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			To my son Henry,
 simultaneously the greatest motivation for and distraction from writing this book. I took the hard way through life so that you won’t have to.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				When kids call me up, I say, “Let me ask you an honest question: Have your parents ever hit you?” If they say no, I say, “I don’t think you belong in boxing.”

				—Hal Adonis, president of USA Boxing from 2009 to 2012

			

			To become a skilled fighter, you need more than just physical strength. You need a certain kind of spirit—a spirit forged in the crucible of life’s harshest trials. You only become that person when you’ve endured life’s blows and sought healing from them. Grit and resilience aren’t just inborn traits; they’re the products of adversity. Whether you’re up against oppressive parents, relentless bullies, or the unforgiving grind of life itself, you learn to fight by fighting.

			This principle isn’t confined to the ring. It’s a universal truth that extends to every field where greatness is pursued. Great artists, business moguls, and athletes alike are often driven by deep-seated self-doubts, born from early failures and mistreatment. Their craft becomes their battleground—a way to outrun the shadows of their past and strive for a brighter future.

			In my own journey, boxing emerged as my chosen form of therapy. But to understand why I turned to the sport, you need to grasp the depth of the pain and struggle that led me there. This is more than just a story about punching and bruising—it’s about how fighting became my path to healing, strength, and self-discovery.

			As you delve into my story, you’ll find not just a chronicle of battles fought and won but a tool kit for overcoming your own adversities. You’ll see how I transformed life’s brutal lessons into a blueprint for resilience, and how you can do the same. This book is about finding your fight, embracing it, and emerging stronger on the other side.

		

	
		
			
				I

			

			A Hard Childhood Makes It Easy to Accept Harsh Truths

			I was born in 1985 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and spent the first ten years of my life in the Terrace Village housing projects in the Hill District. This was the height of the crack epidemic, and while the entire nation was dealing with the devastating effects of this new drug, poor Black Americans were getting hit the hardest.

			Now, I don’t want to give the impression that the projects were a nice place to live before crack. You didn’t move to the projects because you couldn’t decide between a ranch-style home in the suburbs and a downtown condominium. Chris Rock said it best in his comedy special Bring the Pain: “Crack is destroying the ghetto? Yeah, like the ghetto was so nice before crack!”

			Even before crack came to the ghetto, the ghetto was where you went when you had nowhere else to go. Crack fed the fire of violence and crime and then fanned those flames to incinerate anything in the ghetto that resembled peaceful life in a developed nation. Gunshots, gang violence, and hard drugs were the backdrop of my everyday life from as early as I can remember.

			When I was four, my babysitter left out what I thought was a toy water gun. I decided to have some fun and spray it around a bit. Well, it turns out that the “water gun” was a syringe, and the “water” it was filled with was heroin.

			One thing I’ve always admired about hard-drug users is their unapologetic attitude toward their addiction. Years later, my mom told me that the woman who left out the needle showed no shame—she just wanted her money back.

			“I need some money for this, Miss Faye. That baggie of horse was twenty!”

			For my mom’s part, it wasn’t the woman’s addiction that bothered her; it was the careless placement of drugs around a child. My mom wasn’t indifferent to having a drug user babysit, she just chose the lesser evil: leave me home alone or let the neighborhood junkie watch me.

			I’ve always made a lot of jokes about drugs and the ghetto. Seventeenth-century French playwright Jean Racine once wrote, “Life is a comedy to those who think and a tragedy to those who feel.” My sense of humor is how I cope with the residual trauma from my childhood. I figure I can either laugh a little or cry a lot. I choose to laugh.

			After the argument about the wasted heroin, my mom had to find a new babysitter. Choosing not to work, and instead relying on welfare, food stamps, and child support was always an option, but it was easily the worst one. Food stamps can only be used for food, and hardly enough of it to support a family. The only reason I got three meals a day was because I relied on free lunches during the school year and community meal programs during the summer. This was in addition to our biweekly trips to the food bank.

			We lived in subsidized public housing projects. We didn’t have to pay for utilities, but the rent was based on my mom’s income. So, no matter how much my mom made, she would be left with roughly the same meager amount of money after living expenses were taken care of, and that wasn’t ever enough.

			My mother had no degrees or certifications, so she couldn’t get a higher-paying job. However, she had learned how to type, so she used a temporary job agency to help her find work. This helped a little when she got an assignment, but getting a job meant her monthly food stamps and welfare benefits decreased, while the monthly rent increased.

