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  INTRODUCTION

  PERSPECTIVE

  Some people think I am a hero; others think I am the anti-Christ. Some people consider me the biggest dumbfuck who ever put on pants; others consider me an insightful person with a worthwhile perspective on the world. Some view me as an important trailblazer in the history of the sport of mixed martial arts; still others view me as a loudmouth thug who gained notoriety by being in the right place at the right time and by behaving like a reckless nutcase.

  Some portion of each of those viewpoints—maybe even all of them in their entirety—are true at the same time. I acknowledge both sides of my coin without shame and without hesitation. I am a man, and I am a monster. I walk on that curved line that divides the yin from the yang. I am Chris Leben. I am the Crippler. And, like it or not, I exist on this planet.

  For over ten years, I was a notable fighter in the MMA universe. During that time, almost eight years of which were with the UFC, I compiled a record of 22–11. That’s not, by far, the best record ever strung together by a mixed martial artist. However, I can say that, quite honestly, I squared off with some of the most skilled and dangerous hand-to-hand combatants to ever walk the face of earth. Some of them I bested, even knocked out. Others kicked the piss out of me. That’s the fight game, after all. Drive a car long enough, and you’re gonna get in a wreck. Sooner or later, no matter how great you are, your number will come up. The fight will end with you on your back, or with plasma dripping from your face, or with your head hung in shame because you just didn’t have what it takes that night. An MMA fighter must deal with this painful inevitability.

  I think it is fair to say I was a very good fighter—maybe even a great fighter—at times. But I was never the best, no matter how hard I tried or how badly I wanted it. As a result, you may be wondering why you should give two shits about what’s contained in the next couple hundred pages. When the shelves are stocked with biographies and autobiographies of athletes who truly stood head and shoulders above their furious competition, why should you take the precious time to read a whole book about a not-quite-championship-caliber fighter who has pissed off as many people as he has pleased? Why not clap this book shut and find the nearest Barnes & Noble that has Ronda Rousey’s book or B. J. Penn’s book or Georges St-Pierre’s book in stock?

  The simple answer is this: none of them are me. Regardless of my shortcomings (of which there are many), I can boldly and confidently claim that there has never been another human being who has experienced life quite the way I have. In a world where the vast majority of people eke out a living, get laid a few times, and then die, I have made it my mission to forge a path all my own. To collect the most extreme of experiences. To suck the hot, sticky marrow from the bones of our inexplicable existence. What you read here might disgust you, shock you, terrify you. Or it might amaze and excite you. Probably all of those things. But I think when you make it through to this book’s final words, you will agree with me that I’ve done to this thing called life in an obscenely unique way.

  When I first announced on Twitter that I was writing this book, one of my followers replied with a hilarious tweet:

  I got drunk a lot. The end.

  I laughed my ass off at that. The “drunk a lot” part is very true. Yet, this mockery demonstrates how little most people know about me aside from the parts of my public persona that have reached the surface. My goal in writing this book is to give my readers an inside look at my erratic life. I want you to share the ups and downs, the hard choices and celebrations, and the victories and failures of a multilayered, highly emotional, and flawed human being who had the guts (or maybe the idiocy) to pursue his dreams with reckless abandon. Because, at the end of the day, I think we all embody these shortcomings and challenges, although most people don’t express them with the kind of madness that I have.

  You will have a reaction to this book, one way or another. I guarantee that. And my hope is that after you put this book down (or throw it out, or burn it . . .), you will feel compelled to reflect on your own life and on the lives of others. I want it to force you to wrestle with issues of morality and fear and insanity and love that you have never had reason to wrestle. One word sums it up: perspective. I want this book to give my readers perspective they’ve never had before. The human experience is an ocean of confusion and complexity, and I think that the best way to navigate is to get the broadest lay of the land you can. You’ll have a better chance of reaching your desired destination if you have a 360-degree, high and low, backward and forward viewpoint than if you are just looking through a periscope. And, as you allow your gaze to sweep the terrain, sometimes you’ll witness a glorious sunset over majestic mountaintops. Other times you’ll get a close-up look at a festering pile of dogshit.

  Now, a little something about the writing of this book. I did not personally put any of the words on the pages. My writer, Daniel Patinkin, did all of that. We met for the first time in early 2014 through my manager, a crazy little Persian-Swede named Bobby Cavian. The reason I gave Daniel 100 percent of the writing duties is pretty simple: I can barely write. In fact, I think that until my early twenties, I would have been classified as illiterate. So, of course, taking it upon myself to put all of my experiences and thoughts on paper was out of the question. Instead, over eighteen months, Daniel and I spent hours and hours together—in person, on the phone, and over Skype—recounting the wild shitstorm that is my life. I think, in all, Daniel recorded something along the lines of forty hours of interviews for this book. In the process, I believe he grew to understand me almost as well as anyone.

