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For Mom and Dad, I hope you’re proud of me.
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“There is no history of anything happening until it does. And then there is.”


—Mom
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FOREWORD


BY DANA WHITE, PRESIDENT OF THE UFC


Ronda Rousey is a game changer.


Of course I didn’t know that in 2011, when I was in Los Angeles and was asked by TMZ when women were going to fight in the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC). I looked at the camera and said, “Never.”


Back then, I meant it. I had no problem with women fighting and making a living doing it, but whenever the subject of having them compete in the UFC came up, I flashed back to this fight I had seen in a local show in Northern California. There was this woman who fought just like a guy, and she was in the ring with someone who looked like she took five Tae Bo classes. It was one of the worst, one-sided beatings I’ve ever seen, and I just didn’t want to see that in the UFC.


Then Ronda showed up.


A few months after the TMZ interview, we had a show in Las Vegas, and someone was calling my name. It was Ronda Rousey. I had heard of her; I had been told that she was a good female fighter. I walked over, shook her hand, and she said, “I’m gonna fight for you someday and I’m going to be your first female world champion.” Now you’ve got to understand, everybody—men and women—tells me that. They all say, “I’m gonna work for you someday and be your next world champion.”


But she was persistent, and as I watched her compete in the Strikeforce promotion that we had bought, I knew that she was something special. Ronda asked to have a meeting with me at one of the UFC events. Fifteen minutes into the conversation, I was thinking to myself, “I think I’m gonna do this. She’s the one who can kick-start this whole thing, and I believe every word that’s coming out of her mouth.” She had such charisma and energy. And to watch her fight, she was unbelievable.


So I made my decision, Ronda came in, and I made her the main event of UFC 157 on February 23, 2013. That decision got a lot of heat from the media and the fans, but she went out that night in Anaheim and delivered an awesome fight against Liz Carmouche. It was exciting from the moment it started until it finished, just before the bell rang to end the first round.


That was just the beginning.


The level of talent among the women just skyrocketed. It took off so fast that I never saw it coming. And leading it all was Ronda. She really is the perfect storm. I knew it, I felt it, and I went with it. Talent, looks, determination, she has it all. And while she went from bartender to superstardom, the reality is that she was always this amazing athlete, a former Olympic medalist who finally found what it was she wanted to do. She realized that she was a competitor who wanted to go out there and prove that she was the absolute best. And once she came to that realization, she took over the world of mixed martial arts, absolutely dominated it, and became one of the biggest, if not the biggest, stars in the UFC.


When I call her a game changer, it’s because she is one in every sense of the word. Not just for women, but for women’s sports too. People always say, “Ah, women’s basketball, it’s the WNBA,” “Women’s golf, they hit from a shorter tee,” “Women’s tennis, they don’t hit as hard as the men.” Nobody says that about Ronda Rousey. She is one of the most intense, unbelievable athletes I’ve worked with in all my years in boxing and MMA, and I’m not alone in comparing her in the Octagon to a prime Mike Tyson. Watch her intensity, watch how she walks out and how she runs after her opponent. She’s not messing around, and when she comes out to fight, you know bad stuff is going to happen to her opponent.


She just has this focus, not just in a fight or in training, but in her everyday life. This is a woman who doesn’t party. All she does is wake up every morning and say, “How can I be better than I was yesterday?” That’s literally how she lives her life.


Ronda is an incredible role model, empowering women and girls. When I was a kid, the boys played over here and the girls played over there; the boys do all the physical stuff and the girls play with dolls and play house. This past Halloween girls across the country dressed up as Ronda Rousey. That’s because she’s an amazing, beautiful, and powerful woman.


She inspires everyone. This past summer, the Little League World Series was going on, and Pierce Jones, a thirteen-year-old African-American boy from the South Side of Chicago, one of the stars of the series, comes up to bat, and underneath all his stats, it listed his favorite athlete. It was Ronda Rousey. That’s groundbreaking. He could have picked anyone—LeBron James, Derek Jeter, there are so many male athletes to choose from—but his favorite athlete is Ronda Rousey.


Ronda has changed the world of sports, and by the time she’s done, she may change the world as well. I don’t put anything past her, and I almost feel like Ronda Rousey is writing her book too soon, because she’s just getting started. What this woman is going to accomplish is going to be amazing, so get ready for Part Two of the Ronda Rousey story.
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WHY I FIGHT


I am a fighter.


To be a fighter, you have to be passionate. I have so much passion, it’s hard to hold it all in. That passion escapes as tears from my eyes, sweat from my pores, blood from my veins.


So many people assume that I’m cold and callous, but the truth is you need a big heart to fight. I wear my heart on my sleeve, and I have had it broken too. I can compete with broken toes or stitches in my foot. I can take a hit without batting an eyelash, but I will burst into tears if a sad song comes on the radio. I am vulnerable; that’s why I fight.


It has been that way since I was born. I fought for my first breath. I fought for my first words. The battle to be respected and heard is one I’m still fighting. For a long time, I felt I had to fight for every little thing. But now, one big battle every couple of months makes up for all the minor ones I forfeit every day. Some lost battles are small. Getting cut off in traffic. Taking shit from a boss. The everyday slights that drive us up to the edge. Some lost battles are life altering. Losing someone you love. Failing to achieve the one thing you have worked hardest for.


