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To	the	unrelenting	voice	in	my	head	that	will	never	allow	me	to	stop.
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1.	 SITUATION:	You	are	in	danger	of	living	a	life	so	comfortable	and	soft
that	you	will	die	without	ever	realizing	your	true	potential.

2.	 MISSION:	To	unshackle	your	mind.	Ditch	the	victim’s	mentality	forever.
Own	all	aspects	of	your	life	completely.	Build	an	unbreakable	foundation.

3.	 EXECUTION:
1.	 Read	this	cover	to	cover.	Study	the	techniques	within,	accept	all	ten

challenges.	Repeat.	Repetition	will	callous	your	mind.

2.	 If	you	do	your	job	to	the	best	of	your	ability,	this	will	hurt.	This
mission	is	not	about	making	yourself	feel	better.	This	mission	is	about
being	better	and	having	a	greater	impact	on	the	world.

3.	 Don’t	stop	when	you	are	tired.	Stop	when	you	are	done.

4.	 CLASSIFIED:	This	is	the	origin	story	of	a	hero.	The	hero	is	you.
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INTRODUCTION
Do	you	know	who	you	really	are	and	what	you’re	capable	of?

I’m	sure	you	 think	so,	but	 just	because	you	believe	something	doesn’t	make	 it
true.	Denial	is	the	ultimate	comfort	zone.

Don’t	 worry,	 you	 aren’t	 alone.	 In	 every	 town,	 in	 every	 country,	 all	 over	 the
world,	 millions	 roam	 the	 streets,	 dead-eyed	 as	 zombies,	 addicted	 to	 comfort,
embracing	a	victim’s	mentality	and	unaware	of	their	true	potential.	I	know	this
because	I	meet	and	hear	from	them	all	the	time,	and	because	just	like	you,	I	used
to	be	one	of	them.

I	had	a	damn	good	excuse	too.

Life	 dealt	me	 a	 bad	 hand.	 I	was	 born	 broken,	 grew	 up	with	 beat	 downs,	was
tormented	in	school,	and	called	nigger	more	times	than	I	could	count.

We	 were	 once	 poor,	 surviving	 on	 welfare,	 living	 in	 government-subsidized
housing,	 and	my	 depression	was	 smothering.	 I	 lived	 life	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the
barrel,	and	my	future	forecast	was	bleak	as	fuck.

Very	 few	 people	 know	 how	 the	 bottom	 feels,	 but	 I	 do.	 It’s	 like	 quicksand.	 It
grabs	you,	sucks	you	under,	and	won’t	let	go.	When	life	is	like	that	it’s	easy	to
drift	 and	 continue	 to	make	 the	 same	 comfortable	 choices	 that	 are	 killing	 you,
over	and	over	again.

But	 the	 truth	 is	we	all	make	habitual,	 self-limiting	choices.	 It’s	as	natural	as	a
sunset	 and	 as	 fundamental	 as	 gravity.	 It’s	 how	 our	 brains	 are	wired,	which	 is
why	motivation	is	crap.

Even	the	best	pep	talk	or	self-help	hack	is	nothing	but	a	temporary	fix.	It	won’t
rewire	 your	 brain.	 It	 won’t	 amplify	 your	 voice	 or	 uplift	 your	 life.	Motivation
changes	 exactly	 nobody.	 The	 bad	 hand	 that	 was	my	 life	was	mine,	 and	mine
alone	to	fix.

So	 I	 sought	 out	 pain,	 fell	 in	 love	 with	 suffering,	 and	 eventually	 transformed
myself	 from	 the	weakest	 piece	of	 shit	 on	 the	planet	 into	 the	hardest	man	God



ever	created,	or	so	I	tell	myself.

Odds	are	you	have	had	a	much	better	childhood	than	I	did,	and	even	now	might
have	 a	 damn	decent	 life,	 but	 no	matter	who	you	 are,	who	your	 parents	 are	 or
were,	where	you	live,	what	you	do	for	a	living,	or	how	much	money	you	have,
you’re	probably	living	at	about	40	percent	of	your	true	capability.