			People think that going on food stamps and welfare is a free ride to an easy life, but once you get stuck in that system, it’s difficult to escape. Furthermore, government assistance is not a lifeboat that will float forever. Recipients eventually exhaust their benefits, and after that, eviction comes. If you get evicted from the projects, your options are either staying with family or becoming homeless.

			As a result of this dynamic, most people in the projects take up side hustles that the government doesn’t tax, like babysitting, drug dealing, or selling “40s”—forty-ounce glass bottles of malt liquor. My mom dabbled in all three at different times, but she also used another tactic to lessen the financial burden: She got a boyfriend living with her but kept him off the lease.

			Just Because It’s Normal Doesn’t Mean It’s Right

			I don’t remember how my mom met Fred. I just remember he appeared one day and started living with us. He worked at Wendy’s and liked to build model airplanes. He would occasionally play me in Tecmo Super Bowl on my Nintendo, but other than that, I don’t have any positive memories of him.

			Instead, I remember the beatings. Aside from striking us with a belt or extension cord, Fred would make us put our hands against the wall, extend our arms, and kick out our feet so that our arms were the only thing keeping us from falling to the ground. Then we’d have to hold the pose indefinitely. He beat us if we bent our arms or dropped to a knee. I grew up thinking these types of beatings from Fred were normal for two tragic reasons: Everyone around me received similar beatings, and my mom often beat me worse.

			The popular saying was “A hard head makes a soft ass,” meaning, kids who don’t listen got beat. It’s the ghetto version of “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” The problem with beating young children is that they can’t make the connection between the pain and what they did wrong. It only makes them fearful of the adults around them. This type of punishment doesn’t teach a kid anything but how to be afraid, and it sets them up for failure later in life.

			Even if children could make the connection, beating them doesn’t teach them anything about how to behave correctly. It only teaches them that violence is the way to get what they want. Proponents of physical discipline often call them “spankings,” but at least in the hood, we didn’t grow up with any illusions. Everyone I grew up with called these acts exactly what they were.

			We weren’t spanked. We were beaten. “Spanking” sounds harmless and innocent. When you hear “spanking,” you think of someone putting a young child over their lap for a few open-palmed slaps to teach them the error of their ways. Worst case, the image that comes to mind is of the child being hit across the ass a few times with a belt. That is not what I experienced, nor was it the experience of many children I grew up around.

			My sister and I were beaten with everything from belts and extension cords to plastic bats and, as we got older, open-handed slaps and plastic hangers. Once, my mom was pissed that I hadn’t cleaned up my room, so she started throwing all the stuff at me that I hadn’t picked up. One of those things was a snow boot, and she launched it with all the fury of an out-of-control woman under the heavy influence of alcohol. It landed squarely on my brow and opened a cut that I should have gotten stitched up, but my mom wasn’t going to take me to the hospital for a wound she had inflicted.

			Whenever people asked what happened, I told them that I hurt myself during a “rock fight” with the neighborhood kids. This wasn’t unbelievable, as I often had rock fights with other boys as a game. It was a dangerously stupid way to pass the time, but it was fun. We were all used to getting beat up at home, so getting tagged with a few boulders while talking shit never seemed like a big deal to us. Of course, when you play stupid games, you win stupid prizes.

			Play Stupid Games, Win Stupid Prizes

			One day, my mom sent me to a corner store, and I crossed paths with some kids I had tossed rocks with before. This time, they decided to take things to the next level and tried to jump me. There were four of them, but it’s hard for prepubescent kids to do real damage to each other—at least with their bare hands. In the middle of me dancing around, throwing blows at one kid and evading another, one of the kids I wasn’t fending off picked up a rock. He launched a stone the size of my fist from a distance that was far enough for him to get a good windup and too close for me to dodge it. It landed square on my eyebrow, busting it open.

			It must have been severe, because it didn’t hurt, and lack of feeling is a telltale sign of damage. (Part of that is the adrenaline rush, the fight-or-flight survival response.) The other telltale sign was that instead of continuing the harassment, the kids took one look at me and fled the scene of the crime. I continued to the corner store, not wanting to disobey my mother.

			“Yo, kid, you’re bleeding pretty bad.”

			“I’m OK, man.”

			“Aight, whatever.”