I fight for my dad, who lost his battle, dying when I was eight years old, and for my mom, who taught me how to win every second of my life.


I fight to make the people who love me proud. To make the people who hate me seethe. I fight for anyone who has ever been lost, who has ever been left, or who is battling their own demons.


Achieving greatness is a long and arduous battle that I fight every day. Fighting is how I succeed. I don’t just mean inside a 750-square-foot cage or within the confines of a 64-square-meter mat. Life is a fight from the minute you take your first breath to the moment you exhale your last. You have to fight the people who say it can never be done. You have to fight the institutions that put up the glass ceilings that must be shattered. You have to fight your body when it tells you it is tired. You have to fight your mind when doubt begins to creep in. You have to fight systems that are put in place to disrupt you and obstacles that are put in place to discourage you. You have to fight because you can’t count on anyone else fighting for you. And you have to fight for people who can’t fight for themselves. To get anything of real value, you have to fight for it.


I learned how to fight and how to win. Whatever your obstacles, whoever or whatever your adversary, there is a way to victory.


Here is mine.




FIGHT NIGHT


It is late afternoon by the time I get up. I have slept all day, waking up to eat and then going back into hibernation. I get dressed, pulling on the black shorts and black sports bra.


My hotel room is warm. I want my body to be warm, loose.


I stand in front of the mirror. I pull my hair back in sections. First the top, securing it with an elastic band. Then the left. Then the right. Until all my hair falls down my neck. I take another elastic and bring the three sections together, winding them tightly into a bun. My hair pulls at my scalp and opens my eyes wide. As I am standing in front of the mirror something clicks. Seeing myself prepared for battle I feel transformed; everything is different.


There is an hour before it is time to leave. I pull on my Reebok sweats and my battle boots—cheap, black, faux-suede Love Culture boots that are falling apart but that have seen me through almost every professional win.


My team is sitting in the living room of my hotel suite, spread out between the loveseat-sized sofa and a couple of chairs. Their voices are hushed, but the occasional muffled laugh comes through the closed door. I can hear them moving around. Edmond, my head coach, double-checks his bag to make sure we are not forgetting anything. Rener, who trains me in Brazilian Jiujitsu, rolls and re-rolls the banner with my sponsors’ logos that will be displayed behind me in the cage. He wants the banner to be just right, so it can be unfurled with a simple flick of the wrist. Martin, who trains me in wrestling, is unflappably calm. Justin, my training partner in judo and childhood friend, rubs his hands anxiously. They are decked out head-to-toe in my team’s official walkout gear.


I open the door separating the two rooms, and everyone freezes. The room is silent.


Security knocks on the door; they’re ready to escort us down.


When I walk out of the hotel room, I feel like Superman stepping out of the phone booth—chest out, cape billowing behind him. Unstoppable. Unbeatable. Only instead of an S, I have the UFC logo emblazoned across my chest. My mean face is on. From the minute I leave the room, I’m in fight mode.


Outside my door there are three men with earpieces tasked to take me down to my fight.


“Are you ready?” the head officer asks—he means to walk down to the arena.


“Ready,” I reply—I mean to win the fight.


Edmond glances around the room, doing a final visual sweep. He hands me my Monster headphones and I slip them on around my neck.


The head security officer leads the way. My team surrounds me, and the other two officers take up the back.


We march through service elevators into tunnels of concrete floors, fluorescent lighting, and exposed pipes. The hallways are empty, and the sounds of our feet reverberate through the corridors. We pass underground rooms where concession workers clock in and rooms where the recycling is sorted. I hear the din from the employee cafeteria. The beeping of a forklift loading pallets fades into silence as we walk through the maze toward the locker room.


As we get closer, I see more signs of life. Production staffers weave through the halls. Cameramen, more security, coaches, athletes, athletic commission members, random strangers are popping in and out of doors. An official from the state athletic commission joins us as we enter the arena. From this moment until I leave the building at the end of the night, I will never be out of her sight.


On my locker room door there’s a white paper printout with my name in black letters held up by electrical tape. “Good luck,” the security officer says as I step into the windowless cinderblock room. The walls are light beige; the carpet is thin and dark. There’s an athletic mat on the floor and a flat-screen TV on the wall plays the live broadcast of the undercard fights.


In other locker rooms, people bring stereos and play music. People joke and make light of things.


My locker room is serious. It is quiet. No one smiles. I don’t like people telling jokes in my locker room. Now is not a time to tell jokes. From the minute we leave my hotel room, do not fuck around. The time for fucking around is over. Some serious shit is about to happen.


I am not looking to escape the pressure. I am embracing it. Pressure is what builds up in the chamber behind a bullet before it explodes out of the gun.


We walk into the locker room and settle in. My fifth cornerman, Gene LeBell, an MMA pioneer and longtime family friend, joins up with us. He sits clicking his stopwatch on and off. I lie down on the floor, my head on my bag. I close my eyes. I try to drift off to sleep.


I wake up and want to warm up, but it is too early and Edmond stops me.


“Relax, it’s not time yet,” he says in his thick Armenian accent. His voice is calm and reassuring. He rubs my shoulders briefly, as if trying to knead out the excess energy surging through my body.