  So I would tell Daniel stories and stories and stories. He would do his best to efficiently structure our interviews, a task that I do not envy. I definitely have a healthy dose of ADD, and Daniel struggled to keep me on the train tracks. Sometimes he would even fly out to stay with me for a few days in order to really get the full Crippler experience. Then, after collecting a big mess of information, Daniel would head off into his writer’s cocoon or wherever and bang out a chapter or two. Some time later, we’d reconvene to review and revise the material. But, because I can’t read well enough, Daniel would have to recite everything he wrote to me. Most of what Daniel wrote I loved right off the bat. Plenty of it, however, we scrapped. It has been a long, emotional, and painstaking process—a labor of love.

  I should also take a moment to point out that everything in this book is true. Or, more precisely, in these pages I am telling the truth to the best of my ability. Keep in mind that I made a living by getting punched in the face, and that I have done enough drugs to kill a herd of wildebeest. I’m sure that many of my brain cells have been wiped out. And the ones that are left don’t always function perfectly. So, while the occasional detail might be out of whack, if there’s one positive thing that I can say about myself it is that I am honest to a fault. Telling the truth has set me free. It has also gotten me in a lot of trouble when a little white lie or some silence would have done the trick. To be clear, although Daniel did a lot to bring these stories to life and to fill in the blanks when our interviews or my recollection did not provide all of the flavor we needed, I never allowed him to embellish in a way that would inappropriately distort the truth.

  That said, some people might remember differently some of the anecdotes that you will read in this book. Hell, I get tripped up from time to time when I attempt to relive my history. There’s a lot of fog in my past. I know, for example, that I once gave an interview in which I recalled trashing a public bathroom in the Hard Rock Casino prior to my fight with Brian Stann. In reality, that episode occurred before my fight with Patrick Côté, and you will read about it in detail in the first chapter of this book. I preemptively apologize if I screwed up the order of some events or misremembered a fact here and there. It’s definitely not intentional.

  I also want to let you know that there are many omissions in this book. There are plenty of stories that Daniel and I discussed that were left on the cutting room floor, as they say. There are several reasons that this might have happened. First of all, sometimes there just wasn’t a place for the story. The book, of course, had to have a reasonable flow to it, focusing on a limited set of themes that deserve special attention. As much as I like to tell stories, I couldn’t turn this book into a tedious accounting of every somewhat interesting moment in my life.

  I also left some things out to protect people, including myself. I’ve been behind bars more than a dozen times in my life. So it should come as no surprise that a fair share of my friends and I have made a habit of breaking the law. I definitely want this book to be a success and to generate some buzz, but I don’t want it to jeopardize the reputations and livelihoods of the people that I care about. In order to protect the innocent (and the guilty) I had to let some sleeping dogs lie. In some instances in this book, I have even used fake names.

  So, here it is: all that’s fit to print and a whole heap of shit that isn’t. I hope this book fucks up your world!

  
    Chris “The Crippler” Leben

    July 2015

  


  CHAPTER 1

  VS. CÔTÉ

  The alarm went off, ruthlessly and repeatedly, until I awoke from my drunken haze and peered through bloodshot eyes at the bedside clock. 8:04 AM. Fuck. I slapped the clock off of the nightstand and it crashed to the floor. The blaring ceased. Another knockout, I guess, though not a hard-fought one.

  As consciousness slowly took hold of my body, so too did a growing sense of agony. I had been hungover countless times before, but this episode had a ripe kick to it. My eyes struggled to adjust to the morning sunshine that wedged in through the curtained window. I was in a hotel, for sure, but for the moment I could not recall which one or why I was there. Both the present and the recent past were a blur. Then I noticed a sour and utterly disgusting odor—one I was not a stranger to. Fully clothed, I rolled over and found myself in a broad puddle of my own vomit.

  Fuck.

  The phone rang, sending shockwaves through my head. I contemplated tearing it out of the wall and giving it the alarm clock treatment but could not summon the energy. So I let it ring and forced myself to sit up. My feet found the floor, which was also glazed with puke. It seeped between my toes, and I fought back the need to retch again. I stood up and wobbled over to the window. I pulled the curtains apart and sunlight washed over me like an unholy baptism.

  I shielded my eyes with my forearm for a few moments until I could finally take in the bright world beyond the window. A busy airport stretched out to my left. In the distance, cars and trucks zipped up and down a wide interstate. And, in the foreground, an imposing black pyramid. It was coming back to me now. That was the Luxor Hotel, and further to the right were the Excalibur and New York, New York casinos. Sin City, of course. Below me, already active at this early hour, was the fabled Strip. I squinted to read a billboard that towered over Las Vegas Boulevard.

  Ultimate Fight Night

  August 6, 2005

  Cox Pavilion—Paradise, Nevada

  Son of a bitch, it was fight week. Wednesday, to be precise. And in just three days I would be stepping into an eight-sided cage for my thirteenth professional mixed martial arts fight.

