to be home. We can finally get some face time,” I wrote, my fingers aching from hours of texting.


The reply was almost instantaneous.


“Oh, sure, I’d love to FaceTime.”


And before I knew it, the little green camera phone icon was ringing on my phone.


At the time, I thought that he read it wrong. But much later, Travis clarified, “Oh, I knew what you meant.”


We talked until the sun came up in Brazil. By the time we hung up, all I could think was Oh shit. Oh shit, I like this guy. Oh shit, he’s married. Oh shit, I cannot get caught up in a scandal. Oh shit, I don’t even know if he feels the same way.


I told myself we had gone from teammates to friends. I rolled with that, and we just kept talking. About our days. About interests. About life. The kind of things you would talk to your friend about. And we let what we weren’t saying stay unspoken.


It seems cliché because every story about someone finding love seems to start with “I wasn’t thinking about serious relationships…” But I wasn’t thinking about serious relationships. I had a career that was unrelatable to almost everyone on the planet and that consumed virtually all of my time and all of my energy. I had gone through a string of shitty boyfriends, and after a 0 percent success rate, I had basically given up on any sort of love life. The year before, I bought a house that could only fit me—a Venice Beach bungalow with a bedroom loft where the ceiling peaked at five foot seven—with the full intention of living alone forever. I had no room in my life, metaphorically or literally, for six-foot-seven Travis Browne.
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I was slated to fight Bethe Correia in Rio that August. As always, we started training camp six weeks out, and we always did the first week at altitude.


From a scientific standpoint, there’s significant value in training at higher altitudes where the air is thinner. Because there is a lower level of oxygen in the air, your body adjusts by making more red blood cells to ensure enough oxygen is transported to your muscles. Moreover, when you return closer to sea level, your body is even more efficient and effective at carrying oxygen to your muscles thanks to the boost altitude training provides.


But that first week in the mountains was as mental as it was physical. It was like the moment in a race where the starting gun is fired, indicating it’s go-time. A discernible, location-based transition between training between fights and going into a fight.


The cabin we trained at in Frazier Park, in the mountains but not a ridiculous long drive from LA, was owned by the family of another athlete at GFC. While everyone referred to it as a cabin, it was more like a giant man cave in the woods. It was filled with vintage pinball machines, a pool table, foosball table, and a surprising amount of Marilyn Monroe memorabilia. The entire place smelled like pine, tea, and Armenian BBQ.


I looked forward to the first week of camp. There wasn’t a full ring set up there, so we couldn’t spar, but this time was more about making the mental shift into fight mode. I was starting to watch what I ate, but the diet to ensure I’d be able to hit my division’s 135-pound limit wasn’t yet underway. In the morning, I’d look out into the pines, drinking Armenian coffee and snacking on dark chocolate.


Beside the house, there was a small garage with workout mats and a punching bag. We’d start the day focused on striking, doing drills, hitting mitts, working the bag. After that, we’d work on strength and conditioning. One of the goals early in camp was to put on weight in the form of muscle.


In the afternoons, I would feed Monte, the lone surviving chicken after a bear got into the coop. If I felt up to it, I’d go hiking. If I just wanted to relax, I’d lay in a hammock and read. In the evenings, I’d do a grappling workout with whoever we had brought up to train with me, like my coach Martin who was an Olympic bronze medal wrestler or my longtime US judo teammate Justin Flores or whatever other bodies happened to be there.


At night, we’d feast on Armenian BBQ, huge servings of grilled meat, and watch old fights.


Wham! We were all sitting around watching a match one evening. On the TV, the legendary boxer hit the mat.


“And after that he was done,” Edmond said with finality, as if there were no more of this boxer’s fights left worth seeing.


“What, he just quit?” I asked.


“No, kyank jan,” he said with an Armenian term of endearment. “He just took one hit too many, couldn’t never take them the same after that. His chin was gone. Should have hung it up then. Can’t even shit on his own these days.”


I tried my best to hide my horror.


“So anyway, check this match out,” he continued, turning his attention to the next fight.


But I couldn’t focus on the back-and-forth playing out on the screen, wondering When was it going to be one hit too many for me? I shuddered at the thought, Never. I pushed the doubt out of my mind. I had to in order to stay sane. If I had to be so good that no one could ever land a clean shot on me, that’s how fucking good I would be.


