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I thank God every day for the life he gave me. Without His guiding hand, I would have been lost a long time ago. It’s only through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit that I found salvation and the strength to overcome the challenges life threw my way.

To Mami and Papi, who showed me the value of hard work and never giving up. Your unconditional love, support, and belief kept me going.

To my two beautiful children, you are my motivation, my reason for pushing harder every single day. I hope my journey inspires you to chase your dreams fearlessly.

To the many fans who supported me along the way, from watching me fight in backyards on YouTube to paying for fights on Pay-Per-View.

To Paulino, Mike, Dan, and everyone at American Top Team who believed in me when others didn’t. Your guidance, wisdom, and tough love shaped me into the fighter and man I am today. I am forever grateful.

And finally, to all the fighters out there—especially those fighting for freedom.

I see you, I respect you, and I will fight alongside you.






CHAPTER 1


BORN TO FIGHT

Everything slowed as I walked into the blur of the green, Dominican Republic jungle, ready to break free from weeks of isolation. My senses were heightened and adrenaline pumped through my veins in anticipation of the escape ahead.

It was September 2018, and I had been isolated for nearly thirteen weeks on the mountainous Samaná Peninsula in the Dominican Republic in a town called Las Terrenas. I agreed to appear on the Survivor-like reality show called Exatlón Estados Unidos after reaching a crossroads in my fighting career. But after nearly twelve months without a fight and a new clarity on my life and career, I was sick of it. My daughter’s birthday was a week away, and the show’s producers refused to let me leave for a day to see her; they said I was contractually obligated to stay. I was pissed. I’ve never been one to like the word “no,” and so I planned my escape. I changed into a new outfit: sweatpants, high socks, and a long rash guard. I tied up my hair, put on a bucket hat, and found a T-shirt to tie around my neck as a makeshift mask. I packed a bag, grabbed my machete, and headed out into the jungle. The forest had become my home that summer, so I knew how to get out. I walked toward the jungle’s opening, as I had done numerous times before. This time my target was the peak of the mountain. When you got to the top, it was crazy. You chopped your way down the other side of the mountain, and it was a completely different world, just pure wilderness. Freedom.

My heart raced as I swung the machete at the coconut trees and dense pine shrubs, hacking my way up the mountain, through the jungle. Chop. Chop. Chop. With each strike, memories from the first thirty-three years of my life flashed through my mind.

I envisioned my father at fourteen, floating on a makeshift raft, escaping communist Cuba. He was fleeing the communist regime with two other guys, risking death over the open ocean for a shot at the American Dream. I saw my four-year-old self, waking up in the middle of the night in the living room of my aunt’s cramped apartment, the Miami air thick and humid. I could hear the late-night clinking of beads as my mom made necklace after necklace while sitting on the old toddler mattress thrown onto the floor of the small room. She worked into the night—after working two day jobs—making Mardi Gras necklaces to scrape together a few extra dollars so we could live a better life and maybe one day have a place of our own.

Once I reached the mountaintop, I began my descent, hacking my way down the other side toward freedom. The world around me blurred into a green chaos. Chop. Chop. Chop. I reminisced about the streets of Miami, bouncing from one shithole to another, crashing on couches, and dragging my ass through hotels and motels. I remembered feeling that itch as I walked and rode my bike through the low-income, run-down areas of the “305” (the nickname for Miami, from its area code), seeing kids just a few years older disappearing into the temptations of drugs, gangs, and violence that consumed each inner-city block around me. That could have been me. I had to avoid that dark path day after day. That was a real fight. And I had won. This was nothing. Each swing of the machete was fueled by the thought of my kids. I had to get back to them. I had to break free from this jungle prison. I saw myself in the Octagon, back where I knew I belonged, desperate to return. The images propelled me down the mountainside.

After hours of whacking my machete through the jungle and hitchhiking away from the Exatlón camp, I found myself in a small, hilly neighborhood in the Dominican countryside. By then the show’s security team had been alerted to my disappearance and was out in full force searching for me. Word had spread quickly. The whole neighborhood knew I was there. All these people in Las Terrenas had worked on these shows for seven or eight years. Kids were freaking out, excited to see someone from the show. Then one of the neighborhood kids warned me: “They just pulled up. You gotta hide!”