			The corner-store guy sold me a box of cornstarch, and I staggered home, where my mom took one look at me and rushed me to the hospital for stitches. When we got back, she and Fred got into it. It turned out the kids who attacked me were the children of the woman Fred was seeing on the side. My mom knew about the affair but stayed with Fred anyway, which infuriated the other woman. She’d instructed her kids to beat me up when they saw me. That day, as I passed their apartment row, they finally acted on her orders.

			Aside from beating the hell out of my sister and me and indirectly landing me in the hospital, Fred was also a criminal. My sister and I often accompanied my mom to visit him at the county jail. I remember waiting in a narrow hallway before we were let past the bars, guarded by correctional officers, so we could sit and she could talk to Fred.

			I don’t know what Fred got locked up in county jail so often for, but I remember being happy whenever he was away, and I hated it when he was back home. I don’t understand why, but he somehow made my mom happy. She sent him money for a commissary in jail and accepted his collect calls. (If you’ve never received a collect call, the recipient of those calls has to pay for them.) We sure didn’t have the money, but somehow, she found the funds to help pay for this loser in jail.

			He also cost us money when he wasn’t in jail. I remember one day when my mother got the phone bill, and there were over two hundred dollars in charges from calls to 1-900 sex chat lines. Back in the days before OnlyFans and streaming internet porn, guys had fewer options to satisfy their needs, extramarital or otherwise. Men could call these chat lines and talk dirty to women for $4.99 a minute. Just like the porn of today, these chat lines were addictive. Unlike the porn of today, they were not free.

			The commercials for these lines ran overnight on television, and I’m sure there were ads in adult video stores as well. As a five-year-old, I was neither up overnight nor had I ever been in an adult video store, but when my mom confronted Fred about the bill, he tried to say that I was making those calls. My mom might have been stupidly in love, but she wasn’t stupid enough to believe that.

			Despite her many flaws, my mom never tolerated physical abuse from Fred. So, when he hit her during this argument, she struck back, and they started fighting right over the ironing board where he was prepping his Wendy’s uniform. At five foot nine and around two hundred pounds, my mom was a force to be reckoned with, especially against Fred, who was small—maybe 165 pounds soaking wet after a big meal. They shoved, exchanged blows, and shouted, but in the end, she threw him out.

			Unfortunately, it wasn’t the last time we’d see Fred. My mom—a woman who tolerated her man’s cheating and her child being attacked by his mistress’s kids—was not about to be deterred by a phone-sex bill higher than our rent, or even by domestic abuse. When Fred came back a few days later, they made up, and for a short while, things seemed OK.

			I imagine part of the reason my mom tolerated Fred is that she viewed him as a better alternative to the crackheads across the hall who would sometimes babysit us. Since Fred worked the closing shifts at Wendy’s, from 3:00 to 11:00 p.m., he was available to babysit during the day.

			When I was five, I was old enough to attend kindergarten while my two-year-old sister stayed home with Fred. One day, when I got home, I found her in tears.

			“Jasmine! Tell your brother what you did,” Fred yelled at her.

			“I…I broke your train.” Between her toddler level of speech and her crying, I could hardly understand what she was saying to me.

			“Now you hit her for that shit,” Fred barked at me. I’d been beaten before, but my mom never made us hit each other. Hitting my sister was something that would almost guarantee an ass-whooping from my mom, but Fred was the adult in charge, so I hit her in the arm.

			Fred then dropped us off downstairs with a neighbor, Ms. Tiny, while he got ready for work. I always thought it was funny that we called her Ms. Tiny, because she was severely overweight. Anyway, she took one look at the bleeding welts on my sister and knew something was wrong.

			“Oh damn, he fucked her up good,” said Ms. Tiny’s boyfriend. “We heard that shit earlier and wondered what the hell was happening.” Ms. Tiny and her boyfriend now realized the screams they had heard coming from upstairs earlier that day were the result of a grown man beating a toddler with a metal coat hanger.

			After Ms. Tiny called my mom, she then called one of her nephews, a known gang member.

			“If you see him, fuck him up,” she told him. “Beatin’ on a baby like this is fucked up.”

			The thing was, I’d heard Ms. Tiny beat her kids, so if she thought it warranted street justice, it must have been bad. But I didn’t expect anyone to do anything. My world had already taught me that no one really cared about helping others. If my parents couldn’t handle threats to their own children, why would I expect random thugs to help? Everyone around me had their own problems, and even as a kid, I knew being a problem just brought the wrong kind of attention.