  For the uninitiated, mixed martial arts (MMA) is a combat sport that features one-on-one fights between athletes enclosed in an open-top cage. The Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) is the leading organization in the world that produces and promotes MMA contests. Whereas in boxing punches are the only allowed offensive maneuvers, in MMA the fighter can attack with punches, kicks, grappling techniques, chokes, throws, limb manipulation, and more. World-class experts in karate, kickboxing, freestyle wrestling, Brazilian jiu-jitsu, boxing, judo, taekwondo, Sambo, and Greco-Roman wrestling have all appeared in professional MMA events.

  Is MMA the same as or similar to professional wrestling? I get asked that question all the time, and the answer is flat-out NO! The kind of professional wrestling that is produced by organizations like the WWE—though physical and somewhat dangerous—is not real improvised combat. It is a choreographed performance of stunts and acrobatics with, for the most part, a predetermined outcome. An MMA fight, on the other hand, is actual hand-to-hand battle between highly trained, modern-day gladiators. The knockouts are real. The blood and bruises are real. The pain is real. Nothing is staged or faked.

  The phone stopped ringing. I stood there, mostly covered in bile and regurgitated booze, wondering if I would be in condition to perform that weekend. Would I be able to make weight on Friday? Would my body recover from this epic hangover in time for me to survive a three-round brawl against a world-class striker? And how the hell did I allow myself to get so wasted in the first place? Actually, I didn’t ask myself that last question. There was never a need to justify getting absolutely smashed. It’s something I had been doing, almost on a daily basis, since I was about fifteen years old.

  My whereabouts were coming into focus, but I couldn’t exactly piece together what had happened over the past twelve hours or so. The last thing I remembered was meeting my brother Tyler at a margarita stand near Caesar’s Palace. He worked there four nights a week those days, blending low-quality tequila, crushed ice, and margarita mix. He was like a minimum-wage medicine man, enthusiastically distributing the potent cocktail in plastic yard glasses to tourists eager to tie one on and forget about their shitty lives back in suburban Ohio and Little Rock, Arkansas. In short, at twenty-six years old, with a meth problem and not a pot to piss in, my brother was an aimless degenerate. But I didn’t judge him too harshly. That was par for the course in my family. I was a degenerate, too, after all—just not so aimless.

  I stripped off my soiled clothing and stepped into the shower. I cranked the water temperature as high as I could bear in the hopes that the intense heat would somehow detoxify my blood and ease my nausea. This, again, was not foreign territory for me. During the two-month training camp leading up to this fight, I had shown up hungover to most of my early practices. I actually harbored a deranged sense of pride in the fact that, chemically impaired, I was able to complete the grueling strength and conditioning sessions that coach Matt Hume put us through each morning. My teammates there in Seattle at the American Martial Arts Center (AMC), for the most part, wouldn’t have considered drinking more than a glass of wine the night before one of these sessions, much less three or four sixteen-ounce tallboys of malt liquor, as was my regular practice.

  I let the hot water fall heavily onto the top of my head, its rumbling spray soothing my skull. Despite the pain, I was not ashamed of myself—not consciously at least. I come from a family in which, truly, beer is a breakfast item. I’m not kidding. On the weekends, if you didn’t have a can of Schlitz in your hand by 10:00 AM, then you were either in bed with pneumonia or you were a fucking weirdo as far as we were concerned. My mother was a big time drinker. My brother Tyler, my uncles, my aunts—all outrageous boozehounds. I was raised to get drunk in the same way that regular boys are raised to brush their teeth. It was daily, encouraged, and routine. So, until well into my adulthood, shame was not even a recognizable part of that equation.

  But depression was.

  In the past few years I have come to realize that I have suffered from recurring depression since about the age of ten. And, though I did not understand it that way, as I stood in the MGM Grand Hotel shower, a creek of scum flowing into the drain, I was depressed. I could not put my finger on it, exactly, but my emotions were off-kilter. And I was pretty sure that it had to do with the murky proceedings of the night before. I was three days away from my second fight in the UFC. Spiritually, though, I would have preferred to curl up in a ball in a dark room for a month. To be clear, I was not suicidal. There was no way I was ready to take my own life (at least not at that point). However, I did have an unhealthy preoccupation with death. I frequently thought about whether I would kill myself one day and, if that day came, precisely how I would do it. I imagined, even fantasized about, putting the barrel of a Smith & Wesson in my mouth or hanging myself from an oak tree. I learned later that this is called “suicidal ideation,” and that it is a basic symptom of depression.

  When I stepped out of the shower, the phone began to ring again. Goddamn, somebody really wanted to reach me. I hurried back into the bedroom, avoiding the patches of barf that marked the carpet in various spots, and grabbed the receiver.

  “Hello?”

  “Chris?” It was a woman’s voice.

  “Yes?”

  “This is Anne at the UFC. What are you doing in your hotel room?”