I took off running up into the hills. These small houses were made of tin walls and roofs. The boy took me to a spot at the top where I could look down on the neighborhood. I looked out, and it was like I was watching an FBI raid. I watched as eight SUVs rolled up. As I watched the security team interrogate people down below, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around and an older lady looked at me in surprise. “I couldn’t believe it,” she said. “They told me you were up here.” She rushed me into her little house and told me to hide under the bed. She was offering me tea and fucking sugar cookies. Sweat-soaked, I crawled under the rickety bed, ate cookies, and listened through the tin walls. As I lay under the bed, I could hear the guards going from house to house, searching for me. My mind began to wander again. I imagined getting back to the streets of Miami. I thought about what I had learned during my time alone in the jungle. I was ready to get back to the UFC, back into the Octagon, my home, where blood, sweat, and years of hard work had shaped me. I needed to get back in the cage.

Two hours passed.

Then came a knock at the door. I snapped back to reality. It was one of the show’s security guards, asking the lady for a glass of water. She politely went to fill him a glass, and as she did, he stepped inside the front door. “Get out,” she yelled. “What are you doing?” He spoke softly, but I recognized his voice through the tin walls. It was Yousef, one of the guards I had gotten to know during my time on the show. My heart raced.

“Jorge,” Yousef said. “I know you’re there.”




THE POWER OF KUNG FU

The first thing I remember about my life is sitting next to my dad on the bed on Saturday mornings, eating powdered donuts with a tallboy glass of milk and some chocolate chip cookies. We sat there all morning watching the kung fu movie marathon on TV.

I was four years old and a very hyperactive kid. I was always on the move, and nothing could settle me. If cartoons were on at the time, they weren’t hitting. But these kung fu movies? Mesmerizing. They were the only thing that would get me to sit still and relax. I have glimpses of lying next to Papa Dukes in bed, watching the fight scenes. To this day he still watches that shit.

Come Monday, I went to day care and inevitably found myself in trouble, whether getting into a scuffle, defending my building blocks from a would-be thief, or jumping off tables, practicing the moves I’d picked up from those kung fu movies. I managed to get kicked out of four day care centers by the time I hit four, all for the same reason: fighting. A day care center would call home: “Hey, your son got into a scrap again. Can you come pick him up?” My mom would be upset. My dad would ask, “What happened? Did he hit you first? Did you kick his ass?” making Mom lose her mind.

My dad was my best friend, and I was his. Then one day when I was four going on five, he just disappeared. My mom said he was in the Army. “He can’t be here because he’s traveling a lot. He’ll be back, though,” she told me. “He’s very decorated.” That’s all I knew. We talked on the phone sometimes and he sent me a $20 roll of quarters on my birthday. But for the next nine years I didn’t see him. My friends would ask about my dad sometimes. “He’s in the Army,” I’d tell them proudly. “What’s his rank?” they’d ask. “He’s, like, high up there, bro,” I’d say.

For most of my formidable years, it was just me and Mama Dukes.

My mom was a machine, always hustling. She worked full-time at Dollar Car Rental, but she never settled for just one job. For as long as I can remember, she has always been into cardio, so after she worked a full day at Dollar, she spent another two or three hours teaching classes at Bally Total Fitness. She had crazy hours, but she pulled it off. I knew because when I was too young to stay home alone, I often tagged along with her to the gym. They had a day care center there, so while she was busy working, I ran around causing my own kind of havoc.

She was always coming home with a different uniform. One day it’d be black pants and some weird shit hanging around her neck. “I thought you were gonna go work the Dollar Car stuff today?” I’d ask. Dollar had an all-blue uniform with a little blazer and a skirt, and Bally had red shirts, so I knew she had picked up another gig. “No,” she’d say, “I was working the catering.” She was working all sorts of jobs, busting her ass. Then, late at night, while I was sleeping on the couch, she sat on the floor on the old mattress and made those bead necklaces.

It wasn’t very long after Mama Dukes told me my dad left for the military when she dropped another bomb on me. “Hey,” she said one day, “we’re gonna go to Peru to visit your grandparents.” What are fucking grandparents? I thought. Then it hit me. Oh, yeah, that’s right. I’ve met my dad’s parents. I guess my mom has parents too that I haven’t met. Let’s go!