Damn	shame.

We	all	have	the	potential	to	be	so	much	more.

Years	 ago,	 I	 was	 invited	 to	 be	 on	 a	 panel	 at	 the	 Massachusetts	 Institute	 of
Technology.	I’d	never	set	foot	in	a	university	lecture	hall	as	a	student.	I’d	barely
graduated	high	school,	yet	I	was	at	one	of	the	most	prestigious	institutions	in	the
country	to	discuss	mental	toughness	with	a	handful	of	others.	At	some	point	in
the	 discussion	 an	 esteemed	 MIT	 professor	 said	 that	 we	 each	 have	 genetic
limitations.	Hard	ceilings.	That	there	are	some	things	we	just	can’t	do	no	matter
how	mentally	 tough	we	 are.	When	we	 hit	 our	 genetic	 ceiling,	 he	 said,	mental
toughness	doesn’t	enter	into	the	equation.

Everyone	 in	 that	 room	 seemed	 to	 accept	 his	 version	 of	 reality	 because	 this
senior,	 tenured	 professor	was	 known	 for	 researching	mental	 toughness.	 It	was
his	life’s	work.	It	was	also	a	bunch	of	bullshit,	and	to	me	he	was	using	science	to
let	us	all	off	the	hook.

I’d	 been	 quiet	 until	 then	 because	 I	was	 surrounded	 by	 all	 these	 smart	 people,
feeling	 stupid,	 but	 someone	 in	 the	 audience	 noticed	 the	 look	 on	my	 face	 and
asked	if	I	agreed.	And	if	you	ask	me	a	direct	question,	I	won’t	be	shy.

“There’s	 something	 to	be	 said	 for	 living	 it	 instead	of	 studying	 it,”	 I	 said,	 then
turned	toward	the	professor.	“What	you	said	is	true	for	most	people,	but	not	100
percent.	There	will	always	be	the	1	percent	of	us	who	are	willing	to	put	 in	 the
work	to	defy	the	odds.”

I	went	on	to	explain	what	I	knew	from	experience.	That	anybody	can	become	a
totally	 different	 person	 and	 achieve	 what	 so-called	 experts	 like	 him	 claim	 is
impossible,	but	it	takes	a	lot	of	heart,	will,	and	an	armored	mind.

Heraclitus,	 a	 philosopher	 born	 in	 the	 Persian	Empire	 back	 in	 the	 fifth	 century



BC,	had	it	right	when	he	wrote	about	men	on	the	battlefield.	“Out	of	every	one
hundred	men,”	 he	wrote,	 “ten	 shouldn’t	 even	 be	 there,	 eighty	 are	 just	 targets,
nine	 are	 the	 real	 fighters,	 and	 we	 are	 lucky	 to	 have	 them,	 for	 they	 make	 the
battle.	Ah,	but	the	one,	one	is	a	warrior…”

From	the	time	you	take	your	first	breath,	you	become	eligible	to	die.	You	also
become	eligible	to	find	your	greatness	and	become	the	One	Warrior.	But	it	is	up
to	you	 to	equip	yourself	 for	 the	battle	ahead.	Only	you	can	master	your	mind,
which	is	what	it	takes	to	live	a	bold	life	filled	with	accomplishments	most	people
consider	beyond	their	capability.

I	am	not	a	genius	like	those	professors	at	MIT,	but	I	am	that	One	Warrior.	And
the	story	you	are	about	to	read,	the	story	of	my	fucked-up	life,	will	illuminate	a
proven	 path	 to	 self-mastery	 and	 empower	 you	 to	 face	 reality,	 hold	 yourself
accountable,	 push	past	 pain,	 learn	 to	 love	what	 you	 fear,	 relish	 failure,	 live	 to
your	fullest	potential,	and	find	out	who	you	really	are.