  She was urgent and concerned. My mind began to race. Was something wrong? It was so early in the morning. Why were they calling me?

  I replied, “I was just . . . er . . . showering. Is there a problem?”

  “Well, yes, there is,” she said. “We’re waiting for you here at the Cox Pavilion. You were supposed to be here at eleven for your photo shoot.”

  I looked at the alarm clock I had smacked to the floor. It read 8:20 AM. I was confused. Did I incorrectly set the time in my drunken stupor the night before?

  “What time is it?” I asked.

  “Eleven forty,” she replied with irritation.

  Before every event, the UFC conducts a photo and video shoot of each of the participating fighters. The photos from these are then used on promotional materials, broadcast within the arena during events, and shown between bouts on the television broadcast. When I finally arrived on set for my shoot, the first person I bumped into was UFC president Dana White. He rolled his eyes and shouted for all to hear, “Thanks for finally rolling out of bed, Leben! We’re happy to stand around waiting for you, princess. Don’t mind us!”

  Though I grew to like and respect Dana, he was frequently as surly as he was bald. Then again, running an MMA promotion and overseeing dozens and dozens of hard-ass fighters most definitely requires a certain disposition.

  Embarrassed and still feeling garbage slosh around in my belly, I took my place in the makeup chair. I would have felt even shittier except my good pal and fellow Team Quest fighter Nate Quarry was also there waiting his turn.

  “Don’t worry,” he said sarcastically, patting me on the back, “I don’t have any other obligations until Saturday.”

  Nate and I were on the same team during the notorious first season of a reality show known as The Ultimate Fighter. And now, we were both appearing in the UFC’s very first Ultimate Fight Night event. He, as you will learn, has been a voice of reason throughout my adult life.

  As the promotional team finished their work with me, my impending opponent, Patrick Côté, arrived. Though I had never met him, Côté seemed like an impressive dude. A French-Canadian Muay Thai kickboxing specialist, he had a 6–2 professional MMA record by the time we crossed paths. This included three knockouts and a submission by rear-naked choke. He was training at the Brazilian Top Team in Quebec alongside the likes of Georges St-Pierre—who would go on to be the greatest UFC welterweight champion of all time—and tough middleweight David Loiseau.

  Côté had recently battled the former UFC light heavyweight champion Tito Ortiz to a decision. During that fight, which took place at 205 pounds, he actually once dropped Ortiz with a right hook. Though Ortiz arose and won the fight, the MMA world was shocked by the Canadian’s chin and ability to throw a punch. Patrick Côté was not the greatest fighter in the world (no, I would fight the greatest fighter in the world three years later), but he was a tough bastard who could put mean men to sleep with his hands. In fact, Côté went on to fight for the middleweight championship (against, yes, that very same greatest fighter in the world).

  I had seen Côté conduct an interview earlier in the week and noticed how clean-cut and well spoken he was. For a moment I thought to myself, This guy doesn’t seem that tough. But then I remembered that, in mixed martial arts, such thinking is a cardinal sin. The saying “don’t judge a book by its cover” does not come close to expressing the pitfalls of assessing an MMA opponent by his baby face or his haircut or, for that matter, his physique. Legendary fighters like B. J. Penn, Nate Diaz, Lyoto Machida, and Martin Kampmann probably wouldn’t raise many eyebrows walking down the street. But they are each world-class warriors who would beat you to a pulp if you stepped into the cage. My friend and training partner Myles “Fury” Jury looks like a fucking mama’s boy who would be more comfortable in a book club than a bar fight (sorry to say it, Myles!). But, I would not be the least bit surprised if he wears a UFC title strap one day. Likewise, Patrick Côté, as it would turn out, was one of the grittiest, most hardnosed fighters I ever went toe-to-toe with.

  On my way out of the building after the photo shoot a young reporter approached me, holding out an audio recorder. He was short and heavyset with big black plugs in his ear lobes. These grungy punk types were always at the core of my fan base, and I was happy to have them. Unfortunately, I can’t remember this particular reporter’s name or what publication he represented. However, during those days, when the sport had only a marginal fan base, it was unlikely that he worked for anything more significant than a popular regional fighting blog.

  “You were very emotional and erratic during your stint on The Ultimate Fighter,” he began. “How has your mental approach to the sport changed in the past six months?”

  “I have my emotions under control, now,” I replied, lying through my teeth. “I’ve grown a lot.”

  Many UFC fans remember my infamous role in the very first season of The Ultimate Fighter (TUF), a reality show about a group of MMA fighters who live and train together while they vie for a contract with the UFC. I won’t discuss it in too much detail in this chapter except to say that, by conventional standards, I was an out-of-control emotional mess during the two months of filming. And, truth be told, I had taken no steps since that time to address my psychological issues. In fact, the problems seemed to have grown worse.