We landed in Miraflores, Peru, and let me tell you, I had the fucking time of my life. I’ll never forget the first moment I saw my grandpa when we got off the airplane. “Come here!” he said. He scooped me up and sat me on his lap in the driver’s seat of his car. Before I knew it, I was driving a car in another country. Me, a four-year-old about to turn five, with my hands on the steering wheel, looking at my mom like You never let me do this. I love these guys! It was a rush. We drove to their house and, damn, it was a nice-ass place. It was so different from what I was used to. Before my dad left, times were tough back in Miami. We were always bouncing around from shacks to apartments, crashing at people’s places, sleeping in someone’s garage, or checking into shitty motels. It was fun because I was with my mom but shitty at the same time. We’d stay in a motel and I didn’t know why we were there. It wasn’t like we were next to the beach. But in Peru my grandparents were living the good life. They had a two-story house. It blew my mind.

Peru was a complete 180 from the home I knew in Miami, with its crib mattress on the floor. It was a third-world country, but my grandparents were doing all right economically. My grandpa had been a pilot for the Peruvian air force and then became a commercial pilot. Their lifestyle was on another level. I couldn’t believe my eyes. What the fuck? I thought. This is our family and they have all these fucking nice things. It was the best time of my life, but I was also kind of mad. Why didn’t we live here? My grandma spoiled me rotten. Whatever I asked for, she made it happen. They let me eat candy and drink soda all day. It was a fucking dream come true. Life couldn’t have been sweeter. It was like a never-ending holiday—until it wasn’t.




GROWING PAINS

I stared into the bathroom mirror of my grandparents’ fancy house in Peru, tears streaming down my face. The weight of my emotions was crushing me. I felt like shit. I hadn’t seen my mom in a while, and where the hell was my dad? The nights were the worst. I would lie in bed, tears soaking my pillow, crying myself to sleep night after night. This had gone on for weeks, but on that day, as I looked at my tearstained reflection, something snapped. I made a promise, one that I intended to keep. “I’m never gonna cry again,” I told my five-year-old reflection.

Little did I know that that moment would be the beginning of a journey that would test my resolve in ways I couldn’t imagine.

One day, a week or two after we landed in Peru, my mom started packing our bags. “Wait, you didn’t pack this toy,” I shouted at her. “And this one too! You forgot all these toys!” I was only five years old, but I remember that conversation like it was yesterday. When we arrived at the airport, I started hugging and kissing my grandpa goodbye. I told him how much I loved him and that I’d be back soon. I looked over at my mom, and she was a fucking mess. Tears streaming down her face, bawling. “You’re gonna miss your dad?” I asked. She couldn’t even speak, just crying her heart out. I hugged the three of us together.

That’s when my mom sent my world into chaos. “You’re staying here,” she managed to say. “I couldn’t tell you. You’re staying. I love you.” She grabbed her stuff, got out of the car, and started rushing away toward the airport entrance. Yeah, right, I thought. She’s playing around. I tried to chase after her. “No, come here!” my grandpa shouted, grabbing me and holding me back. It was a fucking struggle. “My mom!” I yelled, and cried. My mom kept walking until she faded and finally disappeared into the distance. It was like a movie. That’s when it hit me: Oh my God, I can’t see her anymore. Panic set in. I was freaking out. My grandpa tried to console me, sitting me on his lap and attempting to get me to drive again. But my head was spinning. I was disoriented. “She’s gonna be back,” he said. He told me that my mom had to leave because she couldn’t take care of me at the moment. She had to work but promised she would come to see me soon. But “soon” turned into a year that I didn’t see her.

Living in Peru wasn’t exactly a walk in the park either. Back home in Miami, we faced personal difficulties, but in Peru, the country was facing its struggles. There was a far-left, communist guerrilla group called Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) that opposed the government and was constantly wreaking havoc. They would blow up power towers, leaving us without electricity for weeks. It was a constant state of chaos, making it nearly impossible to use phones or stay connected. I still remember an incident that happened when I was around seven years old. My grandma and I had been shopping at a mall, and when we got home my grandpa and the maids were watching the news on TV. A bomb had detonated at the exact spot we had been just minutes before. My grandma was frantic, realizing the close call we had experienced. “We were just there!” she shouted. “We were just there!” I, on the other hand, didn’t fully grasp the gravity of the situation. To me, bombs going off seemed like a regular occurrence. It was a different kind of normal. I cherished a lot of moments in Peru, but it was another reminder of what made America great and what could happen when a country allowed communists to gain power. Another marker that would shape my worldview.