Human	beings	change	through	study,	habit,	and	stories.	Through	my	story	you
will	 learn	 what	 the	 body	 and	 mind	 are	 capable	 of	 when	 they’re	 driven	 to
maximum	capacity,	and	how	to	get	there.	Because	when	you’re	driven,	whatever
is	 in	 front	 of	 you,	 whether	 it’s	 racism,	 sexism,	 injuries,	 divorce,	 depression,
obesity,	tragedy,	or	poverty,	becomes	fuel	for	your	metamorphosis.

The	steps	laid	out	here	amount	to	the	evolutionary	algorithm,	one	that	obliterates
barriers,	glimmers	with	glory,	and	delivers	lasting	peace.

I	hope	you’re	ready.	It’s	time	to	go	to	war	with	yourself.



CHAPTER	ONE

1.	I	SHOULD	HAVE	BEEN	A	STATISTIC
We	found	hell	 in	 a	beautiful	neighborhood.	 In	1981,	Williamsville	offered	 the
tastiest	real	estate	in	Buffalo,	New	York.	Leafy	and	friendly,	its	safe	streets	were
dotted	 with	 dainty	 homes	 filled	 with	 model	 citizens.	 Doctors,	 attorneys,	 steel
plant	executives,	dentists,	and	professional	football	players	lived	there	with	their
adoring	 wives	 and	 their	 2.2	 kids.	 Cars	 were	 new,	 roads	 swept,	 possibilities
endless.	We’re	 talking	 about	 a	 living,	 breathing	American	Dream.	Hell	was	 a
corner	lot	on	Paradise	Road.

That’s	where	we	 lived	 in	a	 two-story,	 four-bedroom,	white	wooden	home	with
four	square	pillars	framing	a	front	porch	that	led	to	the	widest,	greenest	lawn	in
Williamsville.	We	had	a	vegetable	garden	out	back	and	a	two-car	garage	stocked
with	a	1962	Rolls	Royce	Silver	Cloud,	a	1980	Mercedes	450	SLC,	and,	 in	 the
driveway,	 a	 sparkling	 new	 1981	 black	 Corvette.	 Everyone	 on	 Paradise	 Road
lived	 near	 the	 top	 of	 the	 food	 chain,	 and	 based	 on	 appearances,	 most	 of	 our
neighbors	 thought	 that	we,	 the	 so-called	 happy,	well-adjusted	Goggins	 family,
were	 the	 tip	 of	 that	 spear.	 But	 glossy	 surfaces	 reflect	 much	 more	 than	 they
reveal.

They’d	see	us	most	weekday	mornings,	gathered	in	the	driveway	at	7	a.m.	My
dad,	Trunnis	Goggins,	wasn’t	 tall	but	he	was	handsome	and	built	 like	a	boxer.
He	 wore	 tailored	 suits,	 his	 smile	 warm	 and	 open.	 He	 looked	 every	 bit	 the
successful	businessman	on	his	way	to	work.	My	mother,	Jackie,	was	seventeen
years	younger,	slender	and	beautiful,	and	my	brother	and	I	were	clean	cut,	well
dressed	in	jeans	and	pastel	Izod	shirts,	and	strapped	with	backpacks	just	like	the
other	 kids.	The	white	 kids.	 In	 our	 version	of	 affluent	America,	 each	driveway
was	a	staging	ground	for	nods	and	waves	before	parents	and	children	rode	off	to
work	and	school.	Neighbors	saw	what	they	wanted.	Nobody	probed	too	deep.

