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To my father, Joseph Buffer,
my mother, Constance Buffer,
my brother Brian Buffer,
this book is lovingly dedicated.
With you at my side, I learned to live and love, laugh and cry, fight and win.
Throughout life I have strived to honor you with my presence and passion.
Now I honor you with my words.

And to my brother Michael Buffer:
Thank you for believing in my dreams, as I believed in yours, during our historic journey into the world of sports and
entertainment together!
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PROLOGUE

TORONTO

Like everyone else on the planet, I was looking forward to UFC 129 in April 2011. It was, just from the looks of it, a phenomenal card. You had the great Randy Couture taking on the much younger Lyoto Machida. And the bout everyone in two nations was sitting tight for was the main event: Georges St-Pierre taking on a contender from the U.S.A., Jake Shields.

Well, of course that bout was going to attract attention. We were playing in the Rogers Centre in Toronto. The Canadians snapped up the tickets as soon as they went on sale, giving the organization its biggest sellout crowd in UFC history, in North American history. Everyone, from Dana White down to the freshest newbie, was looking forward to it.

But for me, a funny thing happened on the way to Toronto.

About a week before the fight, I was playing at a two-day poker tournament at the Hustler Casino in Gardena, California, the one owned by the famous magazine mogul Larry Flynt, and fortune was spinning her wheel in my favor. I was up a few thousand dollars in tournament winnings and had high hopes I’d finish with a title.

But as I was walking around the casino, I rolled my ankle when I stepped on an uneven spot in the carpet. I didn’t think much of it because it used to happen all the time in my kickboxing days. You’d roll your ankle, you’d regain your balance, and maybe you’d get a little sprain that you’d walk off in a few minutes or so.

But that day, for some reason, it didn’t play that way at all.

By the end of the evening, the ankle was hugely swollen and I couldn’t stand on my leg. The next morning, during a break in the action, I rushed to the doctor. He drew blood, not water, out of the ankle. Not a good sign. I’d obviously traumatized the joint. That afternoon, there I was, showing up at the Hustler Casino walking with a cane. But okay. No big deal. I returned to the tables and finished third out of 1,500 poker players and walked away with $30,000.

That was a fantastic win, so I was not about to let a little ankle injury throw me off my game. Clearly I still had it. Luck was spinning in my favor again. Look, I always tell people today, I wasn’t born on the twenty-first of May for nothing. Twenty-one is the sign of blackjack, one of my best games, and 21 will always be my lucky number.

For the next few days, I did everything I could to get that ankle back in shape. I would not, under any circumstances, walk into the Octagon with that cane. This was going to be the UFC’s hugest night yet. I’ve worked fifteen years to get where I am tonight, I told myself, and now I can’t put weight on my leg. Maybe that’s not a big deal for most fight announcers. My brother, Michael Buffer, can stand in the center of a boxing ring without moving a finger and entrance a crowd. He’s debonair and stylish, with those drop-dead good looks. His voice, his image, and his signature line, “Let’s Get Ready to Rumble,” are known and recognized all over the world.

But that’s not my style. I’ve taken my work in another direction. More than eighteen years ago Michael and I took a gamble on each other. I signed on to become his manager and business partner, and set out to do what many people told me was impossible: I took his voice, already famous in the world of boxing, and solidified his signature catchphrase into a solidly protected federal trademark that has grossed more than $400 million in retail sales from the licensed products and ventures we developed and created. Yes, $400 million.

Along the way, I was able to carve out a niche for myself. I’m known for being the most physical, the most intense announcer the sport of mixed martial arts has ever seen. To do what I do, to absorb all the energy of the fans and channel it into a 180 or, God help us, a 360, I need to be at the top of my game. The tiniest injury can easily derail me. So I nursed that ankle as best I could. Babied it. Iced it. Worked out carefully at the gym. Then I got my stuff together for the flight to Toronto.

That night, I called about six hours of fights. Then came the main event. GSP and Shields were in the Octagon, and the place was going wild. The Canadians were out of their minds.

I took the microphone in hand and said:

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! THIS IS THE MAIN EVENT OF THE EVENING!”

The crowd screamed.

