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For my wife who understood, 

my children who motivated, 
my friends who encouraged, 

and all the athletes who shared. 
  



 

 

 

“What one has, one ought to use: 
and whatever he does he should do with all his might.” 

– MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO 
  



 

PROLOGUE 
January 10, 1999 

 

 

Sunday’s my only day off. No bodyguarding, no bouncing. No 

running, sparring, or hitting the heavy bag. I’m recovering from a late night, 

stretched out on the floor of my sparsely furnished one-bedroom apartment, 

killing creatures on PlayStation. 

My cell phone rings in the kitchen. I’m not expecting any calls, so I 

almost don’t answer it. The phone’s beside the oatmeal and protein powder, 

just about the only food in the place. I don’t recognize the number, but, for 

some reason, I answer anyway. 

It’s the promoter of a local No Holds Barred (NHB) show. On their 

last card, I’d managed to squeak by with a win, fortunate not to be matched 

against Ricco Rodriguez or Tito Ortiz. I ask what I can do for him. 

“You got anything going on today?” 

“Nothing until tonight.” 

“Want to do me a huge favor, and make some money?” 

I don’t care about the favor, but could use the cash. “Doing what?” 

“How’d you like to fight? I could really use you.” 

I laugh. “Sorry, I’m afraid I can’t. I gave it up.” 

“But you’ve been training.” 

He’d talked to someone, probably my old coach. “I haven’t rolled in 

like two months, only been boxing,” I tell him. “Turning pro soon.” 



 

“That’s great,” he says, sounding way too happy. “You’re in great 

shape then. Come on. I got a guy from out of town who needs an opponent. 

He wants a shot at your belt.” 

All the ref did was raise my hand. This was the first I’d heard of a 

belt. “I promised my boxing coach I wouldn’t fight in the cage again.” 

“Why’s he got to know? Come on. It’s two hundred bucks, three if 

you win.” 

I don’t want him thinking I’m chicken, but I can’t take the fight. 

“I’ve got a date at seven,” I say, leaving out that I also swore to my girlfriend 

that I was done with the cage. 

“Doors open at five. I’ll put you on first. You’ll be fine.” 

I look around my sorry apartment, searching for an excuse. Suddenly 

I’m not so sure I want one. All I can come up with is, “I don’t have a cup.” 

“Not a problem. I’ll have one for you. Just get down here soon as 

you can.” 

He’d have an answer for everything. It was either yes or no. I’m 

smart enough to know it’d be dumb to take the fight. I’m stupid enough to 

say, “Alright. I’ll be there.” 

Well, my day just got way more interesting. I fix a little food and 

gather my stuff; throw a pair of jeans and a button-down into my gym bag 

since I’ll have to go straight to the date. 

In the car, I blast Slayer to block my thoughts, and jump on the 

freeway. I don’t call my friends or brothers, even though I suppose it’d be 

nice to have a corner. I don’t call my boxing coach to tell him I’m breaking 

his rule. I don’t call my girlfriend to tell her I’m breaking hers, too. Odds are 

she’ll figure it out when she sees me. 

I don’t care about my body, but hope my face doesn’t get all messed 

up. That happened 5 months ago when I fought Bobby Hoffman at Extreme 

Challenge 20 in Iowa. The first 11 minutes of the fight were fine, but the last 

50 seconds hadn’t been fun, hammerfist after hammerfist straight to the face, 

making it so everyone on that flight knew I got my ass kicked. My mom 

cried when she saw me. 



 

But it didn’t really hurt. Bruises fade and a broken nose is no big 

deal. That’s not how I should be thinking, though. I have to stay positive. I 

got lucky and won my last 2 fights, barely taking any punishment. Maybe 

this guy wouldn’t be any good. Maybe the boxing had improved my striking. 

Shit, maybe I could actually win and get that extra hundred. 