I was the wildest kid you could imagine, bursting with energy and ready to take on the world. I had a big inclination toward combat sports, but with my grandma being a traditional South American Catholic, she had reservations the first time it came up. “Are you serious?” she said. “We’re gonna put him in this?” She wanted me to play soccer, which is what every other kid in Peru was doing. All of the other kids were athletic because until the sun went down they were riding their bikes, going to the skate parks, or playing soccer. The No. 1 thing was soccer, soccer, soccer. I was exposed to it numerous times, but whenever I tried to join in, it always ended in fistfights. Every single time. I didn’t know how to play, and my frustration would boil over. All I knew were Bruce Lee movies, so I would kick another kid’s legs out from under them to try to get the ball away. They’d shove me. What the hell is wrong? I’d wonder. The second time they shoved me it was, like, That’s it, we’re scrapping. Kids would taunt me, and I would retaliate with my fists. I’ve been like that for as long as I can remember.

There was always a deep-rooted anger within me, fueled by the absence of my parents, the instability of my life, and the constant bullying. It was as if I was always looking for someone to take my anger out on, to fight back against the world that seemed so determined to keep me down. I know now that I was looking for someone. I didn’t have my mom. I didn’t have my dad. I was in another country. I was a foreigner who couldn’t play soccer and spoke broken Spanish that sounded funny. Behind that anger was a desire for connection, for belonging. But in that moment all I got was in trouble. Despite the challenges, my grandma was my guiding light. She was fucking amazing. She understood the pain I carried within me. My grandpa was in the military and he was way stricter. When I started getting kicked out of day care centers in Peru, he wanted to put me in military school. There was a fight with my mom on the phone. “No, I’m gonna pick him up any day now,” she told my grandpa. “Don’t do that.” They put me in a preparatory school for young kids instead. I didn’t last long there either.

Finally, when I was in elementary school, my grandparents relented and decided to put me in karate. I was ecstatic, convinced that finally I would learn how to fight and have the chance to prove myself. Little did I know that real karate was a whole different ball game. I had seen the movies on the bed with my dad when I was four. I thought they were going to teach me to fight and then I was going to get to do it. Peru had a significant Japanese population, the second-largest in South America after Brazil. The teacher was Japanese and was big on the fundamentals. The classes focused heavily on practicing katas, those air movements and sequences that seemed far removed from actual combat. I couldn’t help but think, Man, this isn’t fighting. I want to fight. The boredom of endless katas led to more trouble. When the instructor turned his back, I would mess around with another kid real quick and get into a sparring session, throwing punches and kicks with whatever technique I had. The teacher would catch me and whack me with a wooden stick.

I needed more than just katas and reprimands. I needed someone who would tell me, You’re practicing for a reason. I’m making you strong so that one day you can use your skills in a real fight. But all I got were endless repetitions and long poses. Holding a pose for twenty seconds wouldn’t save me in a fight; it would get me killed. Even at seven years old I thought that it was all bullshit. They finally took us to karate competitions. Oh, it’s my time to shine, I thought. I was bummed when I found out the fights were controlled. We could hit hard and fast, but we couldn’t actually hurt each other. We had to stop our strikes just shy of causing real damage and then pull back. It went against every instinct within me. I was seeing red, just trying to punch someone in the fucking face, strike them in the stomach, or kick them in the ribs as hard as I could. I didn’t have that control. I got disqualified a lot. I was a misfit.

Trouble seemed to follow me like a shadow. I would get in trouble at school, and my grandma would respond by taking me off all the extracurricular activities. She believed it was contributing to my disruptive behavior, but what she didn’t understand was that those activities were my outlet. Even though I wasn’t good at it yet, karate allowed me to release pent-up energy and anger. You never would assume that I could fight. I was small, skinny, and quiet—traits that other kids saw as weaknesses. But beneath that quiet surface, I was angry. I got picked on and picked on and picked on. I finally realized if somebody picked on me I had to fucking address it no matter how big or mean they looked. An eleven-year-old might not sound intimidating now, but when you’re only eight or nine, you think, Fuck, this kid’s big. He’s gonna hurt me. But I couldn’t let myself be pushed around. Sometimes I was in a bad mood and I was just looking for somebody to take it out on. If anyone dared to fuck with me, I would fuck them up. The constant bullying and my struggles fueled my defiance. It was a survival instinct: fight back or be swallowed up.