  When the reporter finished his line of questioning, my brother appeared. In a wrinkled shirt and blues jeans that were long overdue for a wash, he looked as haggard as I felt. But, as always, he had a mischievous smile on his face.

  “Dude, last night was epic!” he exclaimed.

  I grabbed him hard by the arm and told him to shut the fuck up. Dana White was somewhere nearby, and the last thing I needed to do was broadcast the details of my wild partying of the previous night. Tyler quieted down and we headed down the street.

  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so fucked up, bro,” he continued.

  “What happened?” I asked.

  “You nearly tore apart the whole fucking Hard Rock Casino! I figured you’d be in jail right now. But somehow, you’re standing here.”

  Tyler went on to explain in great detail how a group of fanatical Irishmen joined us at the margarita stand before moving on to a bar at the Hard Rock. Those Irish, as we all know, have livers like industrial garbage disposals. And many of them love nothing more than to drink through the night and cause a ruckus. Until early the next morning we told stories, talked shit, and consumed all sorts of booze—beer, whiskey, tequila, rum. Egged on by the mickies, I seemed to be gunning for a personal record. Then, Tyler revealed, at some point I got up and stumbled to the bathroom, where I shattered a sink and kicked down three marble toilet stalls.

  “I hardly remember any of that,” I said.

  “Well, it happened, bro. We can go survey the aftermath at the Hard Rock right now if you want.”

  Tyler and the Irishmen only realized that something was amiss when they saw two security guards marching me across the casino floor, my shirt torn and my hands in steel cuffs. The guys tried to intervene, but the security guards warned that if my drunken pals didn’t back off they’d find themselves joining me in the jailhouse.

  “That’s why I’m surprised to see you here, man!” Tyler continued. “I figured that was felony property damage and that you’d be behind bars ’til someone posted a shitload of bail for you!”

  But, as far as I knew, the only cage I would see that week would be the UFC Octagon. To this day, I’m not exactly sure how the situation resolved itself. Somewhere, in the back of my mind, I seem to remember trying to bribe my way out of the situation. Maybe someone else did the bribing for me. Or perhaps the security guards turned me over to a sheriff who was a big fight fan. Could Dana White have gotten involved, using his powerful Las Vegas influence? Who knows.

  “Fuck, Tyler,” I lamented. “I can’t believe you let me do that. Do you want me to get kicked out of the goddamn UFC?”

  “Since when have I ever been your babysitter?” he retorted.

  I couldn’t argue with that point. Tyler was eighteen months my senior, but he had never looked out for me. Not once. In fact, throughout a big portion of our childhood, he was a cruel bully.

  “What set me off?” I asked. “Why was I tearing up that bathroom?”

  Tyler lowered his eyes—a rare display of shame.

  “I told you about Dad,” he said.

  “What about Dad?”

  Tyler seemed hesitant to reveal anything more, justifiably so considering my previous reaction. But then he came out with it.

  “He wants to come see you fight.”

  And, as I stood there outside of the Cox Pavilion, my heart dropped into my gut.

  My father is, for the most part, a no-good son of a bitch. He ditched my mother when I was two years old and skipped town, leaving her to tend to two young boys in a shack on the dirty side of Portland, Oregon. He never paid child support and never made an effort to contribute to our upbringing. In fact, I blamed him for most of the heartache and misery I had experienced in life up to that point. At the age of twenty-five, as I readied to fight Patrick Côté, I had only actually met my father once, when he unexpectedly reached out to me the previous spring while I was auditioning for the first season of The Ultimate Fighter.

  In March 2004, the UFC contacted me through Matt Lindland to invite me to Las Vegas to try out for the show. Matt Lindland was one of the founders and head coaches at Team Quest in Portland. I trained there for years during the early part of my career. Not only did Matt have a notable MMA career in the UFC and other promotions, he was a silver medalist in Greco-Roman wrestling at the 2000 Olympics in Sydney. When he gave me the phone message, I could hardly believe my ears. I returned the call of the UFC representative, who made it extremely clear that the audition process was to remain completely secretive. I could not share the news with my friends or family. I had to sneak down to Vegas, do my thing, and keep my mouth shut. But, it didn’t exactly turn out that way. As I boarded the plane from Portland to Las Vegas, I ran into my good buddy and training partner Ed “Short Fuse” Herman. He, obviously, was headed down there for the same reason, and there was no point in bullshitting each other about it. We spent the flight talking about what might be the best strategy for earning a spot on the TUF show.

  Once we arrived, the UFC immediately sequestered each of us in our own rooms at the MGM. They didn’t even provide us with room keys because they wanted us to come out of hiding only for scheduled events and meetings related to the TUF tryouts. I was supposed to be there for four days: one day of interviews followed by two or three days of physical performance assessments and fighting evaluations. Soon after I settled in, I was called down to a meeting room in the MGM. A woman led me inside, where there was nothing except for a video camera on a tripod facing an unoccupied wooden chair. She explained to me that, for this part of the audition, my job was to talk to the camera and tell it why I would be an excellent selection for the television show. It sounded like an awkward thing to do, but if there’s one thing that my friends know about me, it’s that I am never at a loss for words—especially when the topic is me! The only thing faster than my hands, I’ve been known to say, is my mouth!