I want to bounce around and do something. I want to be more ready.


“Even if you’re cold, you’re fine,” Edmond says. “Just relax. You don’t want to over warm up.”


Edmond wraps my hands as the representative from the state athletic commission watches to make sure everything about the wrapping process is legit.


Gauze first. Then the white fabric tape that makes a ripping sound as it pulls away from the roll. I watch as the tape loops hypnotically between my fingers, around my hands, and down to my wrists. Then Edmond smooths the end of the tape along my wrist and I am one step closer to the moment I have been waiting for, the moment I have been training for, the moment I have never been more ready for.


The commission official signs my wraps with a black permanent marker. I start stretching, bouncing around a bit. Edmond holds the mitts for a few punches, but stops me before it goes too long. It feels like it’s not quite enough. I am itching to do more.


“Relax, relax,” he says.


Over the broadcast I can hear the crowd. As more people pour in the excitement builds until I can hear the noise pushing through the walls. The crowd’s energy pulsates through the concrete into my body.


The clock ticks. Edmond sits me down on a folding chair. He leans in close.


“You are more prepared than this girl,” he says to me. “You are better in every area than she is. You have fought for this moment. You have sweated for this moment. You have busted your ass for this moment. Everything we have done has led up to right now. You are the best in the world. Now, go out there and fuck this girl up.”


Destroying my opponent is the only thing I want to do in that moment. It is the singular focus of every cell in my body.


In the hallway, I hear Burt Watson’s gravelly voice. Burt is the official babysitter of UFC fighters, which means he handles so many random things that there’s not a title for what he does other than to say he helps take care of us.


“We rollin’, yeah!” he shouts. “This is what we do, and why we do it, baby. This is your night, your fight. Don’t let them take your night, baby.” His voice bellows along the corridor as he walks me out. I get excited.


My challenger always comes out first. I can’t see her, but I hear her lame music blasting throughout the arena. I immediately hate her walkout song.


I hear the audience react to her. In the shadow of the tunnel, I can feel their applause pounding the air, but I know that their reaction to me is going to explode through the arena. People are going to lose their goddamn minds when I walk out. I can almost feel their roar in my bones, and I know that the noise will rattle my challenger.


Edmond presses my face hard. He rubs my ears and nose. My face tenses, preparing for possible impact. He pulls my hair back tighter on my head. My scalp tingles. My eyes widen. I am awake. I am alert. I am ready.


We get our cue. Security flanks me. My corner walks a step behind me.


Joan Jett’s fierce guitar chords send a charge through me and, as “Bad Reputation” blares, I storm through the hallway, glaring straight ahead.


The crowd roars when I step out, but it is like the volume and brightness of everything around me has been turned down. I can see nothing but what is right ahead of me, the path to the cage.


At the steps of the Octagon I remove my headphones, take off the battle boots. I take off my hoodie, my T-shirt, my sweats. My corner helps me because it can be hard to remove a layer of clothes when your hands are taped and in padded gloves.


Edmond pats me down with a towel. I hug each member of my corner. Rener. “Uncle” Gene. Martin. Justin. Edmond kisses me on the cheek. We hug. Edmond pops my mouth guard in. I take a sip of water. Stitch Duran, my cutman, wipes my face with Vaseline and steps aside.


I hold out my arms and an official pats me down to make sure I don’t have anything hidden on me. He runs his hands behind my ears, up my hair, and into the tight bun. He has me open my mouth. He checks my gloves. He directs me up the stairs.


I bow when I enter the cage, a slight nod that is a habit from my judo days. I stomp my left foot twice. Then my right. I jump and stomp them both. I walk toward my corner. I shake my arms. I slap my right shoulder, then my left, then my thighs. I touch the ground. My corner unfurls my sponsorship banner behind me. I bounce from foot to foot. I squat and pop back up. I stomp my feet once more. Then I stop.


The moment has arrived. My body is relaxed yet hyper-alert, ready to act and react. My senses are heightened. I am overcome with a single desire—to win. It is simply a matter of win or die. I feel as if I was just here, in this moment, in this cage, as if the time that has separated this fight from my last fight did not exist. My brain reverts to fight mode, and I enter a zone where nothing but fighting has ever existed.


I stare across the cage.


UFC announcer Bruce Buffer comes to the center of the cage. Bruce is the best in the game, but when he looks toward my opponent’s corner all I hear is, “Wah wah wah wah wah wah wah.” Then he turns toward my corner and says, “Wah wah wah wah wah wah wah.”


I see the other girl. I lock in on her. I always try to make eye contact. Sometimes, she looks away.


I want her to look at me.


I want her to stare me in the eye. I want her to see that I have no fear. I want her to know she stands no chance. I want her to be scared. I want her to know she is going to lose.


The referee looks at my opponent and asks, “Are you ready?”


She nods.


He points to me.


“Are you ready?”


I nod and think, Born that way.


And then we begin.
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I WAS BORN READY


A lot of people get self-conscious about not being ready before a fight. They walk out feeling cold and unprepared, believing that feeling will disappear if they could warm up a little bit more. It gets into their head.


I was raised to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. I hardly warm up at all, and yet, I am so prepared to fight that at the beginning of a match, I am almost forcibly holding myself back, just waiting for that referee’s hand to drop.