The parking lot is already getting full. This building looks far better 

than the dirty warehouse they’d thrown a cage in for the last event. I’m not 

sure if the fight is legal, but that’s not a real concern. Truth is, I wish the cops 

would show up and shut it down, that they’d hurry up and do it in the next 

half hour. 

Inside I find the promoter, throw on the cup and a pair of tight shorts. 

Just as he promised, I’d be up first in 20 minutes. 

All the other fighters are with friends or teammates. I find a quiet 

corner and start to stretch. I don’t see any heavyweights around. Maybe my 

guy won’t show. 

I’m new to NHB, with 5 fights in my single year of training, and I’ve 

never been first on a card. As one of the bigger guys, I’m usually one of the 

last, sitting in the back and watching guys come back bloodied and broken. 

Not today. I’ve got 15 minutes. 

The static stretching isn’t exactly warming me up, so I do a dozen 

up-downs. I’m shocked how winded I get. Not good. 

The team I’d been with for my last 3 fights has guys on the card. 

Most of them are cool with me and understand why I gave up NHB for 

boxing. I thought my ex-coach hadn’t been happy with my decision, but he 

doesn’t mention it when he walks over. He even offers to work my corner, 

tells my old teammates to warm me up. 

Holy shit, I’m in trouble. What should have been easy drills just 

wiped me out. The guys ask if I’ve been training at all, if I’m ready. 

I never should’ve answered the phone, shouldn’t have taken the 

fight. But I did, so none of that matters. I’ve got 10 minutes to calm my heart 

rate and get my head straight. 



 

My buddy points out a guy shooting double-leg takedowns. He’s 

easily just as big and strong as I am, so there goes any advantage I might’ve 

had. He’s wearing wrestling shoes. His shadowboxing’s better than mine. 

Goddamn it. This is going to suck. 

I tell the guys I’m warm enough and walk to the water fountain. I 

grab a drink, tell myself to stop being a little bitch. It’s just a fight, no 

different from what could happen any night at work. But those guys are 

usually drunk and not trained athletes. 

They call us to the cage. I wonder what kind of advice I’ll get from 

my corner. I feel like a complete coward when I tell my old coach, “I don’t 

give a shit about this fight. Throw in that towel if I’m getting my ass kicked. 

I’m not even supposed to be here.” 

He says sure thing, but I question if he will. I get in the cage and try 

to look tough, like I belong in there. The Rocky music in the background isn’t 

helping. 

The announcer says Tim Lajcik is undefeated, an All-American 

wrestler, but my hearing’s all fuzzy. All I know is he looks solid. And 

determined. He’s staring right through me. 

The cage door clangs shut. The lock slides into place. 

The voice in my head drowns out everything else. What the hell is 

wrong with me? 



 

CHAPTER ONE 
January 14, 2012 

 

 

A lot had changed in the 13 years since the Lajcik fight. I got married, divorced, married again, 

and became a stay-at-home dad about to launch my career as an author. In August I would turn 40, an age 

I never imagined I’d reach. Overall, I was content with how life had played out and considered myself 

very fortunate. 

That one-bedroom apartment had transformed into a house filled with toys. The PlayStation got 

upgraded to an Xbox 360 with Kinect so I could jump around with my 3-year-old daughter, Olivia. That 

was practically the only exercise I was getting since I’d ruptured my Achilles tendon 6 years before. 

I never accomplished anything as a fighter and ended both my short boxing and Mixed Martial 

Arts (MMA) careers with losing records. My last fight was in 2004 when I suffered a concussion severe 

enough to scare me. 

Although a lot of my friends were huge MMA fans, I didn’t follow the sport and rarely watched 

fights. When we went to my buddy’s house to watch Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) 142, I spent 

most of the time playing with the kids until my friend asked me why I wasn’t hanging out with the adults. 

I grabbed a beer and plopped down on the couch. There were some good fights and part of me enjoyed it, 

but another part wanted to change the channel. I wrote it off as regret that I never made it as a fighter. Or 

maybe I’d gone soft from being surrounded by women. Could have been that I hated to hear fans 

screaming for blood. Whatever it was, I no longer cared to watch two people hurt each other. 

