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Introduction 

			I was raised in unfortunate circumstances, but I believe the way I handled it made things much worse than they should have been. I now realize my life as a young adult had been the consequence of my poor decisions as a teenager. I was not prepared to become an adult. The main goal of this book is to teach you the things I wish I had known when I was your age—how to become independent, take care of yourself and avoid the dangerous pitfalls associated with being at-risk.

			I have since changed my life for the better, but I can’t change my past. What I can control is what I do with all the knowledge I’ve gained from my experiences. I will talk about what has worked for me and the areas of my life where I wish I would have done things differently. I am choosing to share this wisdom with you, so you can avoid making the same mistakes I made. 

			If I could go back and change my life, this book is what I would use as a guide. Throughout this book, you will learn a wide range of information that will help you get from where you are to where you want to go in your life. Everything I talk about in this book is based on personal experiences and self-taught knowledge. These are not things I learned in a traditional classroom. I am combining my street smarts and common sense, mixed with a wide range of practical life experiences, and proven self-help and personal development strategies to give you an education like no one else can. 

			The first time I picked up a self-help book, my life was changed forever. When I realized I could change the course of my life by changing what I was putting into my mind, it was game on. I turned off the radio and put on an audiobook. I turned off the TV and started reading inspirational books. It started with small changes, and before I knew it, I was hooked.

			I started going to seminars of the most recognizable names in self-improvement. For several years I followed these leaders around the country, soaking up their knowledge and investing a lot of money into learning how to become the best version of myself I could be.  

			My journey of personal improvement started fourteen years ago. I began by changing my self-image and focusing on becoming a better person. I overcame my limiting beliefs and began to create a vision for my future. I went on to develop skills in leadership, team building, coaching, public speaking, sales, and how to make money on the internet. I became good enough to start conducting seminars and teaching others what I was learning. 

			If this is the first book you are reading on personal improvement, welcome to the journey of a lifetime. Self-discovery is one of the most exciting things you will ever experience. Once you realize what you’re truly capable of, your life will never be the same. Strive to live up to your true potential. I know it’s possible and I know you can do it.

			Learning how to overcome the odds and create a better life for yourself is a choice anyone can make. The life skills and personal development strategies I’ll be sharing will give you the knowledge you need to get from where you are now to where you want to go in life. I believe in you. Just by holding this book, you have already taken the first step. Congratulations!
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			Chapter 1 

			What is Putting You at Risk?

			Life isn’t always fair. We are all born into different circumstances. Why do some people have it better than others? There is no one answer to this question. As a baby, we don’t have a choice about what our lives are like, but once we get old enough to know what’s going on, it’s our job to take control of our situation. Now is that time for you. 

			Growing up, I thought my circumstances were normal, and everyone had the same situations going on in their lives. All my friends came from broken homes; this was my reality. I was not aware of how my life was different from other kids who were being raised by two parents. 

			I never knew how good other families’ lives were. As a kid, I got used to being told we couldn’t afford the things I wanted. Growing up on welfare was no fun. We were getting powdered milk and government cheese as a handout and using food stamps to buy the other essentials. My mom worked, but apparently, it was still a struggle to raise two boys on her own.

			Being raised by a single mother was all I ever knew. My parents separated when I was three years old and never got back together. My father was never around; I only remember meeting him one time when I was about ten, only months before he suddenly passed away. 

			I know my mom wasn’t perfect, and I’m not sure why my parents couldn’t make their marriage work. Unfortunately, I was never able to have an adult conversation with my mom because she passed away from cancer when I was sixteen. I wasn’t prepared to handle this kind of loss. I did what I had to do to survive, but I made a lot of bad decisions in the process.

			The term at-risk doesn’t need to be a bad thing. It’s only negative if you let it be. If you don’t know you’re at risk, you could suffer the consequences before you even know what has happened to you. If you understand up front that you are at risk, you can better prepare yourself for handling different situations when they show up. 

			If you don’t know right from wrong, your behavior will reflect it. Looking back now, I can see the warning signs. They were all around me. I just didn’t notice them because I wasn’t paying attention. When you’re a teenager, or even younger, your focus is on hanging out with your friends and having fun. Spending time with your family is usually the last thing on your mind. 

			The first big warning sign for me was that I resisted authority as a young child. It was in fifth grade when my behavior issues started to show, even though I didn’t realize why. I was expelled from elementary school and forced to go to a new school in a different neighborhood with kids I didn’t know. 

			After being expelled in the fifth grade, instead of trying to correct my behavior, I went on to have more and more issues over the next several years. Looking back on the situation, I realize now that had I known what my life would have become, I would have wanted to stop acting out right then and there.

			That is why I’m writing this book for you. I want to help you see what consequences lie ahead when you make poor choices early in life. I understand from experience that it’s impossible to be able to see this on your own. You may have heard the saying hindsight is 20/20. This expression means that after you look back on a situation, you see it differently and realize how you could have done something different. 

			Writing this book is my way of providing you with hindsight from my life. Maybe you’ll see some similarities in your life to what I have gone through. If so, what I share with you throughout this book could change the way you live your life and help you avoid the bad experiences I’ve had.