That experience in Peru, where I confronted loneliness and violence, became my training ground for life. As I looked at myself bawling in the mirror, I realized that I couldn’t go on like that, drowning in my tears. It was a turning point, the first step in hardening my heart and preparing myself for the harsh realities of the world. I was only five years old when I reached that breaking point, realizing that living in a constant state of sadness was unbearable. It was then that I made the promise to myself: I’m not gonna cry no more. It’s not bringing her back. My dad was also absent, traveling the world with the military, as far as I knew. His sporadic calls only deepened my disappointment. I remember one call when I was in Peru and I was so excited to talk to him only for the line to cut out midway through. It was like I had lost both my mom and dad. I felt abandoned, and anger began to replace the sadness. I knew that I had to toughen up to survive.

I made a conscious choice to suppress my emotions, to build a protective barrier against the hardships that life threw at me. I didn’t cry for a long-ass time after that. And so, with tears a distant memory, I pushed forward, determined to carve out my place in the world, one fight at a time.








CHAPTER 2


FIRST FIGHTS

One random night, after nearly a full year back in Miami, my mom showed up again in Peru for the first time. She never gave me any heads-up, never told me she was coming. She just appeared out of nowhere.

Mama Dukes had been back home in Miami working. So even then I always knew that there was something about America that made everybody want to go there. I wanted to go back. I didn’t know it then, but the reason I was in Peru with my grandparents and my mom was back in Miami was because she couldn’t support the two of us with Papa Dukes gone. My mom would call when she could, but because of the chaos in Peru we sometimes went awhile without talking. And then I wouldn’t hear from her for some time.

One night in December, shortly after I had turned six, I woke up in the middle of the night, still in a haze from my dream. Standing in front of me was Mama Dukes. I rubbed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, certain I was still dreaming. But, no, there she was. She whispered into my ear. “I’m here,” she said. “I’m here.” It was one or two in the morning, and I couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t mentioned a thing about coming. As crazy as my mom was, she knew how to surprise me, because she didn’t know herself when she was coming or going. Across the room was a closet full of presents. It was one of the best Christmases ever.

My mom’s visits were sporadic. Flights were expensive, and our financial situation wasn’t the best. She mostly stayed in Miami, working hard to provide for us, hoping for a better life. I didn’t fully understand our situation at such a young age, and nobody was telling me much.

When I was about to turn nine, after spending four years in Peru with my grandparents, my mom called and told me that I was going to leave soon and return to Miami to live with her. I had seen her only a handful of times in those years and now she was telling me I was going back home. Fuck, it was a lot to process for a kid.

It was a weird feeling to say goodbye to my grandma and grandpa. They put me on a plane and the stewardess looked after me. The flight from Peru to Miami was a blur. Suddenly I was back home with my mom in a little two-bedroom apartment she had managed to rent. It might not have been much, but it was ours. I had my own bedroom; there was a little balcony, a kitchen, and a living room. It was beautiful. That apartment on the top floor of a five-story pink apartment complex became my sanctuary, a little piece of stability in a chaotic world.

As great as it was to have our own space, I didn’t know how long we’d be able to call that place home. Before I lived in Peru, my mom and I were always on the move in Miami, never settling in one spot for too long. Ever since I can remember, I had this constant traumatizing thought: Where are we gonna live? But in that apartment, months turned into years. From the ages of nine to thirteen, we lived in that one spot. It was the most stability I ever had growing up.

I noticed that we were considerably more broke than a lot of the other kids I went to school with, even other immigrants who had just gotten to Miami. So from my early childhood, I had this appetite for wanting to get money no matter what. Back then, money was the driving force behind everything. I didn’t give a damn about Air Jordan shoes, watches, or fancy jewelry. If you saw me, I was wearing shoes from three years ago and clothes that didn’t even match. None of that shit mattered to me. That’s why I was always an easy target for people to pick on or talk shit about. But I didn’t care. I was always in my head thinking about fighting or getting money for me and my mom. I didn’t have time for small talk or caring about someone’s day.

“How are you doing?” someone would ask me. Do I fucking know you or something? I thought. Are you gonna give me money? I wouldn’t say it, but that was my attitude.

The neighborhood was rough, filled with a lot of immigrants from South America who had recently arrived in Miami. Many of them came from challenging backgrounds and settled in one of the lower-income areas of Miami. As a result, there was a significant presence of gang activity and drug problems. But I was just a kid, so I wasn’t involved in any of that shit. My troubles mainly revolved around school, where trouble followed me from Peru to Miami.

