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INTRODUCTION
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This book isn't dressed up to make anybody comfortable. It's my life—the way it went down—raw, unpolished, and honest. It's about surviving, fighting, laughing, and sometimes stealing what you needed to stay alive. I'm not sharing my life story to glorify the wrongful things I've done. There's grit and darkness, but also love in every word.

You will be riding shotgun with me through every busted knuckle, every late night, every heartbreak, and every flicker of hope I fought to hold onto. If you're here, you're stepping into that world with me. By the time we get to the last page, you won't just know my story—you won't be able to forget it.

So this is it. Not polished, not perfect. 100% me.
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DEDICATION
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This first edition is dedicated to my brother, David.

You are the beginning of this book, even if you never held it in your hands.  

Your absence shaped every page as much as your presence once shaped my life.  

There are conversations in this book I never got to finish with you, and truths I only learned after you were gone.

Losing you changed the direction of everything.  

It stripped away the illusion of time, the comfort of “later,” and the belief that we get endless chances to say what matters.  

This book exists because I could not carry those lessons quietly anymore.

If there is courage here, it came from surviving your loss.  

If there is honesty here, it came from the way grief refuses to let you lie to yourself.  

If there is love here, it is because love does not end when a life does.

This book is part memory, part reckoning, and part promise.  

A promise to tell the truth.  

A promise to keep going.  

A promise to remember.

This first edition carries your name with it, intentionally and permanently.

For you, David.
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PREFACE
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This isn't a comfortable read, and it ain't meant to be. No dressing up for feel-better lies—truth comes plain and ugly. Seek comfort elsewhere.

Here’s a kid forged in loss, grit, and wrong-way survival—fatherless at four, dropped into a world too big without a guide, grief my constant shadow. Teenage years gripped undiagnosed ADHD, alcohol's whisper turning to meth's pull. Ozarks: no sanctuary, just a proving ground where addiction lurked every corner.

Frost-bit metal porch rails biting numb hands. Hustle blind through days blurred together. Rhythm: hurt, rise, repeat. Prison hit twice—not judgment, but desperation's floor.
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CHAPTER 1: WOODWARD
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Before I ever learned right from wrong, I learned survival—and survival ain’t pretty.

I was born April 1, 1977, in Springfield, Missouri, but Woodward, Oklahoma is where life first made sense to me. That’s home. That’s where my memory actually starts. It was me, David, and Nickie back then—three kids and a mama who refused to break, even when everything leaned on her.

Woodward was small. Oil fields on the edge of town. Men worked hard, boots caked with mud, gloves black with grease. Mama worked harder than most of them. She never let being broke make her small. That’s the first thing you need to know about her—she was big in the only ways that matter.

Mama and Aunt Fuzzy held court at the Rig Lounge. Neon lights buzzing. A jukebox stuck on Merle Haggard. Pool balls cracking. Men smelling like diesel and payday. I remember the sticky floor under my shoes and the pinball machine clanging while they set a milk crate under my feet so I could reach the flippers. Nobody thought twice about kids being there. That was just how life worked.

Mama kept us fed. And if she had to hustle to do it, she did. I’m not going to dress it up—sometimes we didn’t walk out of a store with receipts.

She’d walk us in, eyes scanning the racks, find what we needed to get through winter. A coat. Shoes. She’d tear the tags off right there in the aisle, hands moving fast, rip and pocket.

“Put it on,” she’d say. “Act like you came in with it.”

My heart would pound walking past the cashier, that new jacket scratching my neck, tags stuffed in her purse. I didn’t know whether to be more scared of the law or the cold. We weren’t thieves in our minds. We needed clothes. That’s just the truth. Love wears a lot of masks. Sometimes it looks like stolen coats.

We had a Doberman named Shortstop. Big dog. Mean when he needed to be. That dog thought he owned the block, and honestly, sometimes he did. If Shortstop was on the porch, you slept easy. He was family. In a world where people could let you down, that dog never did.

I started working young. Mowing lawns. Raking leaves. Anything I could do. I was small for my age, pushing a mower meant for grown men, arms stretched high on the handle, sweat burning my eyes while grass flew everywhere. Hands blistered. Legs shaking. When I finished, I’d hand the money to Mama because she needed it more than I did.

Mama had her demons back then. There was a stretch where she was sticking a needle in her arm. But we never saw it. She kept that darkness away from us. I didn’t learn about it until years later. And when she quit, she quit cold. No program. No rehab. No meetings. Just stopped. For us.

That wasn't a weakness. That was strength.

I learned early not to let people push you. David showed me that. He stood in front of bigger kids, took hits so the rest of us didn’t have to. I watched him wipe blood off his mouth and square back up. Nickie had that same fire.

For me, it became simple. Don’t back down. Protect what’s yours. Walk through whatever comes and keep standing.

Woodward didn’t just raise me.

It armed me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2: IOWA — HOG COUNTRY
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Iowa wasn’t home. It was a stopover that taught its lessons whether you wanted them or not. I was eight or nine—old enough to work, too young for anyone to ask what I wanted. Before I ever knew what stability was, I knew what hard work felt like in my bones.

Mama got with Ray. He was a good man, doing his best with the hand he’d been dealt, same as the rest of us. Next thing I knew, we were hauling north into hog country. Part of me didn’t want to leave Woodward, but nobody asked kids about that kind of shit. Woodward taught me how to fight. Iowa taught me how to work.

The place smelled like mud, feed, sweat, and hog shit. It never left your clothes. Never left your hands. Mornings started before the sun even thought about coming up. Nights ended when your body finally hit the bed.

Those pens were bigger than me, packed with hogs that carried weight, muscle, teeth, and zero patience. One time a big boar snapped at my leg through the fence slats, tusks grazing my jeans before I jerked back. Screw up like that again and you’d get trampled. Simple as that.

Chores didn’t wait. Slopping hogs. Carrying buckets. Fighting gates that smashed fingers if you weren’t paying attention. Feed. Shovel. Water. Scrape. Over and over. Boots caked in mud. Hands crusted in filth. Muscles hurting in places I didn’t even know I had.

Iowa didn’t care if you were tough or scared. It just kept coming. So I learned to stand there and take it.

School was different too. Farm kids who’d been born into work like this, looking at me like they could tell I was new. I kept my head down and figured it out. It wasn’t city grit. It was farm grit. Different kind. Still cuts deep.

It wasn’t all bad.

Bonnie would whistle when lunch was ready, showing up with food that felt like a reward you hadn’t earned yet—fried chicken, pork tenderloin sandwiches, watermelon, pie. We’d sit down together, eat, talk, breathe for a minute. Those breaks mattered.

Ray’s parents, Bonnie and Jim, were solid people. Bonnie held everything together. Jim was an auctioneer, sharp as hell, and didn't take shit from anyone. Nice house. Good land. Didn’t change the fact that the work still kicked your ass every day.

David started playing Mighty Mites in first grade and never stopped. I remember a game in Iowa where he ran a long touchdown—number 47, dirt flying, nobody catching him. He crossed the line and the place went crazy. I remember thinking my brother was the fastest kid alive.

Eventually we got a farm with our name on it. A real house. Land to call ours. Aunt Fuzzy and Uncle Fee showed up later. Uncle Fee taught David judo in the yard, not pulling punches, dropping him
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