			I hope you won’t have to learn the hard way, as I did. Let’s be clear; this is not me telling you what you should do. I’m only sharing experiences of what I know to be true for myself. If you can relate in any way and apply some of the practical strategies I’m sharing, it can make all the difference in shaping your future. My goal is to help you avoid the pitfalls along your journey and give you the knowledge you need to take control of your life.

			Remember to stay positive and do your best to avoid the negative side of these at-risk situations. Some of this may not apply to you, and you may be tempted to skip through to other sections of this book. I understand if you do, but I would encourage you to read every page. Even if a particular part doesn’t apply to you, it could help you understand what a friend or family member may be going through. You may be able to help someone else by knowing this information. Let’s look at some of the most common situations that put you at risk.

			Broken Home

			You may come from a broken home where only one parent is raising you. If you don’t have both a mother and a father figure in your life, this is a sign that you could be at risk for certain bad behaviors due to possible lack of discipline. Both parents bring a unique perspective to a young person’s life. 

			I didn’t realize not having a father figure in my life had such an impact on me until it was too late. There are certain things you can learn from one parent that you won’t learn from the other. I see this from a new perspective today in the relationship I have with my twelve-year-old stepdaughter and how it differs from the relationship she has with my wife. Sometimes it takes teamwork and requires both parents to solve a specific problem. 

			My mom did everything she could to accommodate my needs but was ultimately too soft when it came to discipline. She allowed me to do almost anything with no consequences. It didn’t occur to me then that not having a father to discipline me would affect my life so much. 

			Divorce or Separation

			If your parents are going through a divorce or separation, there may be a lot of uncertainty in your life. It’s between your parents and doesn’t affect their love for you. It’s their responsibility to work things out to the best of their ability without hurting you. If you misbehave or get into trouble, it will not bring them closer. It may cause them to fight even more.

			You may be required to take on more responsibility, like taking care of your siblings. If you are stepping up and doing this, I commend you. You may be living in a negative environment, where there is constant arguing, or maybe your parents are fighting all the time. You may feel as if you just want to get out of the house sometimes, but I would encourage you to stay and try to make the best of the situation. Running isn’t the answer, and leaving could make things worse.

			Going back and forth between each of your parents in two different houses requires a lot of adjustment. Everything involved in a separation or divorce requires a tremendous amount of adjustment on everyone’s part. Unfortunately, the children involved seem to be the ones who suffer the most.

			Lack of Education

			There may be obstacles preventing you from getting a formal education. If you have missed a significant amount of school for any reason, this could be putting you at risk. You may be showing up to school, but if you’re not doing the necessary work to get an education, it will have a negative effect on your future.  

			The good news is that you can self-educate like no other time in history because you have the internet at the tip of your fingers. There are many free resources online for every subject imaginable. I’m going to talk more about these resources throughout this book.

			Losing a Parent 

			You may have, unfortunately, lost a parent. He or she may have passed away, or you just simply don’t have any relationship with them. When any young person is faced with this situation, it can cause a wide range of issues with lasting effects that can put you at risk. 

			I want you to know I’m sorry you’re in this situation. I can relate, and I will do everything I can to help you understand what you can do to help yourself. In this book, there is an entire chapter on grief and loss to help you learn more about this topic.

			Being Raised by Someone Other Than Your Birth Parents

			If a grandparent, another family member, a friend’s parent, or an adopted family is raising you, it’s important to value the relationship with the person or people who are dedicating their lives to help make yours better. Adjusting to these circumstances may not come easy to you, but do your best to show appreciation for what they are doing for you. They are doing their best to fill the shoes of your birth parents.

			If you’re living in a group home, in foster care, or a foster home with foster parents, this may only be temporary. Do your best to show respect for the system and be on your best behavior to show appreciation for how they’re trying to help you find a stable home.

			Wrapping Up the First Chapter

			This chapter was to help make you aware of some things which can put you at risk. These topics are by no means a complete list. I’m sure you may have your own specific situations and circumstances that I did not mention. Please accept my apology for not being able to include everything in your personal experience. You are a unique individual, and your situation is unique to you. No one can say they know exactly what you’re going through.

			These at-risk situations are not roadblocks. They are only speed bumps—signs you will need to mature faster and work harder to help your situation get better. By becoming the best person you can be, you can help yourself overcome these obstacles and live the life of your dreams. I designed this book to help you grow through these challenges and help bring out the true potential you have inside yourself.

			Consider getting a notebook to keep handy while you’re reading this book. If you’re reading a paperback copy of this book, you can write in the margins or any other blank space. Unless this book belongs to a library, please don’t write in library books. Write down what you think is putting you at risk and any other ideas that come to mind while reading the pages ahead. Then make a list of what you can personally do to help your situation get better. Writing things down will help you become clear on what you like or don’t like about how your life is right now. See if you can find something positive for which to be thankful.

			Hopefully, this chapter helped you understand some of the reasons you could be at risk. In the next chapter, I’ll discuss the different things you are at risk of having or not having in your life. 
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