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Dedication

To every young warrior out there who feels lost in the fire—

This book is proof that you can be forged by it.

To my father, who made me mentally, physically and emotionally tough.

To my mother, who made a way out of no way.

To my sister, who shared every hardship with me.

To my brothers and sisters in arms—you helped shape the man I am.

To my wife Wendy, who stayed with me through the ups and downs.

And to anyone who ever asked, “What are you going to do with your life?”  

—This is what.
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Thank you to the people who stood by me through the chaos, the comebacks, and the quiet.

To my brothers in the Corps and the Army—you were and continue to be my family.

To my clients, my gym family, and my supporters—you gave Rage its fire.

To everyone who said I should tell this story—this book is because of you.

And to the doubters, critics, and setbacks—thank you for the fuel.
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I was fourteen years old with a gun in my waistband, drunk off cheap beer, sitting in the front seat of a truck next to my two friends almost four years older than me.

We had driven from our homes in Maryland and parked outside of a house in Delaware, one of my friends’ girlfriends. I sat outside in the truck with one friend as my other friend went in. Something was going down inside. We could hear it. Thumping and chaos. Suddenly, an unknown man came running out of the house and took off around the corner. My heart thumped, but not from fear. Back then, it was just another Friday night. Just another chance to prove I wasn’t soft.

We grabbed our guns and stepped out of the truck. My friend went and stood beside the entry of the house. I stood directly in front of the door. I don’t know what I thought we were going to do—scare someone, fight, protect our boy inside. But before I could even process it, a fist came through the glass like a freight train and smashed into the side of my face. The glass from the door exploded, and I remember the sting of it slicing into my ear. Everything after that felt like a blur, a slow-motion riot.

My friend had given the girl inside a good beatdown—said she was cheating on him. Me and my other friend dragged him off her. We knew it had gone too far. We left the girl in the ditch and piled into the truck. Before we left, we lit that house up. Gunfire in the night. That kind of violence leaves a stain you don’t scrub off.

We ended up at my friend’s mother’s house. She didn’t even hesitate. Just looked at us and told us to get to the hospital. My boy got 168 stitches. They pulled shards of glass out of my ear. I didn’t feel like a badass. I felt empty.

I got home around 3 a.m. Blood on my clothes. Beer on my breath. I walked in the door and saw my mother sitting at the kitchen table like she’d been waiting there all night. Her eyes filled with tears when she looked at me. She just asked me one question.

“Sam, what are you gonna do with your life?” Sam is what she always called me.

And somehow—I already knew.

I told her I was going into the Marine Corps.

I told her I wanted to be a grunt. That I wanted to be a drill instructor. I wanted to retire by thirty-seven. And after that, I wanted to open my own gym.

I was fourteen, and I’d just watched my life spiral into something I couldn’t control. But that night, in that moment, I decided something. I would not be a product of my environment.

I didn’t know how I was going to get there. But I knew that I +would get there, and I did.

This book isn’t about perfection. It’s about the war between who you are and who you’re meant to be. It’s about what happens when you decide that your current situation doesn’t determine your future, look yourself in the mirror, and decide that quitting isn’t an option.

This is my story.

Let’s get to it.
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Most people’s first memories are soft. Blankets. Cartoons. Maybe a favorite toy.

Mine were of beer in our baby bottles.

Not beside the crib—in the crib. Me and my sister were given beer in our baby bottles. I think it was used to help us sleep. I know to some, that doesn’t seem normal, but it was our normal. Our normal wasn’t soft.

My father was a tough man, a disciplinarian. To this day, I love and admire my father. I know he meant well and did the best he could with the tools he was given. Sometimes my father beat the hell out of me. When I peed the bed, I didn’t get a lecture. I got a whipping that would leave welts for days. But these weren’t regular whippings. He used a wooden paddle shaped like a violin. And trust me, there wasn’t anything musical about it. Imagine waking in the morning, going to school, doing homework, playing with friends, and the whole time you’re thinking about the beating you’re going to get later that evening. It made me a nervous child. To deal with my nervousness, I would bite my fingernails and the skin on the palms of my hands.

My father constantly cheated on my mother. When he did, most of the time, he took me with him. I was just a kid—I didn’t know better. When we'd get back home, and my mom asked where we’d been, I told her the truth.

He’d beat me for that, too. I felt like his favorite place to hit me was in the stomach. Not the face. Never the face. Always the gut. He would just knock the wind out of me.

Eventually, he and my mom divorced. My mom? She did what a real warrior does—she picked up the broken pieces and kept moving forward. But life didn’t get easier.

We were broke. Not pretend broke. Real broke. No food in the fridge broke. No heat in the winter broke. No electricity broke. Even on the “welfare system for a period of time” broke. We didn’t have running water, so we’d haul buckets from my grandmother’s house down the street. My last birthday gift—as a seven-year-old child—was a little red wagon. It wasn’t meant for fun, but for hauling water. We’d fill up the buckets, load them in the wagon, and drag them home. That was the mission.

My mom would pour that water into a basin and put it on the stove so me and my sister could take baths. She’d heat it up just enough to keep us from freezing. My sister always went first. I went second. That’s just how it was.

But here’s the thing—my mom never let me feel like we were struggling.

She kept her head up. She kept the lights on in her soul even when they were off in the house. She carried the weight of the world on her back and still made room for hope in our home. That woman is a soldier in every sense of the word.

People ask me why I’m so hard. Why I don’t quit. Why I push through the pain. The truth is, I was built in it, therefore, it was built in me. I was forged in the struggle.

This chapter of my life wasn’t pretty. But it was necessary.

Because hard times don’t just break people—they build them.
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I wasn’t forced into the Marine Corps.

Nobody dragged me into a recruiter’s office. Nobody threatened me with jail time or probation. Yeah, I had gotten into trouble—plenty of it—but that wasn’t what made the decision for me.

I chose it.

I chose it because deep down, I knew I needed something more. More than the streets. More than dragging water buckets in a red wagon. More than the beatings, the booze, the chaos I was creating for myself and the environment I was raised in.

I needed order. I needed war—not just out there in the world, but inside of me. I needed something that would challenge me in a way the streets never could. And let’s be real—it was heavily suggested that the Marine Corps would be “good for me.” And they were right.

What nobody prepared me for was the culture shock.

When I showed up at boot camp, it hit me like a freight train. Most kids got wide-eyed, scared, broken down. But I had grown up with Kenny Knight as a father. Discipline didn’t scare me—it was familiar. Sternness? Beatings? Orders? That wasn’t anything new. In fact, I welcomed it. The structure felt like peace compared to what I came from.

The truth is—I loved boot camp.

While other recruits were crying and puking and breaking under the pressure, I was thriving. For the first time in my life, I felt like I
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