  The woman left the room. I took a seat on the chair and immediately broke into an enthusiastic speech about why I was a tough motherfucker and why the viewing public should give a shit about me. In my last two fights—against Mike Swick and Boyd Ballard—I had delivered two massive knockouts. I was riding high and felt invincible. As I recall, I shouted at the camera about the thunder in my left hand, and about what a dangerous man I was. I may have even pounded my chest at one point. (At least, that was the kind of mood I recall being in.)

  Suddenly, in the middle of my rant, the door on the far side of the room swung open. In walked Dana White and one of the producers of the show. Obviously, they had been watching my performance and they were laughing their asses off. Dana came up to me, put an arm around my shoulders and said, “Enough! We’ve seen enough! You’re a madman and you’re definitely going to be on the show.”

  I could hardly believe it. I was just getting warmed up, but, apparently, that was sufficient for them. They did not even require me to participate in the physical and fighting portions of the tryouts. I had my golden ticket. They congratulated me and sent me back to my room.

  That was one of my proudest moments as an adult. It was the first time I learned that I actually had value in the world. Sure, I had done well as a high school wrestler and had won a half-dozen or so professional MMA fights. However, I was making peanuts, and only handfuls of people in the world had even heard of me. This was different. Not only was the UFC going to pay me a little bit of money to appear on TUF, the show was going to be broadcast to the entire country on the Spike TV cable channel. Finally, I had been given a moment in the sun. I was on cloud nine when I got back to my room and flopped down on my bed. Smiling to myself, I imagined that I would become a national hero and, just as importantly, get laid a lot.

  Then my cell phone rang.

  I checked the caller ID, but did not recognize the number. I debated whether to answer before finally giving in to my curiosity. Hesitantly, I flipped open the phone.

  “Hello?”

  “Chris?” came the reply.

  “Yes?”

  “Chris, it’s Frank Ellis . . . your father.”

  For what seemed like an eternity, I froze. I stopped breathing and felt my face go numb. It was as if a comic book super-villain had come to life and was saying my name. After a long silence, my father continued speaking. His voice was abrasive and deep, just like mine, but tinged with a quiver of humility. The sound of it immediately sent me back to my childhood. Although, when he was last a presence in my life I was too young to form long-term memories, I think his voice had embedded itself in my subconscious brain. As I lay there in bed, the phone pressed to my ear, a wave of powerful and disturbing emotions washed over me. Clearly, whatever remnants of my father still clung to my psyche were completely destructive. My hand shook and my mouth went dry. And, as he went on to explain that he lived not far from the MGM and that he hoped we could have a drink that night, all I could do was fight back tears and listen.

  Finally, my father finished speaking. Against my better judgment, and apparently mesmerized by his unexpected reappearance in my life, I agreed to meet him.

  Throughout my life, my mother has told a handful of stories about my father, virtually all of them negative. They had a very turbulent marriage before he ditched the family. Both he and she were alcoholics, he an especially unpredictable one. His frequent use of coke and crystal meth further stoked the fire. Many a dish was broken during their arguments. My dad hardly provided for the family even during my mother’s pregnancies, choosing instead to blow the bulk of his earnings in the local saloons and at the horse track.

  In my dad’s absence, the only father figure I knew during my childhood was a Harley rider named Dave, who linked up with my mom when I was a tot. He was a decent guy and a hard worker. And, although Dave and my mother never married, he helped provide for us for about five years. Reminiscing on Dave, I often find myself smiling. He was a great storyteller, a party animal, and ready with a hug when I needed one. But Dave passed on when I was in third grade, and the remainder of my formative years was spent in a mostly empty house with a terrorist of a brother and a stressed-out mother who was only occasionally present. It would have been nice to have a decent male role model during that time. It would have been nice to have a friend.

  After ending the conversation with my father and hanging up I felt paralyzed. I didn’t know what to do, where to go, or how to react. A tornado of thoughts and emotions swirled in my mind. A big part of me wished nothing but misery on this faceless man who was little more than a sperm donor to me. However, another part of me was filled with curiosity and, yes, even optimism. Maybe I would learn that my father had turned his life around and we would be able to forge a new relationship. I imagined that he might become a source of support for me, guiding me through the rough patches of life, maybe providing a couple of bucks here and there when times were tight. Hell, to this day I’m the last person to deny someone the benefit of the doubt or the faith that a guy can change.

  My heart jumped with the hope that my dad and I could one day make up for lost time and, though he was never a father to me, that he could be a grandfather to the kids I would bear. But then I slapped myself in the face. “Be more realistic, Chris,” I told myself cynically. “When have you ever had that kind of good fortune?”