When I came back to Miami, I felt like a fish out of water. I didn’t fit in over there in Peru, and when I came back I didn’t fit in in Miami either. I was a quiet, skinny little kid with a big fucking head and I didn’t speak any English. Kids always took that quietness as a weak sign and assumed because I was new and kept to myself that I was weak. But I had my own thoughts I was trying to figure out. I got into a lot of altercations. I would see a kid throwing paper and I remember thinking, I hope he hits me with it so I can fuck him up. No one had any fucking clue that, deep down, I was praying for trouble so I could unleash my wrath on them. The paper would hit me. Bop! Just like that, I was in the principal’s office. Part of me just loved fighting, and the other part was, like, I’m in a bad fucking mood and I’m hungry. Hunger was a big thing back then. I didn’t always have food when I wanted it. I’ve had a massive appetite since I was a little kid, and sometimes there just wasn’t any food at home. So all these things had me constantly on edge, ready for war.

So much of my life felt out of my hands. When I was young, some things were beyond my control, like whether or not we’d have dinner for the night. But as I got into grade school there was a power shift: I decided I had to take control. If we didn’t have any food, I either went to a friend’s house and had a meal there or resorted to a risky move like a dine-and-dash. I’m not proud of it, but a few times I went to IHOP or Denny’s, sat down, placed an order, and then casually walked out. If they chased after me, I sprinted home. No one could catch me. I was running or on the bike every day.

Taking matters into my own hands became a crucial turning point. When my mom went grocery shopping at Publix, they had a stand dedicated to candy, where shoppers could fill a little bag for, like, twenty-nine cents. While my mom was shopping, I grabbed a bag and filled it up with candy. I would ask my mom to buy it, and when she wouldn’t buy it, I stole it. The next day I took the bag to school and started selling the candy. That led to selling fireworks in school. They were the legal ones we could buy from roadside tents—nothing crazy. My mom would go buy some fireworks and I tried to steal a few extras, or I’d tag along with my friends on my bike and as they bought some we tried to snag a few more. One of the many times the school called my mom during my childhood was when I got caught selling the fireworks. They brought her in and explained what had happened.

I joke that my quick reflexes come from dodging my mom’s blows. Every time I got in trouble, she yelled and cried and bopped me. “That’s how you’ve been getting the extra money,” she said on the way home. Around that time, when we’d go somewhere, I bought this or that or gave my mom a random $20. “It all makes sense now,” she said. “But don’t keep doing this.”





MY FIRST FIGHT

I was in second grade when I was in my first true fight. I was nine years old, going on ten, and my friend and I were riding our bikes when we bumped into a group of older kids, maybe twelve or fourteen, along the fence near the school. “Hey, let me ask you a question,” one of them shouted at me. I’m, like, “Huh?” He goes, “Get a little closer.” When I rolled my bike a little closer to the fence he stuck his hand through the fence, pulled out a fucking knife, and said, “Get off the bike!” I slammed on the fence as hard as I could, got off my bike, and he stood on the other side laughing and pointing. “You little pussy,” he said, laughing with his friends. I got back on the bike, glared at him, and rode away pissed. Shit like this happened in Peru too. These kids just wanted to mess with me and steal my bike if I left it. I got home crying because I was so pissed. This shit couldn’t keep happening to me.

After lunch at school a little while later we were gathered in the courtyard, waiting for the teacher to line us up to go back to class, when all of a sudden my little friend Fernando, who was the smallest kid in class, came up crying, saying some kid slapped him. “What? Who slapped you?” I asked. He pointed over and the kid was walking away. I walked over, grabbed the kid’s shoulder from behind, and as he turned toward me he instinctively slapped the fuck outta me. As his hand hit my face, I saw this was the same kid who had pulled the knife on me! I felt this immediate rage, like someone could’ve hit me with a bat and it would break. That’s how I knew I had something extra. He was two grades older but I fucking clocked him hard—pow! pow! pow!—just fucking wrecked him. The PE teachers broke us up. He was already gushing blood. Not a mark on me.

The kid was an immigrant from Venezuela, and as we sat outside the principal’s office, he started telling me how he had lost his dad and mom. I started feeling bad for the kid now. I had hated the kid and then I was, like, Fuck, man, I’m in the same boat. Before I could remind him that he had pulled a knife on me, they brought him to see the principal. He had been apologizing and I figured we weren’t going to snitch on each other. When I walked into the principal’s office, this little shit had told the principal that I attacked him, pulled a knife on him, and other bullshit. The principal was livid and called me in, ready to lay into me. “I didn’t!” I told him. I was nine years old, so I didn’t know how to defend myself. I felt betrayed. I learned an important lesson that day. Whether you’re right or wrong, get your story out fast. Don’t trust anybody. I also realized how sympathetic I could be. While still feeling angry, I felt for him missing his parents. But that rage returned when he lied. The principal was this old-school Cuban guy. Fighting was no big deal to him. He looked at me and said, “You’re telling me you didn’t pull a knife on him?” I was adamant. “He’s the one who pulled a knife on me,” I said. We were going back and forth. “Whoever pulled a knife on who, fighting is cool, but knives are not,” he said. “Don’t ever pull a knife.” He left us with that lesson and then sent us home.