You never know if you’ll have to be ready sooner than you expected.


When I was born, I almost died.


On February 1, 1987, my pregnant mother was rushing around the house trying to get everything in order before my parents left for the hospital.


“Ron, are you ready?” my mom asked my dad.


“Darlin’, I was born ready,” he answered.


But my parents were not ready for the events that would follow.


I was born with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck, cutting off my air supply. My heart stopped. I came out blue and listless. On the 0–10 Apgar scale used to rate babies’ health at birth, seven is considered good. My score was a zero.


Mom says that the doctors thought I was dead. Everything was movement and chaos. Doctors running in from all directions. The squeaking wheels of metal carts carrying equipment being rushed into the room. Cabinets slamming as the medical staff pulled items from the shelves. The lead doctor shouting orders as people poured into the room. Eventually, the doctors managed to get me some air. They cut the cord, unwrapped it from around my neck, gave me baby CPR and oxygen. Then after what my mom describes as an eternity—but was probably closer to a few minutes—I started breathing and my heart started beating.


The whole experience had my parents pretty freaked out. It was the only time my mom saw my dad cry.


My parents named me Ronda after my dad, whose name was Ron. Some people think there’s some special reason I’m Ronda without an h, but it was unintentional. After all the panic died down and it was clear that I was going to live, the nurse asked my dad what they wanted to name me. He said, “Ronda.” The nurse asked how to spell it. His name was Ron and he just assumed it was spelled the same, so he told her, “R-O-N-D-A.” And that’s what they put on my birth certificate. They might as well have put down “Ronda, no H” since I’ve had to go through my entire life correcting people on the spelling—and only recently have people started spelling it right more often than not—but I think it fits me better. H is a stupid letter anyway.


My parents were happy I was alive, but the doctor who saved me said that I might have brain damage and that it might not be evident right away. In fact, he told my mom it might take months or even years if the damage was in areas that control things like walking or speech since those delays aren’t apparent until you get to those developmental stages.


Doctors don’t usually sugarcoat the truth, but he offered my mom his nonclinical opinion.


“In most cases like this, she would not have survived,” he said. “I can’t tell you anything definitive right now beyond the fact that she’s breathing, her heart rate is good, and her reflex responses are what they should be. I have no idea what the future holds, but babies are unbelievably resilient and this one is certainly a fighter.”




WINNING IS THE GREATEST FEELING IN THE WORLD


Winning was conditioned in me early on. When I was little, during judo tournaments, I would sit and play hand games with the kid I was about to fight. My mom would pull me away and say, “Sit there and think about winning. Stop messing around.”


When I win, I’m euphoric. Nothing can bother me. Winning raises me up, above the fray. I float happily above all the things that make life messy and hard. After I win, for a little while, everything is right in the world. Winning feels like falling in love, except it’s like falling in love with everybody in the room all at once—and it’s amplified when you are in an arena of 18,000 people.


When I turned two and still wasn’t talking, my parents started to worry. My pediatrician told my mom lots of things, like I’d just start talking when I was ready or that I wasn’t speaking because I didn’t see a need to talk. My two older sisters seemed to understand what I wanted and would communicate my desire for a cookie or to play with My Little Ponies. But my mom knew something wasn’t right. She had two other daughters and was taking classes in things like developmental psychology as she worked toward her PhD.


With my third birthday approaching, I had yet to say a single intelligible word. My mom took me to lots of specialists. They couldn’t find anything in particular wrong with me, but the doctors seemed to believe that being cut off from oxygen at birth might have something to do with my difficulty learning to speak.


When part of your brain dies, it’s dead forever. (OK, so that’s pretty much the definition of dead.) However, babies are pretty amazing. Babies are super-resilient. Sometimes, baby brains can rewire themselves so that they still work. My developing brain just rewired itself. If you took one of those multicolored cerebral activity scans, you’d see the part that controls my speech is located in a different part of the brain than it is for most people. But until my brain got everything rewired, it was like I couldn’t connect the words in my head with my mouth.


Speaking was a constant battle between what I wanted to say and what I said. It wasn’t just about words, it was about everything. What I felt. What I wanted. What I meant. It was always a struggle. If I was asked to repeat myself too many times, I would get frustrated and kick the person I was speaking to. It is one thing to fight other people, but fighting yourself is different. If you’re fighting yourself, who wins? Who loses?


On my third birthday, more than anything else, I wanted a WWF Hulk Hogan Wrestling Buddy. My sisters and I used to watch WWF Superstars of Wrestling on Saturday mornings after X-Men. During commercial breaks, we launched ourselves off the brown upholstered couch, attempting to submit one another on the itchy tan polyester carpet. One of the greatest toys to come out of the 1980s was Wrestling Buddy, a two-foot-tall pillow version of Hulk. You could body-slam it, wrestle with it, throw it to the ground. It was awesome. When my mom asked me what I wanted, I kept repeating one word, “Balgrin.”


No one had a clue what I meant. But my mom took me and my sisters to the toy store to find my Balgrin. The guy who worked there showed me every toy that involved a ball. We left empty-handed. We went to another store. And another.