I love it when the crowd is pumped and each new fight builds to a crescendo of raw energy. It’s my job to radiate that excitement back to the crowd, to take what they’ve given me and pay it all back in homage to the two warriors who have trained weeks to get here.

When I’m in the Octagon, I speak from the heart. My heart, and yours.

My message to the fighters is simple: We honor you! We pay tribute to you. You deserve every ounce of recognition for being here, and I’m going to give the raw power of my voice, my lungs, my physical energy, and my passion to get you ready for this match.

GSP and Shields were loosening up.

I held up my cards and marched through the names of the judges and referee and sponsors …

“AND NOW, THIS IS THE MOMENT YOU’VE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR …”

I spun into a 360-degree turn and roared like a lion:

“IIIII​IIIII​IIIT’S TIMMM​MMMMM​MMMMM​E!!!!​!!!!!​!”

The audience went wild.

I did a three-foot aerial jump. I hit the ground, whipped off a lightning-fast 180-degree turn, and locked eyes with Jake Shields as I read his name and credentials.

Then I did an aerial 180, and as I landed, I yelled:

“FIGHTING …”

I had never done this before off the ground, and it went perfectly.

“FIGHTING OUT OF THE RED CORNER!”

I stalked over to Georges and locked eyes with him.

“THE REIGNING, DEFENDING UNDISPUTED UFC WELTERWEIGHT CHAMPION OF THE WORLD.”

“GEORGES—”

I thrust my body at him.

“RUSH—”

Getting into the spirit of things, Georges lunged at me.

I leaped back as I roared …

“ST-PIERRE!”

But as I leaped back, my foot wobbled and I felt a searing pain in my right knee.

It was the loudest “St-Pierre!” I ever shouted in my life. A boom and a scream all wrapped together, with a little bit of my body as a sacrifice.

Oh, I thought, that is not good. Something just blew.

I left the Octagon as the warriors entered the heat of battle. I watched from the sidelines, horrified that my right knee was wobbling from side to side. I don’t think anyone could tell how concerned I was.

But inside, I had only one thought: Shit, shit, shit. My knee is destroyed. I’ll never be able to announce my way again.

I limped over to Stitch Duran, the UFC’s legendary cutman, and lowered myself into a chair. Without a word, he brought over an icepack. Stitch watches everyone in the Octagon like a hawk. It’s his job to spot pain, and he knew I was hurting.

Big John McCarthy, one of the sport’s pioneers and one of its most recognizable referees, caught my eye. “How you doing?” he said.

“Not good.”

“I didn’t think so. I saw the way you moved up there. I think you blew your ACL.”

Shit, shit, shit.

Look at the crazy irony here, would you? Two of the world’s best fighters are going at it in the Octagon in front of 55,000 people, and the guy in the tuxedo has ice clapped to his knee. What’s wrong with this picture?

The record will show that I did my job that night. I announced St-Pierre as the winner by unanimous decision. Later, as Joe Rogan was interviewing GSP, I got a chance to speak with Lorenzo Fertitta, one of the owners of the billion-dollar empire that is UFC. “Awesome night of fights,” I said to him. “But I think I blew my ACL. Do you mind giving me the name of the doctor in L.A. that you send the fighters to?”

He said no problem.

After the main event, I was leaning against the safety gates in the arena’s aisle and said hi to Dana White, the UFC’s leader, as he walked by.

“Awesome show tonight, Dana,” I said. “But I think I blew my knee introducing GSP.”

He nearly laughed out loud. “You?”

As soon as I left the arena, I became busier than I’d ever been after a fight. This was the largest arena at which we’d ever appeared, with the largest number of fans, and as I limped away from the Octagon that night, this became my longest walk ever. Every corridor and atrium was lined with photo- and autograph-hungry fans. I couldn’t really care about the condition I was in. I simply focused on walking slowly and carefully, posing and signing autographs for every single person who asked me for one.

I was supposed to hit the after-parties that night with the fighters, same as always. It’s one of the things I love to do. But that night, I passed. I couldn’t risk being jostled by someone. A few days later, the doctor gave me the worst news of my life. I had torn a meniscus, one of the two critical pieces of cartilage in the human knee, in three places, and completely ripped my anterior cruciate ligament. The ACL is one of four ligaments that connect the thighbone to the shinbone. It’s a common injury for sportsmen; a good, wrenching twist after a lifetime of activity will rip that precious cord. You can live without an ACL; Hines Ward had a spectacular career as a wide receiver for the Pittsburgh Steelers, hardly missing the ACL he snapped in childhood. But the rest of us mortals can’t begin to do what we do best without getting it replaced, usually when you’re more than thirty years old, with an Achilles’ heel tendon taken from a cadaver.