One of the wives turned to me and said, “I can’t believe you ever did this stuff.” 

“Never on a big stage like this.” 

“You don’t seem like a fighter.” Like she really wanted to know, she asked, “Why’d you do it?” 

That was the question everyone always asked, the one I could never answer. I fell back to my 

usual response and said, “Don’t know, guess there’s something wrong with me.” 

We headed home, but the question kept nagging. What had been the draw back then? What led 

me to fight, and why’d I stick with it as long as I did? I had spent most of my life steering clear of fights 

and breaking them up. Why would I pour so much time and energy into a sport I was unsuccessful at? A 

punishing sport with so little reward. 

I’d spent 7 years rattling my brain playing high school and college football. Between that and 

fighting, it wasn’t surprising that my memory sucked. I racked my brain trying to remember who I had 

been back then. I had a good childhood, my parents were still married, and somehow I managed to earn 

an Ivy League degree. Fighting didn’t make sense. 



 

I would have let the question slide, but I was a little concerned about my daughter. She loved to 

punch and kick and trap me in triangle chokes. Was she going to follow my path and wind up in a cage? 

Is the urge to fight hereditary? Did the games we play push her in that direction? 

My wife, Jen, met me after my fighting days so she couldn’t offer much insight. I told her about 

the study I had devised back when I first began fighting. Developing a survey to find out why guys fight 

was the only time I used what I had learned in my sociology classes. I figured that if I could discover why 

others fought maybe I’d understand my own reasons. Unfortunately, I never got around to handing the 

survey out at events. 

“So do it now,” Jen said. “MMA is only getting bigger and there’ll be no shortages of fighters for 

a survey. You could write a book on it. Why do they fight and what do they have in common?” 

All my friends agreed with Jen and pushed me to do it. If I trained with the fighters it would be a 

great opportunity to get back in shape, but I was comfortable where I was. I didn’t want to take a break 

from writing fiction, and this would require a huge commitment to do the project the way I’d want to. 

Also, how could I commit to a sport I didn’t even care to watch? 

The self-doubt was overwhelming. What a dumb idea. I hadn’t been a good fighter. I’d never 

written nonfiction or conducted an interview. Anything I might have learned about sociology was long 

forgotten. I was a painfully shy introvert, who preferred to remain inside the house all day. Plus, who 

really cared to discover why people fight? It seemed most fans only appreciated the violence. 

I spent a few weeks watching fights and thinking that maybe the study wasn’t a bad idea. I 

checked what else had been written on the subject and ordered Sam Sheridan’s books, A Fighter’s Heart 

and The Fighter’s Mind. Sam’s a Harvard grad who found his way into fighting. I hoped that reading his 

books would answer my questions and put this project to rest. 

I devoured both books within the week, but they led to more questions. I emailed Sam and he was 

nice enough to meet for lunch. He told me not to worry about the similarities between our projects and 

gave me some great advice. 

The next day I signed up at a local MMA gym and quickly discovered how out of shape I really 

was. Also how unmotivated; one or two workouts a week was all I could manage. 

Still on the fence about committing to the project, I called Brown University’s Sociology 

department for advice. I was prepared to explain what MMA was and then get laughed off the phone and 

told to stop wasting their time, but Karl Dominey, the academic coordinator who answered the phone, is a 

huge MMA fan and thought my project sounded incredible. He put me in touch with two professors, one 

who researches professional wrestlers, and the other who teaches a course on the sociology of martial arts. 

I was all out of excuses. I made a modified commitment, at least for one trip to the East Coast so I 

could stop by Brown. My wife was incredibly supportive and gave me a 17-day travel pass. My daughter 

begged me not to leave. I lined up a handful of gyms in the New England area, hoping I’d find others 

while I was there. I had no idea who I’d talk with, how they’d react to me, or what I’d discover. 

It was time to find out. 
 