			Hard Lessons About Life Are Learned, Not Taught

			My father was a nonfactor in my life. He wasn’t a deadbeat, exactly: He paid child support and sent me gifts for my birthday and Christmas. He even took me to the beach and skiing a few times. I was probably the only kid in the ghetto who could ski, and that was because my dad took me. However, when I think of my father, I’m not left with anything besides those gifts.

			I don’t remember my dad ever living in the same city as me, since he moved to Philadelphia shortly after I was born. I spoke to him on the phone once or twice a month, but aside from two summers spent with him, I saw him only once a year, when he visited Pittsburgh. Occasionally, if he had a compelling reason—not related to his children—I might get to see him twice in a year.

			He was neither someone I wanted to be like nor someone I despised. I didn’t feel loved by him, nor did I feel abandoned. He never helped me with anything, but he never hurt me either. He was neither strict nor lenient. When he died, I cried from natural emotion, but I did not miss him, because there was no relationship or memories to long for.

			I understand that things could have been worse. I knew many kids who never even met their fathers. These kids were raised by single mothers in the truest sense; there was no financial support, no phone calls or Christmas gifts. Those children never saw their father—once a year or otherwise. But just because I knew my father didn’t mean he was around to protect my sister and me.

			My father criticized my mom for us living in the projects, and for drinking and smoking weed, but he didn’t do anything to change that situation: He moved three hundred miles away and kept his distance for most of my life. Still, I got to see my father. I didn’t know him, but I got to see him. My dad would pick me up once or twice a year and lug me around for the day while visiting friends before returning me to my mother.

			My mom was on her own, and that meant making some tough choices to help raise her children. For money, mom got connected with selling 40s and weed. She started leaving my sister with relatives so she could work, and I got a key to let myself in after school. My strict instructions were never to open the door for anyone. She didn’t need to tell me twice, as I had already seen enough to know that our world was dangerous.

			One day, as I walked to my school bus stop, a woman burst out of her apartment, hysterical and tearful. Behind her, a ragged man chased after her, shouting, “Bitch, where the fuck do you think you’re going?!” He quickly caught up, shoved her down, and began beating her with a tree branch. Her nose was bloody, and she screamed for him to stop. Instead of intervening or offering help, the other adults in the street hurried their children along to the bus stop.

			“Mind ya business.”

			“Shit, that’s between him and her.”

			“Keep ya ass walkin’. Don’t want no parts of that shit.”

			As they walked away, the adults were careful to not even look in the direction of this open display of violence. Some of the older kids, already familiar with the harsh rules of the world, didn’t have to be told to act like nothing was happening. Children are naturally curious, but curiosity in an environment like that could get you into serious trouble.

			We lived in Terrace Village until I was ten. When those housing projects were set to be demolished and rebuilt, residents were relocated to other housing projects in the city. My family ended up across town, in the Northview Heights Estates housing project. Despite the regal-sounding name, there was nothing luxurious about the place.

			Northview Heights was a gated community, but that gate had been erected to keep tabs on the residents and their visitors, in an attempt to decrease the presence of violence and drugs. It didn’t work, but the gate was a symbol.

			The gate wasn’t there to protect the residents from outside influences. It was there to keep the influence of Northview Heights from infecting the rest of the city.

			Don’t Get Outworked by a Crackhead

			When I was five, during one of my dad’s visits, he parked the car and pulled out a red-and-silver metal device he proceeded to lock around the steering wheel. My curiosity was instantly piqued.

			“Hey, dad,” I asked. “What’s that?”

			“It’s the Club.”

			“Why are you putting it on your car?”

			“So some crackhead doesn’t steal my car and sell it for five dollars.”

			For those not familiar with the Club, it’s essentially an oversized bicycle lock. It attaches to a vehicle’s steering wheel, making it impossible to turn, even while it’s on. It was a popular anti-theft device in the 1980s and ’90s, but you don’t see it too often today, as the marketing for car alarms and the false sense of security created by radio frequency keys took it out of style.

			I laughed, but my father’s response confused me. While my five-year-old self didn’t know the exact price of a car, I knew they cost a lot more than five dollars. I’d also seen my neighbors smoke crack and shoot heroin. Still, I didn’t know anything about crackheads other than the fact that they were skinny and had poor hygiene. When my mom was in a playful mood, she’d threaten to give my sister and me to a crackhead who would sell us for fifty dollars.