  As I lay there marinating in emotional confusion, I felt like I was on the verge of a mental breakdown. I needed to talk to someone, and that someone happened to be down the hallway. I jumped out of bed and ran down to good ol’ Eddie Herman’s room.

  Adjacent to the rows of armchairs, side tables, and ashtrays that furnish the sportsbook betting area at the MGM Casino, there is a small bar where young party guys or emphysemic old ladies can grab a quick beer or shot in between wagers. This is where I was supposed to meet my dad. However, I wasn’t going to do it alone. I had been able to convince Eddie to accompany me for moral support even though hanging out in the casino was a violation of the rules the UFC had laid out for the TUF audition week. He’s a good guy like that. As Eddie and I approached the rendezvous point, we debated about whether I should hug the old man, shake his hand, or just keep my hands in my pockets. As it turned out, we had plenty of time to think about this issue. My father didn’t show up until nearly forty minutes after our scheduled meeting time. So I had a beer or two to calm my nerves. I insisted that Eddie do the same.

  Before we knew it, a stocky middle-aged man suddenly appeared before us. He smiled weakly, and it was almost like staring into a tarnished mirror. Except for a tooth missing here and there, along with blotchy, overexposed skin and advanced male pattern baldness, he shared many of my features (and even more of my brother’s). Neither of us offered a handshake. Neither of us moved in for a hug. It was like we were two deer shining flashlights in each other’s eyes, until, mercifully, Eddie broke the ice and suggested that we all have a shot of whiskey.

  That did the trick. After throwing back our shots, everyone relaxed a bit. The conversation that followed was underwhelming, but my mind—desperate for my father’s affection—seemed to add special significance to it. As we sipped our beers, the old man and I didn’t even broach the subject of our family’s past—the divorce, the abandonment, the twenty-three years of absence. Instead he filled me in about his job as a construction worker in Vegas, and about the small house he had not far from the Strip. He told me that, though he hadn’t witnessed any of my fights, he had heard from Tyler that I was a hell of a brawler.

  “He says you’re tough as nails, Chris. That makes a father proud.”

  Wow. The approval of my father. That was the first time I had ever felt the warmth and satisfaction that a father’s pride creates. Though, in retrospect, his gruff words may have been the manipulative ramblings of a selfish, unfeeling dickhead, I was on top of the world. The three of us threw back another shot or two, shared with each other a handful of offensive jokes and obnoxious stories, and then decided to call it a night. I paid the tab.

  Though the meeting provided little upon which to base a lasting relationship, I was optimistic about the future. My father seemed like a decent guy who had long ago atoned for his sins. Most importantly, he was funny and shared my loud-mouthed, demented sense of humor. We shook hands, and he patted me on the back.

  “Chris,” he said. “You turned out well.”

  “Thanks,” I replied earnestly. “It’s good to see you. Hopefully, you’ll be able to watch me kick some ass on TV.”

  “I’m confident you will. You, too, Ed.”

  “I haven’t won a spot on the show yet, but I’ll do my best,” Ed replied.

  My father smiled and hesitated for a moment before speaking again.

  “I hate to do it, but I have to ask you a favor,” he said.

  “Sure. What do you need?”

  “Just a few bucks to get me through the weekend. I get a check on Monday and I’ll pay you back.” My father looked at his feet and shifted back and forth. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Eddie’s jaw drop.

  “How much?” I asked.

  “A hundred,” he said without hesitation.

  With the benefit of hindsight, I now recognize that my father, on the very first night after a two-decade absence, was taking advantage of me. If he tried to shine me on like that today, I would tell him to go fuck himself. At least, I like to think I’m older and wiser to that kind of bullshit (which probably is not the case). But back then, a few sheets to the wind and with the wool pulled over my eyes, I didn’t think twice. I pulled out my wallet and went straight to the ATM.

  Then fourteen months went by without a word from the old man.

  What had caused me to go on my restroom rampage a year later on the Tuesday night before my fight with Côté was not only the fact that my old man wanted to come to the fight but also Tyler’s revelation that he had actually taken up residence with that bald bastard in Las Vegas. The news, of course, initiated a massive crying and yelling argument right in front of the bawdy Irishmen. I had no interest in seeing that conman again. He had his chance. The fucker could drink himself into a hole as far as I was concerned. And, on top of that, I was pissed that my brother was dumb enough to link up with that bastard. I felt betrayed.

  But Tyler explained that my father felt horrible about borrowing that money from me, and was too ashamed to call me and tell me he couldn’t pay me back. He wanted to come to the fight because he finally had some dough to give me. But, more importantly, he wanted to support me in the hopes that our relationship could be salvaged.

  “I wouldn’t cross the street to spit on that guy,” I told Tyler.

  “But he’s your dad,” Tyler replied.

  “I don’t care if he’s the fucking Pope.”