Whenever I got in trouble, my mom would take away my karate, kung fu, or boxing classes just like my grandma had in Peru. I understand why she did that. I mean, she saw that I was an aggressive kid, so why make me even more aggressive? But she also didn’t understand that she was taking away my outlet. So when she took martial arts away, it backfired. I’d get even more irritated. Oh, man, if somebody steps on my shoes, I’m gonna fucking beat their ass. I tried my best to behave in school. I wasn’t always successful, but when I managed to stay out of trouble, my mom would let me join one of those fighting classes. And as soon as I fucked up, boom, she’d take me out. I joined a karate school, and within three months I was one of the better kids there. But then I got in trouble at school, and I didn’t see the gym for five or six months. These months away from class, that’s when I found an entirely new world of fighting.





THE RIDE OF MY LIFE

Since I was a kid, I was always on the move, riding my bike on the way to somewhere. Maybe that’s why I was so skinny. For as long as I can remember, my life has been all about hitting the road, going somewhere other than home—on a bike, borrowing cars, getting rides, or catching the bus. It didn’t matter how I got there. I did anything just to get to the gym or a buddy’s place. In the rain or blistering Miami heat, I didn’t care. My bike was my ticket to freedom.

While Mama Dukes was busting her ass to make ends meet, before we moved into the top floor of that flamingo-pink building, we were constantly moving around from apartment to apartment, sleeping on somebody’s couch, or going from hotels to motels, always uncomfortable. The road was my home. As an adult, I was able to identify the effects this kind of lifestyle had on me: anxiety and depressive episodes. But when I was little? I was just looking for an escape. So I was always on the move to do something else, somewhere else.

By the time I was eleven, when my mom and I finally had our own space, I made some friends in the neighborhood, including Tomas. He was my age and his family’s apartment was a short ten-minute bike ride away. I’ll never forget riding over to Tomas’s place one Friday night. When I stepped into his place, I swear to you, it was like déjà vu. It was almost like a copy of our crib. Those Miami apartments back then all kind of looked the same. We were sitting in the living room when Tomas’s fourteen-year-old brother switched something on the TV. They had one of those illegal television boxes that could stream pay-per-view channels.

“Have you guys ever seen this shit?” he asked us.

The UFC was established on my birthday when I was nine years old, but I had never heard of it until Tomas’s older brother flicked it on two years later. When we saw it, we were amazed. “What the fuck is this?” I asked.

I’d seen my family gather around the TV to watch boxing when I was little, but I didn’t really understand it. To me, it was just a bunch of dudes beating the crap out of each other in the ring. I couldn’t understand why everyone was so excited. I remember being around seven or eight, stumbling upon boxing again, and I fell in love with it. There was no other sport that captured my attention like that. Boxing was my first love. It wasn’t money that attracted me to it. I was never thinking I could make money fighting. I didn’t really know what money was yet. I just knew about boxing. I watched boxing whenever I got the chance, but I was still a kid, so it wasn’t like I knew what fight was coming up, and we didn’t have access to pay-per-view.

But this UFC shit, it was a whole new level. It was the greatest thing. It was everything. Don’t get me wrong: boxing was cool, but it was just two dudes throwing punches. How would a boxer do against a tae kwon do guy? How would he do against a jujitsu guy? Back then those questions weren’t answered until the UFC came around in 1993. Then you saw exactly what would happen to the best of the best boxers, the Tysons of the world. They’d get mopped up. These mixed martial arts (MMA) guys would scoop you up, put you on your head—and you can’t throw a punch from there. The greatest boxer in the world would get their ass beat to death fighting mixed martial arts. That realization right there turned me off boxing. What would be the point of being the greatest boxer in the world? These UFC guys would beat my ass. I didn’t want to be the best boxer or the best wrestler. No, I wanted to be the best fighter in the world, period.