			I started to understand something about crack addicts: They didn’t operate by the rules that other people did. They had their own prices, their own rules—and they all revolved around getting crack. But when we moved to Northview Heights, my next-door neighbor was no longer just an addict. Instead, I now had the unique experience of living next to a drug dealer.

			The houses in Northview Heights were row houses, so you shared a wall and a porch with your next-door neighbor. We happened to share this wall and porch with a “trap house”—just another name for a place where drugs are sold. Selling drugs isn’t like most businesses, and when you live next to someone involved in that line of work, you become painfully aware of that fact. There’s a good reason why the late Notorious B.I.G. warned in “Ten Crack Commandments” to “never sell no crack where you rest at.”

			First, there were the hours. Crackheads seem to function on a circadian rhythm that’s the opposite of most people’s; given the low police presence in the projects, it’s not like crackheads have some practical reason for only visiting the trap house after the sun goes down. When you share a wall with someone, you can hear any time they have a visitor who knocks on the door. Most nights, from dusk until dawn, the house next to me was a crack convenience store.

			I remember walking to the bus stop once with my mother. It was so early that the sun had barely started to come up. We turned the corner to the bus stop, and a man started walking in our direction, but like he was coming directly toward us.

			I was scared, but my mom continued walking without hesitation. I took my mom’s lead; I didn’t even make eye contact. He scurried past us as if we didn’t even exist. Once he passed, my mom shook her head and blurted out, “I been watching that same dope fiend out here chasing a high all day and night for three damn days.”

			This always stuck with me because I couldn’t imagine staying up for three days straight for anything. Even when I tried to stay up late playing video games, the longest I could make it was 2:00 a.m.—maybe 3:00 a.m. if I was really in the zone and didn’t have school the next day. However, by that point in my life, I had enough experience with crackheads to know that this was most likely not an exaggeration.

			Then there was the collateral damage that came with living next to a crack house. The problems linked to drugs are often not caused by the users themselves. While someone going through withdrawal—“fiendin’,” it’s called—is certainly more likely to rob you, drug users are generally not violent criminals. A U.S. Department of Justice (USDOJ) report titled “Drug Use, Dependence, and Abuse Among State Prisoners and Jail Inmates, 2007–2009” reports that only 14 percent of those incarcerated for violent crime committed the offense for money to buy drugs.

			Of course, 14 percent is not zero. Crackheads do commit armed robbery. When I was twelve, a crackhead materialized out of thin air while I was letting myself into my dad’s apartment. He held me up at knifepoint for the calzone my dad had sent me out to pick up. After he checked my pockets for any money I might have, he said, “Thanks, man. Good looking out,” and vanished just as effortlessly as he had appeared. At least he had good manners.

			A crackhead is far more likely, however, to break into your house. The same report by the U.S. Department of Justice revealed that 39 percent of people jailed for crimes of property theft committed them to get money for drugs.

			Crackheads will steal anything that isn’t bolted down, operating under the belief that everything has a “street value.” The crackhead believes that if someone paid money for it once, they’ll pay money for it again. As a crackhead is not typically living for the future, they don’t preemptively steal and load up a reserve of money for future drug purchases. For example, when I was twenty- one, a crackhead once broke into the apartment I shared with friends and stole only a jar of change and our cable box. He bypassed a valuable PlayStation 2, driven solely by his need for money to get high. His desperation led him to take only the items that would most immediately feed his addiction, leaving the rest behind.

			The thing that’s most strongly etched in my memory about living next to this drug dealer wasn’t the frequent door knocks throughout the night or the occasional break-ins, though. It was the violence. Not the violence against users, or other dealers—the violence against his girlfriend.

			Hearing his customers knock at the door during all hours of the night wasn’t even that bad. Very often, they’d knock on our door by mistake. And even then, if someone was awake to hear it, all you had to shout was “Next door,” or “Wrong house,” and they got the message. But on the nights when business was slow, the dealer beat the living hell out of this poor woman. I’ve witnessed a lot of violence in my life, but there is something uniquely disturbing about only hearing it—especially when it’s not an even fight. I could hear the pain and fear in the woman’s screams just as easily as I could hear the sounds of his blows.

			The type of person willing to attack a woman like this has no qualms about attacking someone else’s children either. Once, my sister played a prank that resulted in this guy being hit with an egg. In response, he chased her to our back door and tried to push his way inside. I pushed him back so hard that he fell over, and for the rest of that summer, I lived in fear that he was going to shoot me.