Good	 thing.	 The	 truth	 was,	 the	 Goggins	 family	 had	 just	 returned	 home	 from
another	all-nighter	in	the	hood,	and	if	Paradise	Road	was	Hell,	that	meant	I	lived
with	 the	Devil	 himself.	As	 soon	 as	 our	 neighbors	 shut	 the	 door	 or	 turned	 the



corner,	 my	 father’s	 smile	 morphed	 into	 a	 scowl.	 He	 barked	 orders	 and	 went
inside	to	sleep	another	one	off,	but	our	work	wasn’t	done.	My	brother,	Trunnis
Jr.,	and	I	had	somewhere	to	be,	and	it	was	up	to	our	sleepless	mother	to	get	us
there.

I	was	in	first	grade	in	1981,	and	I	was	in	a	school	daze,	for	real.	Not	because	the
academics	were	hard—at	least	not	yet—but	because	I	couldn’t	stay	awake.	The
teacher’s	sing-song	voice	was	my	lullaby,	my	crossed	arms	on	my	desk,	a	comfy
pillow,	 and	 her	 sharp	 words—once	 she	 caught	 me	 dreaming—an	 unwelcome
alarm	clock	that	wouldn’t	stop	blaring.	Children	that	young	are	infinite	sponges.
They	 soak	 up	 language	 and	 ideas	 at	 warp	 speed	 to	 establish	 a	 fundamental
foundation	 upon	 which	 most	 people	 build	 life-long	 skills	 like	 reading	 and
spelling	and	basic	math,	but	because	I	worked	nights,	I	couldn’t	concentrate	on
anything	most	mornings,	except	trying	to	stay	awake.

Recess	and	PE	were	a	whole	different	minefield.	Out	on	the	playground	staying
lucid	was	the	easy	part.	The	hard	part	was	the	hiding.	Couldn’t	let	my	shirt	slip.
Couldn’t	wear	shorts.	Bruises	were	red	flags	I	couldn’t	show	because	if	I	did,	I
knew	I’d	catch	even	more.	Still,	on	that	playground	and	in	the	classroom	I	knew
I	was	safe,	for	a	little	while	at	least.	It	was	the	one	place	he	couldn’t	reach	me,	at
least	not	physically.	My	brother	went	through	a	similar	dance	in	sixth	grade,	his
first	year	in	middle	school.	He	had	his	own	wounds	to	hide	and	sleep	to	harvest,
because	once	that	bell	rang,	real	life	began.

The	ride	from	Williamsville	to	the	Masten	District	in	East	Buffalo	took	about	a
half	 an	 hour,	 but	 it	may	 as	well	 have	 been	 a	world	 away.	 Like	much	 of	 East
Buffalo,	Masten	 was	 a	mostly	 black	 working-class	 neighborhood	 in	 the	 inner
city	that	was	rough	around	the	edges;	though,	in	the	early	1980s,	it	was	not	yet
completely	 ghetto	 as	 fuck.	 Back	 then	 the	 Bethlehem	 Steel	 plant	 was	 still
humming	and	Buffalo	was	the	last	great	American	steel	town.	Most	men	in	the
city,	black	and	white,	worked	solid	union	jobs	and	earned	a	living	wage,	which
meant	business	in	Masten	was	good.	For	my	dad,	it	always	had	been.

By	 the	 time	 he	 was	 twenty	 years	 old	 he	 owned	 a	 Coca-Cola	 distribution
concession	and	four	delivery	routes	in	the	Buffalo	area.	That’s	good	money	for	a
kid,	 but	 he	 had	 bigger	 dreams	 and	 an	 eye	 on	 the	 future.	 His	 future	 had	 four
wheels	and	a	disco	funk	soundtrack.	When	a	local	bakery	shut	down,	he	leased
the	building	and	built	one	of	Buffalo’s	first	roller	skating	rinks.