Our eyes were glued to the TV when all of a sudden here came this guy that, in comparison to everybody else, looked like a stick. He weighed like 180 pounds, he was six-foot, and he was wearing some stupid-ass karate suit. I was thinking, What the fuck is this karate gonna do? These guys are gonna kill him, bro. There are these Muay Thai fighters, all sorts of badasses. But this skinny Brazilian guy, Royce Gracie, choked everybody out. Arm bars, chokes, you name it. Tap! Tap! Tap! He just ran through the whole tournament. Gracie won three of the first four UFC tournaments from 1993 to 1994. Turns out, he and his family had gotten some Hollywood producers together and made the whole UFC thing happen. They had this crazy idea to pit all styles against each other and crown one champion. One style that would reign supreme, whether it was wrestling, boxing, or whatever the hell else. The moment I saw it I thought it was the coolest thing on earth. Boxing may have been my first love, but MMA is what I wanted to do. I loved it. I understood it right away. When I watched a baseball game or a basketball game or a football game, I didn’t have a fucking clue what was happening. I couldn’t figure that shit out, nor did I care to. They were like foreign languages to me. But fighting—fighting was a universal language that I understood. Fighting spoke to me. It was the only thing that mattered to me. I started going to Tomas’s to watch other fights and eventually rented tapes from Blockbuster Video to watch at home. I would sit there, silent and paralyzed, watching fight after fight, hour after hour. I was hooked.

Back then, money wasn’t a huge motivator for me. I just knew we were broke. But I remember seeing something about the tournament winner getting something like $75,000. At eleven years old, it was mind-blowing. I could fight and make money? It was, like, You’re rich! Holy shit. Man, if I win like two tournaments that’s, like, $150,000! Me and my mom, we’ll be rich!

That night ignited a fire within me, and it grew into an obsession. I didn’t just want to be rich. I wanted to be the best, the baddest fighter on the planet.




JUST LIKE DAD

It was only a matter of time before the school system had enough of my shit and decided to kick my ass out. I never fit into the mold of a model student. My time at Charles R. Hadley Elementary School was a testament to that. Those poor teachers and principals had to deal with my relentless shit day in and day out. Looking back, they deserve a Nobel Peace Prize or something for putting up with me all those years. I was a troublemaker through and through. I was like a rebel without a cause. It manifested in various ways. I’d skip classes like it was a game, starting from as early as third or fourth grade. In the lunchroom, I’d do stupid shit just to stir up trouble, like throwing the leftover food from my tray in the air, causing a mess and chaos for no reason.

The fateful day came during summer school between fifth and sixth grade. Each day a bus would pick the summer school students up at the elementary and drive us over to another school for classes. To make some extra cash, I’d sell chocolates to the other kids. One Thursday I noticed $10 was missing. Someone told me they saw a particular kid take it, so I confronted him and demanded an explanation. He acted tough. “You’re not gonna do shit about it,” he said, unfazed. “You took my money!” I said. I told him I’d fuck him up when we got to the other school. As soon as we got there, I punched him in the face and dropped him. He admitted one of his friends took the money and promised they’d pay me back. Instead, he went and told on me and the next Monday three teachers were waiting for me when I arrived. They called my mom. “Listen, we went through hell for your boy,” the assistant principal told her. “We can’t handle it. Your boy is too much.” They finally had had enough of me. I had two weeks until I graduated middle school and they kicked my ass out. All over $10. That was the longest time I spent at one school. I made it through seven years there, counting my repeat of first grade. I never lasted more than two or three years anywhere after that.

To make matters worse, I hadn’t just been kicked out of Charles R. Hadley Elementary School; I’d been booted from the entire Dade County public school system. The principal told my mom that if I stayed in the public school system, I’d have to go to one of those alternative schools, where I’d be around other delinquents and spiral into more trouble. “If I were you,” he said, “I’d put him in a private school.” My mom was beside herself. “What?” she said. “We can’t afford that!”

My mom was quiet the rest of the day but I could tell she was upset. That night, as we sat in the car outside of my aunt’s apartment, rain pouring on the windshield, she let it out. She started crying, hitting me with her flailing arms.

“You motherfucker!” she screamed.

I tried my best to dodge her blows.

“It’s gonna be all right,” I said. “It’s fucking school, man.”

That only made her crazier.

“It’s not going to be all right,” she screamed. “It’s not just fucking school!”

That’s when she let it slip.

“You’re going to end up just like your dad!”
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