			I’ve met dealers of all different substances. My general experience has been that the harder the drug, the worse the human being is that deals it. Maybe it’s a result of the ruthlessness you need to get into and survive the game. Harder drugs are worth more money, so the competition is tougher, and it requires a more dangerous person to succeed. It’s not like you beat the competition by running a better ad campaign. On the street, you eliminate the competition the same way you’d take out a bunch of ants trying to make off with your food.

			Even when I was a little kid, I had few illusions about the harsh realities of the world and how people behaved when survival was at stake. But moving to Northview Heights and attending school there revealed to me a new level of ruthlessness. In that neighborhood, nearly everyone seemed touched by a raw, survival-driven edge that was far more intense than anything I had previously encountered.

		

	
		
			
				II

			

			If You Can’t Beat Your Environment, Change It

			
				“Stop crying before I give you something to cry about!”

			

			My mom would shout that phrase at my sister and me after she had already beaten us. As I got older, and my mother could no longer easily use physical violence to control me, she resorted to fear and emotional manipulation. One Easter, she lost a dime bag of marijuana, and believing that one of us had thrown it in the garbage, she decided to throw out all of our candy as a punishment. If she needed something, and I didn’t respond fast enough, or my effort wasn’t to her satisfaction, she would say in her angriest and most sarcastic tone, “I didn’t need your help anyway.”

			My mother loved us like all mothers love their children, but her approach to raising us was subpar. She set a horrible example with her behavior and then severely chastised us when we copied the behavior she had modeled. I eventually learned that the best way to win this game was not to play it at all.

			Parents often justify hitting their children as a way to teach them a lesson, but my mother’s approach was more about venting her anger than instilling discipline. She’d beat us not to correct our behavior but to release her own frustration; the angrier she was, the harsher the beating. Our pain was irrelevant; what mattered was how quickly she could find relief from her rage. The beatings would only stop when she felt better, regardless of whether they left us barely touched or in severe pain, requiring us to invent stories for teachers about bruises and swelling.

			But it wasn’t just my mom who I had to worry about. The terms “bullying” and “teasing” whitewash the trauma of my childhood. On buses, in hallways, walking to and from school—violence waited for me around every corner. Tormentors hounded me, latching on to any excuse to escalate verbal taunting into physical assault.

			Whether it was on the school bus, in the schoolyard, or around the neighborhood, there was always someone harassing me, and that harassment usually led to a physical confrontation. Fending off attacks from classmates or street toughs became a daily, exhausting norm, and the damage inflicted went beyond cuts and bruises. I spent my childhood constantly in fight-or-flight mode, wondering when and from what direction the next attack would come.

			My psyche was fighting a battle on two fronts. Domestically, I dealt with the emotional instability and physical abuse of my mother. At school, I fought off my bullies. And to make matters worse, my neighborhood was a literal war zone. The sound of gunshots was a regular occurrence during the night, and during the day, the elementary school I went to had gang-fire-shooting drills. Later, my middle school enacted a uniform policy to reduce the visible evidence of gang affiliation. The only way I kept myself sane was to retreat into my mind and focus on the things I had control over.

			You Can’t Control How You Feel—But You Can Control How You React

			As a child, I couldn’t do anything about where I lived or who I went to school with. I couldn’t control the behavior of my mom or other kids. I was born into unfortunate circumstances that came with significant risk, but there was nothing I could do about it. I could only control how I lived, thought, and behaved.

			The Serenity Prayer, associated with Alcoholics Anonymous and other twelve-step programs, captures this idea in a beautifully poetic fashion. The prayer goes as follows:

			God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,

			Courage to change the things I can,

			And wisdom to know the difference.

			The prayer is a reminder not to worry about things one cannot control, to take action on things within one’s power to affect, and to recognize which is which. That last line is key. You can waste a lot of time and energy trying to change things that aren’t yours to change, no matter how much you work at it. While you’re engaged in those pointless battles, you’re depleting resources that could impact those aspects of your life that would yield to your efforts if you could only see them.

			This viewpoint is identical to “the dichotomy of control.” The dichotomy of control is a crucial concept in Stoic philosophy that distinguishes between what we can and cannot control. The Stoics argued that much of our unhappiness stems from trying to exert control over things that are not within our power. For example, we cannot control other people’s opinions or behavior, political outcomes, health diagnoses, or natural disasters. Focusing our emotions and desires on external things leads to frustration, anxiety, anger, and disappointment.