Fast-forward	ten	years	and	Skateland	had	been	relocated	to	a	building	on	Ferry
Street	 that	 stretched	nearly	a	 full	block	 in	 the	heart	of	 the	Masten	District.	He
opened	 a	 bar	 above	 the	 rink,	 which	 he	 named	 the	 Vermillion	 Room.	 In	 the
1970s,	that	was	the	place	to	be	in	East	Buffalo,	and	it’s	where	he	met	my	mother
when	she	was	just	nineteen	and	he	was	thirty-six.	It	was	her	first	time	away	from
home.	Jackie	grew	up	in	the	Catholic	Church.	Trunnis	was	the	son	of	a	minister,
and	knew	her	language	well	enough	to	masquerade	as	a	believer,	which	appealed
to	her.	But	let’s	keep	it	real.	She	was	just	as	drunk	on	his	charm.

Trunnis	Jr.	was	born	in	1971.	I	was	born	in	1975,	and	by	the	time	I	was	six	years
old,	the	roller	disco	craze	was	at	its	absolute	peak.	Skateland	rocked	every	night.
We’d	 usually	 get	 there	 around	 5	 p.m.,	 and	 while	 my	 brother	 worked	 the
concession	 stand—popping	 corn,	 grilling	 hot	 dogs,	 loading	 the	 cooler,	 and
making	pizzas—I	organized	the	skates	by	size	and	style.	Each	afternoon,	I	stood
on	a	step	stool	to	spray	my	stock	with	aerosol	deodorizer	and	replace	the	rubber
stoppers.	 That	 aerosol	 stink	 would	 cloud	 all	 around	 my	 head	 and	 live	 in	 my
nostrils.	My	eyes	 looked	permanently	bloodshot.	 It	was	 the	only	 thing	 I	 could
smell	for	hours.	But	those	were	the	distractions	I	had	to	ignore	to	stay	organized
and	on	hustle.	Because	my	dad,	who	worked	the	DJ	booth,	was	always	watching,
and	 if	 any	 of	 those	 skates	 went	 missing,	 it	 meant	 my	 ass.	 Before	 the	 doors
opened	I’d	polish	the	skate	rink	floor	with	a	dust	mop	that	was	twice	my	size.



Skateland,	age	six

At	around	6	p.m.,	my	mother	called	us	to	dinner	in	the	back	office.	That	woman
lived	 in	 a	 permanent	 state	 of	 denial,	 but	 her	maternal	 instinct	was	 real,	 and	 it
made	 a	 big	 fucking	 show	of	 itself,	 grasping	 for	 any	 shred	of	 normalcy.	Every
night	 in	 that	office,	she’d	set	out	 two	electric	burners	on	the	floor,	sit	with	her
legs	 curled	 behind	 her,	 and	 prepare	 a	 full	 dinner—roast	meat,	 potatoes,	 green
beans,	and	dinner	rolls,	while	my	dad	did	the	books	and	made	calls.

The	 food	 was	 good,	 but	 even	 at	 six	 and	 seven	 years	 old	 I	 knew	 our	 “family



dinner”	was	a	bullshit	 facsimile	compared	 to	what	most	families	had.	Plus,	we
ate	fast.	There	was	no	time	to	enjoy	it	because	at	7	p.m.	when	the	doors	opened,
it	was	show	time,	and	we	all	had	to	be	in	our	places	with	our	stations	prepped.
My	 dad	 was	 the	 sheriff,	 and	 once	 he	 stepped	 into	 the	 DJ	 booth	 he	 had	 us
triangulated.	He	scanned	that	room	like	an	all-seeing	eye,	and	if	you	fucked	up
you’d	hear	about	it.	Unless	you	felt	it	first.

The	room	didn’t	look	like	much	under	the	harsh,	overhead	house	lights,	but	once
he	 dimmed	 them,	 the	 show	 lights	 bathed	 the	 rink	 in	 red	 and	 glanced	 off	 the
spinning	mirror	 ball,	 conjuring	 a	 skate	 disco	 fantasy.	Weekend	 or	 weeknight,
hundreds	of	skaters	piled	through	that	door.	Most	of	the	time	they	came	in	as	a
family,	paying	 their	$3	entrance	fee	and	half-dollar	skate	fee	before	hitting	 the
floor.