My life of athleticism flashed before my eyes. When I was training as a kickboxer as a younger man, that leg had been freakishly strong and fast. I could kick at your face and stop within an inch of your skin without hurting you. That’s how agile that right leg was.

Now, sitting on the doctor’s bench, I felt like my body had betrayed me.

“You must get the meniscus done within three to six months,” the doctor said. “If you don’t, it will wear away. You’ll be bone on bone, and you’ll ruin your knee and you will absolutely need a replacement when you’re older. But I do also recommend getting the ACL done.”

“How much time do I need to recover?”

“Fully? Six months to a year. To be able to walk up the stairs into the Octagon and do what you do, two to three months with a brace,” he said.

I didn’t have three months. I had a show in three weeks, and I was also booked to appear in a major motion picture with actors Kevin James, Salma Hayek, and Henry Winkler. Our ten-day film shoot started in Boston in a week’s time. Looking ahead at my schedule, I didn’t have a good long break from the UFC for three months.

Not long ago, I’d seen another doctor for shoulder pain. After a lifetime of throwing punches and surfing like a madman, my shoulder bone was no longer round but flat. By the time I reached my late sixties, the doctor said, I’d be a good candidate for a shoulder replacement.

Great, I thought angrily. Knee, shoulder, what else is gonna happen?

I was worried about my future. I had spent a good chunk of my life in service to the UFC. I’d loved the sport from the moment I’d watched it, and I’d fought hard for the chance to become the sport’s preeminent announcer. Over the years, I’d used every connection I’d made in the world of sports and entertainment to up the UFC’s profile with fans, sports journalists, and TV producers. Those were all things I did behind the scenes—things people never saw or heard about. But for me, the highlight of any fight was being able to walk into the Octagon and do the job I love.

And now, if I couldn’t walk into the Octagon, what would happen to everything I fought for?

Worse, I’d done it all to myself. And that really pissed me off.

I needed to get the surgery done, and fast. The thing was, I had five UFCs in the next two months, one nearly every week. The doc could work on me ASAP, but if he performed the surgery now, I’d break my perfect attendance record. For fifteen years, nothing had kept me out of the Octagon. I hated to ruin that streak.

I had designed my life around my role as the “Voice of the Octagon,” or the VOTO, as my brother Brian had nicknamed me a few years back. If I took off now, who knows? Maybe I could lose my job. I could lose everything that mattered to me.

To understand my pain, you must understand how hard I’ve worked to get here. More than a decade and a half ago, I took a gamble on an incredible partnership with my long-lost brother. Then I gambled my livelihood on a dream of announcing for a living. I felt like the luckiest guy in the world to have achieved everything I set my mind on.

How did I get here? How did I come to manage my brother Michael’s career and make him his first million? How did I talk myself into a job I coveted? How did I earn the right to be in the Octagon? How did I get to surround myself with some of the world’s most talented athletes? How did I get to travel the globe in service to the world’s greatest sport?

It’s time I told you.


1

PUNCHED IN THE FACE

You don’t know who you really are until you’ve been punched in the face.

For me, that magic moment happened when I was about thirteen years old. My younger brother Brian and I were living with my folks in Glenside, Pennsylvania, about twenty minutes outside downtown Philly. It was the middle of winter, one of those miserably cold days when any snowball you scraped together from the dirty mound of whiteness on the sidewalk was sure to have a couple of hard chunks of ice in it. I packed one of these monsters together and lobbed it at this tough, stern-faced Italian-American kid named Glenn. He and his friends used to terrorize students, especially Jewish kids, at school. They mistakenly thought I was Jewish, so they singled me out for their brand of punishment.

I was hanging out with his crew and mine, and the moment the iceball whacked his face you could hear everyone get real quiet.

Glenn didn’t say a word.