Each time I tried to explain what I wanted, sounds spilled out in a jumbled mess that no one understood. It was like the words I needed were pinned down, and I couldn’t free them. I could see them. I could feel them. I just couldn’t say them. I felt trapped. I burst into tears, snot ran down my face. The world closed in on me; I began to lose hope.


My dad met up with us when he finished work. We went to one last toy store and met the greatest toy store salesman that ever lived, deserving of enshrinement in the toy salesmen Hall of Fame.


As soon as we had made it through the doors my dad approached a clerk and said, “My baby girl wants a Balgrin. I don’t know what the hell a Balgrin is, but we’re not leaving here until we have one.”


“Well, what does it do?” the guy asked me.


Afraid to speak, I slammed my body into the ground a few times.


The clerk didn’t laugh. He thought about it for a moment. I looked up at him hopefully.


“Do you mean a Wrestling Buddy? It’s like a pillow, and you wrestle with it.”


I nodded slowly.


“Balgrin,” I said.


“Right,” he replied as if I’d spoken clear as day, “Hulk Hogan.”


He got one from some back shelf. I did a happy dance in the aisle. My mother thanked the heavens.


The clerk placed the Wrestling Buddy box in my hands and I was flooded with joy. I refused to let my parents take Hulk Hogan for even a moment, not even to pay for him, so the clerk just rang up another box.


When we got home, Hulk and I were nearly inseparable. I jumped off the couch with an elbow to his chest. I’d pin him on the ground and make my mom count to three. In what was either complete coincidence or an eerie sign of things to come, I eventually ripped off his arm. Using an old trick to patch up judo gis, my mom sewed his arm back on with dental floss and then, as I did every night, I got into bed with him.


Yep, that’s right. I slept with Hulk Hogan.


For a kid who couldn’t communicate like all the other kids, being understood by a stranger on my third birthday was a major breakthrough. This was an early lesson on the importance of always believing that if I wanted something bad enough and tried hard enough, I could make it happen.


I have done a fair amount of things so far in my life. (I don’t want to say a lot because I’m not even thirty, and I’ve got a lot left to do—let’s say I’m at Gandalf-the-Grey level, post all the Hobbit drama, prepared to help destroy the ring and become Gandalf the White.) And often I’ve accomplished things people said were unrealistic, unlikely, or, my favorite, impossible. I never would have been able to do any of those things without hope.


The kind of hope I’m talking about is the belief that something good will come. That everything you’re going through and everything you’ve gone through will be worth the struggles and frustrations. The kind of hope I’m talking about is a deep belief that the world can be changed, that the impossible is possible.


The day of my third birthday was an early introduction into never giving up hope, never giving up on myself, and surrounding myself with people who saw in me things I might not see in myself. It was the first time I felt like I had won.




EVERYTHING CAN CHANGE IN A SPLIT SECOND


Anyone who watches fights has seen it happen: One second a fighter is looking dominant, unstoppable. Then he hits the canvas. One punch or split second of lost focus can change the entire direction of a fight. Life is like that.


One of the reasons I crave winning so much is that life is so uncertain, so volatile. When I win, there is that one little moment of time where I’m not worried about everything being taken away from me at any second.


There have been so many times when what I thought was real totally got turned upside down, sending my whole world into free fall. The knowledge that everything good can be taken away at any second is what makes me work so hard.


Los Angeles, California, to Minot, North Dakota, is not a traditional route for American migration. But when I was three, my sister Maria saw someone shot point-blank in the head while coming home on the school bus. My parents saw that as a sign that it was time to get the hell out. We moved to middle-of-nowhere North Dakota.


My mom had finished her PhD and one of the job offers she received came from Minot State University. Minot State had a solid speech pathology program and, as part of the job benefits, the university would provide me with intensive speech therapy. My dad retired from his job as an aerospace plant manager when we moved. The cost of living in North Dakota was cheap compared to California, and my parents decided we only needed one income. So, in the summer of 1990, we moved into a house on a five-acre piece of farmland that was twenty miles outside of Minot.


My sisters and I had free rein. In California, we had never been allowed outside without a grown-up. But here, away from the peaking crime rates and smog levels that were plaguing L.A. at the time, we raced our bikes up and down the gravel driveway. We explored the small patch of woods behind our house. We gathered cocoons, until my mom barred that activity after one of them turned out to be a spider’s egg sac and hatched in the house, sending tiny spiders in all directions. We set up a Slip’N Slide on the hill our house was built into and spent hours hurling ourselves downhill on the yellow sheet of plastic.


I was obsessed with collecting rocks and amassed an impressive assortment. My dad taught me how to identify quartz, pyrite, petrified wood, limestone, and flint. In August, my mom started going to town daily to prepare for her class. My sisters were not as enamored with country life as I was and usually joined her, leaving me and my dad alone. On these days, he would buckle me into the front seat of our brown and white Ford Bronco and take me off-roading in search of the perfect rock hunting spot. We would drive through the fields and between the trees planted as windbreaks, bouncing over rocks and roots. After a while, we would come to a clearing we had never seen before and my dad would say, “This looks like the place.” I would spend hours digging in the dirt and bringing him specimens to examine as he leaned against the car, wearing aviator sunglasses and smoking a cigarette.