I wasn’t an idiot. I could feel that my body and mind were running out of mileage, but I was still getting better with every fight. How could I walk away when I was then best I’d ever been?


It wasn’t unusual for various members of the gym to join us up at the cabin for training camp. This time, Travis was among them.


While we had not addressed it, it was increasingly obvious there was something between the two of us. And it was clear that Edmond both had a sense of this and was not OK with it. It was as if Edmond had pulled everyone else aside—or maybe just said in Armenian—“Do not leave these two alone.” Because there were not two seconds where we were unchaperoned. And so, we would sit next to each other on the couch, pressing our pinky toes together, and brushing elbows as we passed in the kitchen as if we were living in an episode of Bridgerton.


These moments, however, were few and far between as the purpose of training camp was to focus and prepare me for the fight.


Part of the ritual was that at night, after I went to bed, the guys would stay up late drinking and telling stories that were probably 99 percent bullshit. The third day of camp I came down in the morning after what I could tell had been a raucous evening. Everyone was still asleep, sprawled throughout the house. Travis was lying on the couch. Alone at last. I went over, sat next to where he lay, said nothing, and gave him a hug. My heart was pounding so hard and fast I was afraid he’d feel it. There was a lot of tension and things unsaid at that point. One was that he was married. That was a line that although we seemed to be moving dangerously close to, I didn’t plan on crossing. His beard was surprisingly soft. I had never felt it before. Afraid we might be seen and cause a scandal, I jumped to my feet and snuck back upstairs.


A few hours later, once the rest of the house had roused themselves hungover or still half-drunk, Edmond said, very matter-of-factly, “Travis, we have other people coming up to train. You’ve got to go.”


It made sense. He wasn’t my size and was of no value in a training situation. But I couldn’t help feeling it wasn’t purely logical.


“Yeah, sure,” Travis said. “No problem.”


He leaned in to give me a hug.


“See you,” I said as casually as I could.


Travis went down the mountain. I went back to camp.


A week later, I was back home when Travis texted that he wanted to stop by. We had never hung out outside of the gym, and now he was coming to my house.


The roar of a large diesel truck announced his arrival before the doorbell even rang.


“Hi,” I said, inviting him in. I was trying so hard for it not to feel awkward that it was awkward.


He came in, instinctively dipping his head as he walked through a doorway. His large frame seemed even bigger in my intentionally small house.


He cleared his throat.


“I just wanted to say this in person and not like a text or a phone call,” he said. “But me and my ex separated. We’re getting the marriage annulled. I’m telling you because I wanted to be completely upfront with you. To let you know. In person.”


The last sentence hung in the air like a question.


“Would you like a tour of my house?” I asked. “Starting with my room?”


I led him to my little loft. He looked comical hunched at the foot of the bed. “It’s easier if you just dive in.” I demonstrated. “It’s Tempur-Pedic, life changing.” He dove in next to me. We looked at each other, awkward as could be. I felt like my mouth was frothing, like my spit was full of bubbles. I’ve never had that feeling before or since.


“I just got a new jacuzzi in the back too.” I jumped up. He walked sideways down the steps of my loft because the stairs were too shallow to fit his feet.


I led him to the doorway, going on about my old Kit-Cat Klock as its tail swung back and forth, its eyes watching us. I wasn’t even looking at him when he gave me the sweetest little peck on the lips. I was totally caught by surprise. He stilled like a deer in the headlights.


“Sorry,” he said.


I smiled. “It’s OK.”


And from that moment on, Travis Browne and I have been together.


The next morning, after holding me all night, Trav turned to me.


“Listen, I’m not here to be your flavor of the month,” he said.


I was flattered that he believed I was successful enough in this arena to have flavors of the month. But here he was, less than twenty-four hours into our relationship—could we even call it a relationship yet?—letting me know, “Don’t go down this road unless you plan on going down the aisle.”


My mind was focused on fight planning not wedding planning, but this—whatever this was—seemed worth a try.


It wasn’t just two people meeting, but two people meeting at the right point in their lives. We both had already gotten to know who we were as people and what we wanted. We got to know each other first and respect each other first.


Even though it was only a few hours old, this relationship was different from any other I’d ever had. It was, I realized very early on, something worth fighting for.
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