He stomped over to me. Before I knew what was happening, he hit me with a few well-placed right and left hooks. Boom, boom, boom, all knuckles to the face.

Now, you have to realize something: I was no angel.

Wherever we lived, the kids were always pretty territorial. This is our turf. You’re either in or out. Well, I thought, if they didn’t want me in, I would just carve out my own turf. I had already formed my own gang when I was about six or seven years old. I actually got in trouble at school for it, and my parents had to come in and have a talk with the principal.

Being a kid then was different. My father raised us to be very independent. When we were seven and nine years old, my brother Brian and I were taking the bus or train into Philly in the morning, going to museums or a movie, and coming home around five o’clock or later. You won’t dare let your kids do that today. Times were different, and I think kids and parents were different, too.

I was Joe Buffer’s kid. I’d been conceived in Las Vegas and born in Oklahoma. I’d spent my childhood bouncing back and forth between Dallas and Philly as my father changed corporate VP jobs for a variety of Fortune 500 companies. He traveled extensively during those early years, and many times it was just my mom, Brian, and me alone for a week or two at a time while he was gone.

Nominally my father was a salesman, but he was so much more. He had always tried to instill some street smarts in the two of us. He taught my older brother, Brian, and me basic self-defense moves at an early age. Good thing, too, because the first time I was jumped was at age six. A kid grabbed me from behind, and I remembered something Dad had just told me. I raised my foot and stomped on the kid’s instep. Crunch. The kid ran away. He never messed with me again. I was attending a tough school in Philadelphia at the time. I needed to know how to handle myself, because even though we were young, now and then we still had to fight to hang on to our lunch money.

Barring the occasional fretting principal, using your fists back then had none of the stigma it might have among parents and teachers today. The manly art of pugilism was an accepted part of American culture. When we were living in Dallas, we had a gym teacher who encouraged us boys to settle our differences by pulling on some boxing gloves and taking swings at each other. Every Saturday night our mom would cook us a great meal—New York strip steaks and baked potatoes, with lemon meringue pie for dessert—and we’d sit in front of the TV and watch the fights. I’d even fallen in love with a scene in an old movie where the great movie star James Cagney, the original little tough guy, tossed a much bigger man using a number of judo moves. I loved it.

But the day I got pummeled in the face, something went wrong. I got caught off guard and paid the price. More than anything, I’ll never forget thinking how the punches felt. I think the biggest fear most kids—and most adults—have is, if someone punches me in the face, it’ll hurt badly and I’ll be horribly wounded or disfigured.

Well, no, you won’t.

Chances are, the person throwing the punch doesn’t know what he’s doing and doesn’t know how to connect very well. Chances are, those punches will sting or bloody your nose, but not do much harm.

This kid had worked me over. All I could do was lie there and mull over the experience in a strangely analytical way. Huh—that didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would, I thought. The second thing I thought was, It’s never happening again. I’m going to learn how to defend myself for real. I had been taking judo class, but now I wanted to be very diligent.

All the way home, I asked myself what I could have done to stop him. My dad had always told us, “If a bully threatens you, you hit him first. Don’t wait for him to touch you. Don’t let him get the first punch. Just punch him in the nose. Make him see his own blood, and I promise you he’ll never come after you again.”

That was good advice, and if I ever had a kid myself someday, I’d teach him or her the same thing. The surest way to stop most people is to make them bleed. Because they are not expecting that. Anyone who picks a fight is in love with his own sense of power, and he’s probably never had anyone stand up to him. That’s how most bullies get away with the crap they pull. No one has ever pounded them good.

That day on the playground, I had messed up. I hadn’t seen the punches coming. I hadn’t reacted very well, and I got beat. After that, I recommitted myself to judo.

My old man was delighted to see that I was getting serious about self-defense—and no wonder. Joseph Buffer had boxed in his youth, served fifteen years in the Marines during World War II and served again during the Korean War. He’d served as a drill sergeant and drill team leader at Camp Pendleton in San Diego. He’d trained young soldiers in hand-to-hand and knife combat. This was intense stuff, where you could look right into the eyes of the man who wanted you dead, feel his breath in your face, and smell his sweat. He’d also served as the master sergeant in charge of the guards assigned to the brig at Camp Pendleton.