It was during one of these adventures that I discovered my father was the strongest man who ever lived. A thunderstorm had passed through the night before, and as we drove, mud flew everywhere. We came across a normally dry creek bed that had a few inches of water. My dad stopped and turned to me, “What do you think, Ronnie? Should we ford the river?”


I nodded.


“You got it, kiddo,” he said, touching the brim of his hat in a mock salute.


He grinned and gunned it. Muddy water doused the windshield as if it had been thrown from a bucket. The Bronco jerked, then nothing. My dad pushed down on the gas again. There was a whir of tires moving, but we did not move. He thrust the car into reverse. We bumped backward, but the car didn’t go anywhere. In the passenger side rearview mirror, I saw mud flying everywhere as the tires spun to no effect.


“Well, fuck,” my dad said. He got out of the car; I slipped out of my seatbelt and climbed out after him. He was squatting down by the back tires.


“What we got here is a problem,” he said. “Now what we gotta do is find ourselves a solution.”


He surveyed the area.


“This looks like as good a rock hunting spot as any,” he said as if it was all part of his plan. “But we’re going to be looking for different rocks than usual. What I need is for you to find me some big rocks, like rocks the size of your head, OK?”


I nodded, and we both scanned the ground for large rocks. I found one the size of a large grapefruit. I reached down and put my hands around to lift it up. It wouldn’t budge. I tried again, mustering all my three-year-old strength. Nothing.


“Here,” I called to my dad.


He came over carrying two rocks the size of cantaloupes in one arm. My mouth just about dropped at the feat. I pointed to the rock I had been trying to lift. He scooped it up as if it was nearly weightless.


“Great eye,” he said, with a smile. I beamed with pride.


He took the rocks and put them as close to under the tire as he could get them, and we spent the next half hour repeating the process—me pointing at rocks and watching, awed, as he lifted them as if they were nothing.


“Let’s see if this works,” he said.


We got back in the Bronco. He started the engine and pushed down on the gas. He shifted back and forth. The car lurched in both directions but didn’t dislodge.


“Well, shit,” he said. “It was a helluva try. I guess we’re going to have to walk. I’ll have to get John Stip to get his truck and help pull me out later.”


The Stips lived the next farm over from us. We got out of the Bronco again. It was hot and I was tired. I could still see the car license plate, when, red-faced and sweaty, I looked up at my dad.


“Can’t make it,” I said.


He scooped me up as effortlessly as he had the rocks. I put my head on his shoulder as he walked through the tall grass and I was soon fast asleep. I woke up to the crunching sound of my dad’s footsteps on the gravel road that led up to our house. The Bronco was a barely visible speck in a faraway field.


As the sun set over the prairie, we ate dinner on the porch, overlooking nothing but fields for as far as we could see.


That evening as we made the quarter-mile walk down the unpaved road to check our mailbox, I looked up at my mom.


“I like North Dakota more than California,” I said. It was the first complete sentence I ever spoke.


Summer in middle-of-nowhere North Dakota is beautiful. Winter in North Dakota is another story. There is nothing but subzero temperatures and snow. Lots of snow. But that first winter, the novelty of snow had yet to wear off. So, on a completely ordinary day in January, Mom and Dad bundled us up, and we waddled out into the snow. The Stips joined us.


My dad went down a completely ordinary hill on a completely ordinary orange plastic sled. He went down first to make sure it was safe for me and my sisters to follow. I laughed as I watched him shoot down the hill. He hit a bump, an ordinary log covered with some snow. The sled skidded to a stop at the bottom of the hill.


But my dad just lay there. Mom thought he was joking.


We waited.


He didn’t get up.


My sisters and I sat at the top of the hill watching as Mom ran down the hill, then knelt beside Dad.


There was a blur of snow and flashing lights. An ambulance showed up but got stuck in the snow. Another ambulance came. It took about an hour before medical personnel got to my dad.


My mom rode with my dad in the ambulance. Our neighbors took us back to their house for hot cocoa. We waited for Mom to call.


The news was not good.


My dad, who was the strongest person I knew, I mean he had superhero-level strength, had broken his back. The first time I saw my dad after his accident, he was lying in a hospital bed, unable to move. I kept hoping that the next time we walked into his hospital room, he’d be up, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, slapping on Old Spice aftershave and looking at us with a smile as though nothing had ever happened and announcing—as he had every morning as long as I could remember—“It’s showtime.” I kept waiting for him to jump out of the bed. But he didn’t. He was in and out of surgery, narrowly escaping death on the operating room table again and again.


The first time Mom took us to see him after surgery, the lights in his room in the intensive care unit were dim.


“You have to be quiet,” she said as we stood outside the doorway. “Dad is very tired.”


We nodded solemnly and quietly filed in behind her like baby ducks. The steady beeping of his heart monitor filled the room. Every thirty seconds or so, a machine whirred.


“Ron, the kids are here,” my mom said in the soft voice she reserves only for when you are really sick.


My dad was lying flat on his back. He opened his eyes. He couldn’t move his body, but he shifted his gaze toward us.


“Hey guys,” he said, his voice a whisper.


I edged closer to the bed. My dad was bandaged around his torso, where the doctors had cut into him to operate on his broken spine. There was a large bag of blood next to an IV, dripping into his arm. Hanging from the side of the bed was another bag. A tube connected to some place beneath the blankets that I could not see was filling the bag with blood as it dripped out of his body.