			The Stoics maintain that we should focus our time and energy on what is within our power—but to do that, you must first realize that you have no control over almost anything. Once you understand that, you focus on the only things you control: your judgments, values, desires, and actions. As the Stoic philosopher Epictetus said, “Some things are up to us, and some things are not up to us.”

			Please notice what I did not list under “what we can control”: I can’t control how I feel about something or someone. Hurtful things said and done to me in my childhood still caused me pain and sadness. I still got angry at the people who did me harm. I couldn’t control that, but I could control my behavior toward them.

			Growing up in a violent neighborhood reinforced the value of remaining levelheaded, even when tensions ran high. In places like the hood where people have few material possessions, respect is paramount, and conflicts can quickly escalate when someone feels disrespected. Although I had several fights as a child, I avoided many more by simply apologizing.

			In neighborhoods wracked by violence, it’s the idea of honor that often leads to conflict. Honor refers to a form of status tied to integrity and character, which is not something you’d typically associate with street life. In this sense, it’s more related to the idea of reputation. In neighborhoods like the poverty-stricken public housing projects I grew up in, one’s willingness to use physical force to defend their reputation against insult or challenge is what matters.

			If you’re like most people, using physical violence in response to words seems absurd. But you must remember that people will always find something to take pride in, no matter how little they might seem to have to be proud of. If you’re last in the pecking order, your reputation among the other people at that level may be the only thing you have to take pride in. In that case, you just can’t let someone talk to—or about—you in a disrespectful manner.

			Saying “my bad” went a long way in keeping an accidental brush on a crowded bus from turning into an all-out brawl. Even if the other person was wrong, swallowing my pride prevented countless unnecessary fights that could have ended badly.

			People respond better to humility and respect, even amid chaos. Good manners and emotional control never make a situation worse. Staying disciplined with my emotions granted me inner resilience and social capital that have paid dividends throughout my life. The ability to rein in your feelings and see beyond surface provocations is powerful in any environment, not just one where you can get hurt or even killed.

			When School Is Like a Prison, the Students Behave Like Inmates

			Understanding that I had the power to shape my own destiny—that what ultimately happened to me was controlled by my beliefs, choices, and actions rather than by the hand of fate—kept me from becoming a victim to my environment. However, I still made mistakes, but the penalties for those mistakes became more severe as I got older.

			Likeability only goes so far. Sometimes, it even motivates someone to attack you, so they can elevate their social status by trying to degrade yours. Middle school is where I learned how to survive and stand up for myself—because not only was no one coming to save me, it felt like everyone was coming to get me.

			Kids went to school based on the part of the city they lived in. This meant that unless you were in a special academic program, your elementary, middle, and high schools were determined based on your address. I went to Allegheny Middle School (AMS), one of the feeder schools for most of the projects and low-income neighborhoods in Pittsburgh’s North Side.

			AMS was full of other kids from my housing project. It was also the feeder school for the Allegheny Commons, Spring Hill, and Fineview housing projects, along with two other gang-affiliated neighborhoods, Manchester and the Mexican War Streets. The school also had a few poor white kids from the working-class neighborhoods of Troy Hill and Spring Garden.

			The administrators of Pittsburgh Public Schools (PPS) believed this demographic mixture could be explosive, so they put in three hedges to quell any potential violence: We had to wear uniforms of khaki bottoms and white shirts, there were armed police officers on duty for security, and we had to pass through metal detectors on our way into school every day. A few other elementary and middle schools in the city had uniforms, and a few high schools had police officers and metal detectors, but my middle school was the first to hit the trifecta. I guess they figured that elementary school was too young to require metal detectors and armed security, and high schoolers would resist a uniform with great fervor, but middle schoolers were just right—young enough to accept restrictions on our self-expression but, given our circumstances and backgrounds, old enough to use that self-expression for nefarious purposes if permitted.

			What school administrators hoped to accomplish with the uniforms and metal detectors was simple enough: If everyone wore the same thing, they figured, kids wouldn’t be able to divide themselves by the colors of their neighborhood gangs. I knew kids in middle school who had older siblings in gangs, but it turns out that, contrary to what you might think, middle school isn’t too young to be in a gang yourself. In 1996, the year these changes hit my middle school, an Office of Justice survey found that 16 percent of gang members were younger than fifteen, and a 2014 study showed that the typical
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