He was a tough SOB, and he wanted his sons to share that toughness.

He was a tall, handsome, dark-haired, hazel-eyed man who was John Wayne, Errol Flynn, and Steve McQueen all rolled up into one. When he walked into a room, women wanted him and men envied him.

Side by side, my parents made an odd couple. My mom, Connie, is a sweet, beautiful Italian-American lady who stands four foot eleven. My dad, on the other hand, was a six-foot-tall monster who was absolutely brilliant and half nuts to boot.

How nuts?

Imagine a guy who, on his very first date with our mother, got hassled by a panhandler and tossed the guy through a plate-glass window.

Imagine a father blindfolding you when you’re ten years old, and having you break down and reassemble one of his German Lugers while he times you with his watch.

Imagine him teaching you to shoot rifles and pistols at six years old.

Imagine him teaching you to play poker and blackjack when you are eight.

Imagine him teaching you to mix stiff drinks when you’re ten. Imagine him teaching you at the earliest age possible that you should never, under any circumstances, bet on a horse. If you were going to gamble, you were going to do it with your own skills, your own brains, and your own smarts. Horse betting was for idiots. “The only way you follow a horse is with a shovel,” my father told us, and we never forgot it.

And he always said, “Walk into a room like you own it!”

There was something remarkably convincing about his sayings. We gleaned the message that we could pretty much accomplish anything, if only we had the balls to follow through with it and we were scrupulously honest.

What was the point of cheating at cards? If you learned to be a good cardplayer, you’d rarely lose. And if you’re going to fight, then know how to fight. On the street, he saw the point of fighting dirty to survive because, in that situation, you must do whatever it takes to win that fight. He taught Brian and me many tricks we needed to know, because he knew them all.

I carry these lessons in my heart today.

Fighting was actually part of our DNA. Our grandfather, Johnny Buff, my father’s father, was a world-champion boxer in 1921. His real name was John Lesky, and he fought in New Jersey and New York, and later other parts of the country in the bantamweight and flyweight divisions through most of those early Prohibition years. Buff was his nickname, and for some reason I’ll never know, he passed that name, albeit modified, to my father.

Growing up in a tough neighborhood in New York City, my dad got by on his smarts and his fists, and channeled what he learned into the Marine Corps. But like a lot of guys who leave the military, he struggled to find himself when he hung up his uniform. Between the wars he was a debt collector. Later he became a businessman, an entrepreneur, and a VP of sales of various companies. He did not graduate from high school or college to achieve any of this. He was self-taught. He had a knack for salesmanship, but it didn’t make him terribly happy. You could say that behind my father’s tough-guy persona dwelt the soul of an artist. In those days, when you didn’t have a billion cable channels on TV, families hung out after dinner and did activities. Dad taught me how to draw. And I remember him reading to us.

“You ready?” he’d say, and he’d launch into reading one of the world’s most famous poems.

“ ‘If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you,’ ” our father intoned. “ ‘If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, but make allowance for their doubting too …’ ”

The words are from a poem called “If,” by Rudyard Kipling, one of my father’s favorite writers. Kipling was the same Brit who wrote The Jungle Book, “The Man Who Would Be King,” “Gunga Din,” and Captains Courageous, some of the greatest adventure stories ever written.


BUFFERISM NO. 1

“BIG CHEERS AND NO FEARS FOREVER.”

You can’t live in fear. Live in such a way that you’re always celebrating life. Wake up every day happy, knowing you’re the best that you can be. If you can banish fear, you’ll rest easy, knowing that you can handle anything you come up against. When an athlete succeeds, everybody cheers. So why not do that for yourself? You kiss a pretty girl? Cheers. You landed a commission at work? Cheer for yourself.



But Kipling’s poem was something else entirely. It was a code of honor, the words of a father offering wisdom to his sons. We would hear that poem all through our childhood, until the words seeped into our brains and we could practically recite it from heart. I especially liked how the poem ended. The father tells his son, if you can do all these things, then: “Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, and—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!”

To this day I carry a copy of that poem in my wallet. If you are the parent of young sons, I urge you to share that poem with them.