A nurse came into the room and as she got close to Dad I launched myself at her. Mom caught me midair as I screamed at the top of my lungs, “Why cut my daddy in half?! Why you do?!” I hated her. Hated her for hurting my dad. Hated her for the pain he was going through. Hated her for the pain I was going through.


I swung my fists and kicked my legs as Mom carried me into the hallway and blocked my path to the door. I gulped for air. Tears streamed down my face as Mom tried to explain that they were helping Daddy.


“He got hurt,” Mom told me. “The nurses and doctors are working to make him better. They are trying to help him.”


I was not sure I could believe her.


“You can ask Daddy,” she said. “But we need to try to help him too. That means we need to be quiet when we’re in his room. OK?”


I nodded.


“OK then. Let’s go.” She led me back into the room.


[image: Images]


My dad spent more than five months in the hospital. Every day after school, my mom would pile the three of us kids into the car and we would make the 130-mile drive from Minot to Bismarck, since our local hospital wasn’t equipped to deal with an injury as severe as my dad’s.


There is not a lot to see outside of a car window in the North Dakota countryside during the winter, just endless stretches of white. White is actually what I remember most about that period of my life. The white hospital halls. White tiled floors. White fluorescent lights. The white bedsheets. I also remember the blood; there was a lot of blood.


My dad had a rare bleeding disorder called Bernard-Soulier syndrome, which makes it difficult for the body to form blood clots, and blood clots are an essential part of how our bodies stop bleeding. Minor injuries can result in bleeding complications, and major complications can result from traumatic injury. People with the disorder often suffer prolonged bleeding during and after surgery. My dad had suffered a traumatic injury and major surgeries: There was so much blood.


Mom talks about how my dad would be crashing and how nurses would run into his room with the bags of blood you see hanging from IV stands, normally dripping into people’s arms at a slow trickle. A nurse would connect the bag to his arm, place the bag on a table, and put all of her bodyweight on it so that the blood would shoot into his veins.


The nurses would usher us out of the room before they changed his sheets and dressings, hoping we wouldn’t see it. But that much blood is impossible to miss. It would saturate his bandages, stain the sheets. I stared at the blood as it spread. Red dots blooming into huge circles. All that blood left me feeling helpless. Even as a four-year-old, I knew that much blood meant things were not going well.


There were lots more surgeries. Lots more bags of blood. The doctors inserted a metal rod in Dad’s back. We spent a lot of time in the waiting room. The nurses would put cartoons on the TV for us. I ate a lot of soup from the hospital cafeteria. I drew a lot of pictures.


All through the winter and spring we made that long drive. On the way down, I would stare out the icy windows and draw pictures in the condensation on the windows. On the way home, my sisters and I would sleep while Mom drove in silence.


Dad was never quite the same after his accident. No one in my family was.




NEVER UNDERESTIMATE AN OPPONENT


The moment you stop viewing your opponent as a threat is the moment you leave yourself open to getting beat. You start thinking you don’t have to train as hard. You cut corners. You get comfortable. You get caught.


When I was little, people didn’t take me seriously because I could hardly get a sentence out. When I competed in judo, I was discounted because I was the American and Americans suck at judo. When I got into MMA, people brushed me off, first as a girl, then as a one-trick pony who only had a single move. I have carried other people’s lack of confidence in me around for my entire life. Even when I am the 11–1 favorite, I feel like I’m the underdog. Every single second of every day I feel I have something to prove. I have to prove myself every time I walk into a new gym, onto a new movie set, into a business meeting, and in every fight.


There have always been people who have written me off. They’re not going away. I use that to motivate me. I’m driven to show them just how wrong they are.


My dad was released from the hospital at the end of the spring of 1991. Medical bills had mounted, so he needed to go back to work. He found a job, only it was at a manufacturing plant across the state. The arrangement meant he had to live two hours away and commute home on the weekends.


By this point, I was speaking relatively clearly. Well, clearly might be a stretch, but I was intelligible beyond my small family circle. Speech therapy had paid off and I advanced from being nearly two years behind (a pretty significant delay when you’re not even four) to being on the low end of average. However, in my family, average wasn’t going to cut it.


My speech therapist suggested I get more individualized attention to force me to work on my speech further. As people often do when they are faced with physical or neurological limitations, I found a workaround. Somehow my sisters always understood me, and they would step in and translate.


“Ronda is crying because she wants to wear the red shirt, not that blue one you put her in.”


“Ronda wants spaghetti for dinner.”


“Ronda is looking for her Balgrin.”


My speech therapist thought this help was hindering my improvement. When I struggled speaking, I would just look to one of my sisters to jump in and assist. My therapist told my mom that I would be best served in a situation where I had no other option than to speak for myself.


As much as my parents hated the idea of having our family living on two different sides of the state, this arrangement would provide an opportunity for me to find my voice—literally. I hadn’t started grade school yet, so I went to live with my dad, while my sisters stayed with my mom.