  Tyler eyed me carefully.

  “You’ve never made a mistake that you wished someone else would forgive?” he asked.

  And, with that, my shell cracked. I, of course, had made countless mistakes in my past that I regretted immensely—screw-ups that had hurt my friends and family. I paced and rubbed my head, knowing that I had lost the battle.

  “If he fucks up again, it’s all over,” I warned Tyler. “I won’t give him a third chance.” But as the words left my lips, both Tyler and I knew that, if it came down to it, I’d give Dad many more chances than that. An abandoned heart is a weak heart.

  I agreed to ask for a special favor from Dana White: to provide me with two front-row tickets to the fight, for Tyler and my father. But it was not going to be easy sailing. After my antics on TUF 1 and my late arrival to the photo shoot that morning, I was pretty sure I was on Dana’s shit list. The last thing the boss man owed me was a favor.

  I should mention that all of this emotional turmoil and debauchery was occurring during the very time I was supposed to be supremely focused on my weight cut for the fight with Patrick Côté. Generally, in the week leading up to a fight, I would drop around twenty-five pounds via diet and dehydration. Because such extreme measures are exceptionally damaging to a fighter’s body, especially the kidneys, we (I mean, most fighters) tend to be very careful to put only pure and natural foods and beverages into our systems during fight week. I’m sure that the doctors who are reading this book, if any, are pulling their hair out at the revelation that I was drinking heavily while at the same time undertaking a massive weight cut. That could have been a death sentence.

  Needless to say, when Friday rolled around I was still in bad shape from my Tuesday-night bender. I woke up at eight o’clock feeling like death warmed over. Then I spent the next four hours on the treadmill and in the sauna, sweating out as much water as possible. At noon, with the weigh-ins just an hour away, Nate Quarry noticed that I had big black circles under my eyes. He was concerned that my appearance would generate scrutiny from the Nevada State Athletic Commission (NSAC). If their doctors deemed me unfit to fight, I would have had to bow out and give up my purse. (Actually, I was in such a wretched state at the time that this did not seem like a horrible option.) However, scratching the fight not only would have hit my pocketbook hard, it would have been a severe setback in my career. More importantly, my dad was coming to the event. I couldn’t pull out. I had to show him that I had grown into a real man—a man’s man.

  So I did the next logical thing: I had a friend buy some eyeliner at the Walgreens and I went to work darkening the edges of my eyelids. Not only did it look rock-and-roll, the makeup, I figured, would draw attention away from the fact that the rest of my face could have belonged to a corpse. Also it fit well with my hair, which, as usual, I had dyed a fiery shade of red. As I waited for the weigh-ins to begin and mingled with various other fighters, UFC representatives, and, yes, officials from the NSAC, I felt straight-up ill and ready to collapse. But nobody was the wiser.

  The announcer called my name and I emerged from backstage for my public weighing. The crowd that has assembled for the spectacle went berserk as I climbed the stairs to the stage. I felt wobbly and was concerned that I would keel over in front of everyone. However, the overwhelming energy of the fans held me up. I had never yet experienced that kind of roaring adoration. This was my first real fight in the Octagon since completing my stint on The Ultimate Fighter. Though I’m not sure I deserved it, it was now clear that, since TUF aired, fans were starting to back me in a big way. What a feeling! I took my place on the scale and weighed in at 185.5 pounds, just a half pound below the limit. Patrick Côté and I squared up on stage, nose-to-nose, jostling each other and talking shit. The photographers snapped away and the crowd absolutely ate it up.

  Saturday, August 6, 2005, was fight day. By the time I stepped outside of the MGM that morning at nine o’clock to track down a decent cup of coffee and have a chew of tobacco, the Las Vegas air was as hot as dragon breath. Walking along Las Vegas Boulevard, I thought about how interesting this period of time was for fighters in my 185-pound weight class. My division, middleweight, was not yet a top draw within the UFC in the way that the 205-pound class was. That roster had household names on it such as Randy Couture, Vitor Belfort, Tito Ortiz, and, of course, Chuck Liddell. Millions of people knew, loved, and followed these men. By contrast, back then you’d have a very hard time finding anyone other than a diehard fight fan who could name a premier 185-pounder. In fact, the UFC middleweight belt was vacant for more than three years until Evan Tanner TKO’d David Terrell to capture it in February of 2005.

  However, now the UFC was setting up for an aggressive growth phase, cobbling together the middleweight division by dipping into The Ultimate Fighter reality show talent pool, and by poaching athletes from other organizations, including the WEC and Pancrase.

  Things were changing—and fast. Tanner lost the belt on his next outing, absorbing one of the worst sustained beatings in the history of the UFC at the hands of the great Rich Franklin. When the doctor mercifully called an end to it in the fourth round, Tanner’s eyebrow was split open and his head was as lumpy as a sack of potatoes. That was just two months earlier, on June 4.
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