But as much as he loved the expression of the written word, my father clammed up about his childhood and his mysterious parents. For example, Brian and I never met our grandfather, Johnny Buff, or our grandmother. In our entire lives we never saw a single photo of our father and grandfather together. My mom’s side of the family was no mystery. She was 100 percent second-generation Italian; her dad was from the Abruzzi, in central Italy. But we were never sure about our ethnic heritage on our father’s side. What nationality was Johnny Lesky—Polish, German, Italian?

Our father waved off discussing such matters, promising to come clean someday. That day never came. But here’s the thing: whatever mysteries my father locked away inside him, one of those family secrets would one day bubble up to the surface and lead me on a path to the UFC.

But before all that, I had a debt to settle with Glenn the bully. When I was fourteen years old and our shop class teacher stepped out of the classroom for a bit, I gave him a solid dose of payback punches.

Case closed.


2

FIGHT! FIGHT! FIGHT!

When I was in high school, some friends of mine planned a ski trip. All I needed was seventy-five dollars to go along, and I’d have a fabulous weekend on Mammoth Mountain in Yosemite.

I asked my mother for the money. She was and is a beautiful woman, who has a sort of Elizabeth Taylor quality to her. Dark hair, and beautiful eyes that she fixed on me now with a kind of despair.

“Sorry, honey,” she said, “we don’t have that kind of money to spend on ski trips.”

I was cool with that. Absolutely. A lot had been going on in our lives in the last couple of years. My father got a job offer that took us west to California, land of sunshine, movies, endless beaches, and beautiful girls. My parents rented a house in Malibu, of all places. That probably sounds glamorous, but in the 1970s Malibu was not the bastion of wealth it is today. In fact, it seemed to be full of beach bums and a lot of middle-class families like ours. The movie stars were the ones who had the houses on the beach.

One of our neighbors was Steve McQueen. I used to hang out with his son Chad. We were hanging out in the family’s kitchen one day when Steve and Ali McGraw came home from shopping. They had just appeared together in Sam Peckinpah’s film The Getaway, about an ex-con and his girl on the lam. Ali was as beautiful as she was in that movie. Steve shook my hand and said I was always welcome in their home but had to follow one rule: call first before coming over. He seemed like the coolest dad ever. Drank beers with us on the beach when we were older, and told us some hilarious stories. When we got to know each other a little better, he’d let me use his deck and the awesome sauna downstairs in his house after I was done surfing the beach in front of his house. I regarded him with a mixture of awe and respect. McQueen probably was the coolest of all the leading men at the time. The writers of the day dubbed him Mr. Cool.

California opens people’s eyes to bigger and better things. No sooner had my father gotten settled in L.A. than he got tired of being a suit. He itched to try something new. He announced one day that he was quitting his job to pursue one of his passions: writing. My mother supported him one hundred percent, even though this decision left our family without a guaranteed source of income. She knew my father needed to make a go at this or he’d never be able to look at himself in the mirror. When you have that kind of dream inside you, you can’t look away. Denying it only makes you feel worse. Ask any fighter in the UFC. If you want something so bad that you can taste it, you’re better off ditching your old life, getting your family to accept who you really are, and going balls-to-the-wall trying to make that dream happen. It does you no good to let your kids see you live your life as a frustrated person, with your dreams quietly dying inside you.


BUFFERISM NO. 2

“REACH FOR THE STARS WHEN FULFILLING YOUR DREAMS.”

Don’t just take one step forward. Take it to the highest level possible. Don’t be half-assed in anything you do. Believe in yourself and your ability. Don’t just reach for the stars—be a star yourself.



Eventually, my mom’s faith in my dad proved to be a good bet. In the coming years, my dad would build a successful career as a writer. He wrote nonfiction articles for magazines like Guns & Ammo. I was much older when I unearthed stories he’d written even earlier in his career, for men’s magazines such as Playboy and Argosy. They were macho guy stories about womanizing, swaggering tough men who brawled their way through a series of crazy adventures. Dad basically wrote about himself, and in the world of fiction, he always got the dames.

And on the side, he and my mother began displaying his collection of antiques and collectibles from World War II and earlier. They reserved booths at gun collector shows held in Vegas, and over time managed to learn a lot about buying and selling collectible weapons and artifacts to the public.