In the fall of 1991, my dad and I moved into a one-bedroom house in the tiny town of Devils Lake, North Dakota. Our house was small and old, the carpets were thin, and the linoleum in the kitchen was coated in permanent grime. We had one of those TVs with rabbit ears that got four snowy channels, so we rented a lot of videos. We watched animated movies about talking animals and R-rated movies that my mom would have disapproved of because they involved a lot of swearing, a lot of people being shot, and a lot of things getting blown up. Every night before bed, we watched Wild Discovery, which explains why to this day I possess a wealth of random animal knowledge. There was a pullout couch in the living room that was my bed, but we only used it when my mom and sisters came to visit. Otherwise, I crawled into bed with my dad and fell asleep in my footy pajamas.


Domestic life wasn’t my dad’s specialty. The contents of our kitchen included milk, orange juice, a couple of adult frozen dinners, a box or two of cereal, and several Kid Cuisine TV dinners (the ones with a cartoon penguin on the front). My dad pulled back the plastic wrapper, popped the meals in the microwave, then mere seconds later handed me a small black tray containing compartments of soggy pizza, wrinkly corn, and dry brownie. Other nights, we got fast food, picking up a pizza at Little Caesars or a kid’s meal at Hardees.


“I know your mom is worried about how you talk,” my dad said one day as we pulled up to the drive-thru at Hardees.


I shrugged.


“But don’t you worry about it. You are going to show everyone one day. You’re just a sleeper. You know what a sleeper is?”


I shook my head.


“A sleeper just waits and when the time is right, they come out and wow everyone. That’s you, kiddo. Don’t you worry.”


He turned to me.


“You’re a smart kid. It’s not like you’re some fucking moron. You think you got problems because you’re a little slow to talk. Let me show you what stupid looks like.”


We pulled up to the window. “Hello, welcome to Hardees,” came the garbled sound through the box.


“Heeeellllooo,” my dad said, using the slow and loud voice he reserved solely for the Hardees drive-thru speaker.


He turned to me. “Watch this. They’re going to fuck this order up. These idiots can never get a damn order right.” Then he turned to the speaker box and said, “I would like a kids’ meal with chicken fingers and a small coffee.”


“Will that be all?” the voice asked.


“Yes, can you repeat that back to me?” my dad asked.


“A chicken fingers kids’ meal and a coffee,” the voice said. “Please pull up.”


My dad looked at me and said, “No fucking way they get this order right.”


We pulled up. The guy working the cash register opened the window and held out the bag.


“That’s two cheeseburgers and a small fries,” he said.


My dad handed me the bag and gave me an I-told-you-so look.


As we pulled out of the lot, he turned to me, “Ronnie, just remember that. Be grateful you’re a sleeper and not fucking stupid.”


I unwrapped a cheeseburger and nodded.




LOSING IS ONE OF THE MOST DEVASTATING EXPERIENCES IN LIFE


I don’t lean on the old wins. I always need a new one, which is why every fight means the world to me.


I forget wins all the time. I forget entire tournaments and countries, but the losses stay with me forever. Every single loss feels like a piece of my soul has died. I’m never the same after a loss.


For me, losing is second only to having a loved one die. When I lose, I mourn a piece of me dying. The only thing worse than that is mourning the death of somebody else.


Dad’s spine was disintegrating. The doctor slid the X-ray onto the screen and told my parents that the deterioration was getting worse and that it would keep getting worse. Soon, he wouldn’t be able to walk. Then he’d be quadriplegic. Then he would waste away until he died. There was no miracle cure. No cutting-edge operation. Just a couple more years—maybe less—of excruciating pain and paralysis.


Though he hid his pain from us, my dad had been suffering since the accident; his back was deteriorating and the chronic pain was getting worse. My mom got a new job at a small college on the other side of the state, in Jamestown, North Dakota. We all moved back in together—Mom, Dad, Maria, Jennifer, and me.


My dad quit his job, saying the ninety-mile commute each way was too much, but that was only partially true. The reality was that the pain was becoming unbearable and sitting all that time only made it worse. The doctor had prescribed painkillers, which my dad refused to take and that he couldn’t have taken while driving anyway. I was just a kid; I didn’t question why he was home. I was just happy to have my dad around.


The summer before I started third grade Dad was always there. He sat on the front stoop as we rode our bikes up and down the block, made us snacks, and turned on the sprinkler for us to run through on hot days. While my mom worked, he piled us into the car, trekking us to our various activities and friends’ houses. When he was feeling up to it, he headed down to the basement where he had his woodworking tools set up. When I got bored of watching cartoons, I sat on the steps, peering down as the power saw buzzed, sending sawdust floating into beams of sunlight. Some days, when it was just the two of us, he and I would drive to our “special” spot, an out-of-the-way pond where we would skip rocks.


On August 11, 1995, Jennifer and I were home with Dad, watching cartoons on Nickelodeon. It was a summer day that blended into all the others.


Dad called Mom and told her to come home. Then he left.


I like to think he hugged Jennifer and me for longer than normal and told us he loved us and that he was going out, but honestly, I don’t remember. For years, I hated myself for having been such a self-absorbed eight-year-old that I had no clue what was happening. I’ve tried to remember something from the before part of that day—what my dad was wearing, what he looked like, what he sounded like. Whether he hugged us that day. I wish I could remember the words he said to me before he walked out our front door. I can’t. I just remember what came after.
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