But the success of all those ventures was off in the future. Right then I was a kid who wanted to go skiing with his friends, and my family didn’t have seventy-five dollars to throw away on my trip. I was fine with not going; I really was. I’d never been skiing before, so I didn’t know what I’d be missing. I’d spend the weekend with my brother and my parents, like always. No big whoop.

But a day later, when I came home from school, my mother took me aside and handed me a wad of cash. “You take this and you have fun,” she told me.

Hey, great, I thought, and I went on my ski trip after all.

A week or so later, at about two o’clock in the morning, I awoke to hear my parents talking in the kitchen. The month was almost up, and they needed money for the rent and other bills. They were coming up short, and were at their wits’ end trying to figure out how they were going to get over that first-of-the-month hump.

I huddled in my room. I felt terrible. My mother had given me all that money and now they didn’t have what they needed to pay their bills. How selfish had I been? Who the hell was I to ask for seventy-five dollars when my parents were trying to make ends meet?

It was a pivotal moment in my life, one that nearly brings me to tears when I think about it today.

I resolved never to ask my parents for money ever again. I would find a way to make money and keep making it. And if I could figure out a way to help them, too, then I would.

From that moment forward, I devoted my free time to conceiving, building, and marketing a business to my fellow high schoolers. Never in a million years would you guess, knowing me today, what I sold.

Jewelry.

I made it myself, in my bedroom, cranking out beautiful necklaces and earrings using turquoise stones and various metals I got at a craft store. The girls in school loved it. The boys loved buying it for them, and plenty of people even bought them to give as gifts to people in their families. Soon I was doing well, earning about $800 to $1,000 a month in 1970s dollars. I remember my jewelry once getting me out of trouble with my gym coach. In my senior year I had cut a number of gym classes and used to go to breakfast at the diner across the street instead. And now I was in danger of failing gym, of all things. So I built the world’s most beautiful necklace and presented it to the coach.

“This is for your wife,” I said. “No charge.”

He was flabbergasted and accepted it gratefully.

“But there’s just one thing,” I said.

“You’re failing,” he said. “This doesn’t change anything.”

“I know, but couldn’t you please just give me a passing grade? I know I don’t deserve anything better.”

“You don’t!” And then he softened and added, “I’ll see what I can do.”

I know you probably don’t want your kids doing this at school, but it shows that at a young age, I was already learning how to make deals.

THERE was no high school in Malibu, so my brother and I went to Santa Monica High School. Weekends, all of us kids used to hang out on the beach. Finding the right spot was usually a hassle. Our school had a fierce rivalry going with nearby Venice High School. If there wasn’t a football game on the weekend, there was a street fight along that strip of coast between the kids from those two schools. Beach culture naturally seems to breed turf wars.

One night we were all hanging out at a big party on a stretch of Northern Malibu Beach called Zero’s, in front of a number of houses that were scheduled to be demolished because the county was turning this small stretch of surfing paradise into public beach access. It was a big night for us local kids. Almost every teenager from Malibu who went to Santa Monica High was there, plus a bunch of kids from other locales, as fate would have it. We had a bonfire. A live band. Beer. Girls. Everything a teenager could want.

No one had shown up to hassle us. Everything was going great. And then, all of a sudden, a guy who I later found out was the middle linebacker for Loyola High started arguing with people on the beach, including a female friend of mine. None of us knew what it was about. All we saw was the football player punch and drop my friend’s boyfriend in the sand. My friend started yelling at him. The football player hauled off and punched her, too. Down she dropped into the sand.

Everyone was shocked. Oh my God, how could this happen?

But no one, no one, stepped forward.

This guy just loomed over these two kids and kept taunting them while they held their faces. The girl was crying. Her girlfriends were afraid to go over and get her out of there.

Then someone walked out of the crowd and said to the big lug, “I think you should leave now.”

The teenager who had spoken was me, and I was plenty pissed.

I’m sorry, I don’t care what the situation is. In my book, a man does not hit a woman, much less his girlfriend or his wife. Ever. Even a wimp tends to have more power than the girl he’s dating. And this guy was no wimp. He was a 225-pound monster. Think of a guy the size of Tito Ortiz or Randy Couture, but with none of their class or brains.

The guy looked at me. “Fuck you, boy. This is none of your business.”

“No, fuck you,” I said. “You’re leaving now!”

The kids around us loved this. Two kids from two different high schools were about to face off against each other. That was cool. At least, this is what they thought in their adolescent minds. Some of them started chanting, “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

More people came running over and gathered around, just like in the movies.

That did not help matters much. I didn’t want to touch this guy. I had no idea where this would lead. He was bigger than I was, but that wasn’t the issue. I felt sorry for him. He was too stupid to know that it was wrong to punch a girl in the face.

Back then, I was not an unknown entity in high school. I was pretty built for a senior. I worked out. I practiced martial arts. I was a lifeguard. I was the guy who made jewelry. I had started for both the Santa Monica High water polo and swim teams for two years, and although I elected not to compete in my senior year, I was in top shape and ready to fight if I had to. But as far as this meathead was concerned, I was a nobody.

I told him again, “Just go now, and leave them alone.”

A bunch of the kids started chanting, “Buff! Buff! Buff!”

The big kid yelled “Fuck you!” and threw a wild right hook.

As I blocked it, I punched him full force, right between the eyes. He went back but recovered, and then swarmed me like a football player. He picked me up and dropped me to the sand and started throwing punches. I managed to work my way on top and up to the mount. Though I didn’t know the term then, I ground-and-pounded him into bloody submission.

“Fight over due to strikes,” or a KO, as we would say in the Octagon.

When I was done with him, he was not a pretty sight. His blood was everywhere—in the sand, on my clothes. My new Pendleton shirt was ripped to pieces and hanging from my shoulders.

The crowd was cheering, but there was no glory in it for me. I didn’t ask for this. But a glimmer of wisdom in my head said, No, but he did.

When I saw that he wasn’t getting up, I grabbed my girlfriend and left. I knew it was also time for me to leave.

I wasn’t thinking too clearly when I got home late that night. I only knew I had to get out of those clothes, which were torn and covered with the guy’s blood. I left everything on the washing machine, washed my face and hands, and crashed in my bed.

The next morning, when I came down for breakfast, my parents were waiting for me. Their eyes were heavy with concern. My mother held what was left of my shirt, now stiff with dried blood.

“What happened, Bruce?”

I could never lie to my parents. It just wasn’t in me. They were such straightforward, honest people; lying didn’t make sense in our house. I told them the truth. I didn’t like what had unfolded, but I felt like I didn’t have any other choice.

My mother was shocked but not surprised, as this was hardly my first rodeo. She came over to shower me with love.

My father, on the other hand, was ecstatic. You’d think he’d just won the lottery. He was so proud his son had fought the good fight, defended a woman’s honor, and taught a brute a lesson.

The phone rang. My father went to take it. I heard him talking to one of my friends in the next room. I didn’t hear much of the conversation, but only a few highlights. “Yeah?” he said. “Yeah? Okay … you let them know. We’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

When he reappeared in the kitchen, he was sticking a snub-nosed Colt .38 Detective Special revolver into his waistband. He looked at me and nodded. “You,” he said. “Get dressed. We’re going out.”

“Where are we going?” I said.

“That was Bob Ryan. The kid you beat up last night is looking for payback. But he doesn’t know where you live. Him and his loser friends pulled a knife on Bob in back of the supermarket where he works in downtown Malibu. They know Bob knows where we live. So we’re going into town and we’re going to settle this, once and for all.”

My mother said, “Joe, please, why—”

“Quiet,” my father said. “You heard me. Get dressed.”

“What’s with the gun, Dad?”

“Simple,” my old man said, “You’re going to fight this guy in the parking lot, where everyone can see that you beat him again, fair and square.”

“Yeah, but what’s with the gun?”

“I’m gonna hold off all his friends while you take care of business,” he said.

“Are you fucking crazy?” I said. “No way.”

Something similar to this had happened once before. When I was only fifteen years old, I was at the movies with my father when a group of four young thugs broke into the theater exit door. My father hated that someone would just knowingly flout the law like that. He hated how morality was going to hell in a handbasket in this country. He saw himself as one of the last true White Knights, although a bit crazy at times.

When the gang broke in, my father told me to wrap my belt around my fist with the large buckle dangling down as a weapon. He instructed me to stand behind him and back him up if things went south. Then he
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