I	rented	out	the	skates	and	managed	that	entire	station	by	myself.	I	carried	that
step	stool	around	like	a	crutch.	Without	it,	the	customers	couldn’t	even	see	me.
The	bigger-sized	skates	were	down	below	the	counter,	but	the	smaller	sizes	were
stored	so	high	I’d	have	to	scale	 the	shelves,	which	always	made	the	customers
laugh.	 Mom	 was	 the	 one	 and	 only	 cashier.	 She	 collected	 everyone’s	 cover
charge,	 and	 to	Trunnis,	money	was	everything.	He	counted	 the	people	 as	 they
came	 in,	 calculating	 his	 take	 in	 real	 time	 so	 he	 had	 a	 rough	 idea	 of	 what	 to
expect	when	he	counted	out	the	register	after	we	closed	up.	And	it	had	better	all
be	there.

All	the	money	was	his.	The	rest	of	us	never	earned	a	cent	for	our	sweat.	In	fact,
my	mother	was	never	given	any	money	of	her	own.	She	had	no	bank	account	or
credit	cards	in	her	name.	He	controlled	everything,	and	we	all	knew	what	would
happen	if	her	cash	drawer	ever	came	up	short.

None	of	the	customers	who	came	through	our	doors	knew	any	of	this,	of	course.
To	 them,	 Skateland	 was	 a	 family-owned-and-operated	 dream	 cloud.	 My	 dad
spun	the	fading	vinyl	echoes	of	disco	and	funk	and	the	early	rumbles	of	hip	hop.
Bass	bounced	off	 the	red	walls,	courtesy	of	Buffalo’s	favorite	son	Rick	James,
George	 Clinton’s	 Funkadelic,	 and	 the	 first	 tracks	 ever	 released	 by	 hip	 hop
innovators	Run	DMC.	Some	of	 the	kids	were	 speed	 skating.	 I	 liked	 to	go	 fast
too,	but	we	had	our	share	of	skate	dancers,	and	that	floor	got	funky.

For	 the	 first	hour	or	 two	 the	parents	 stayed	downstairs	and	skated,	or	watched



their	 kids	 spin	 the	 oval,	 but	 they	would	 eventually	 leak	upstairs	 to	make	 their
own	scene,	and	when	enough	of	them	made	their	move,	Trunnis	slipped	out	of
the	DJ	booth	so	he	could	join	them.	My	dad	was	considered	the	unofficial	mayor
of	Masten,	 and	he	was	 a	 phony	politician	 to	 the	 core.	His	 customers	were	his
marks,	 and	 what	 they	 didn’t	 know	 was	 that	 no	 matter	 how	 many	 drinks	 he
poured	on	the	house	and	bro	hugs	he	shared,	he	didn’t	give	a	fuck	about	any	of
them.	They	were	all	dollar	signs	to	him.	If	he	poured	you	a	drink	for	free,	it	was
because	he	knew	you	would	buy	two	or	three	more.

While	 we	 had	 our	 share	 of	 all-night	 skates	 and	 twenty-four-hour	 skate
marathons,	 the	 Skateland	 doors	 typically	 closed	 at	 10	 p.m.	 That’s	 when	 my
mother,	 brother,	 and	 I	went	 to	work,	 fishing	bloody	 tampons	out	 of	 shit-filled
toilets,	 airing	 the	 lingering	 cannabis	 haze	 out	 of	 both	 bathrooms,	 scraping
bacteria-loaded	 gum	 off	 the	 rink	 floor,	 cleaning	 the	 concession	 kitchen,	 and
taking	inventory.	Just	before	midnight,	we’d	slog	into	the	office,	half-dead.	Our
mother	would	tuck	my	brother	and	me	beneath	a	blanket	on	the	office	sofa,	our
heads	opposite	one	another,	as	 the	ceiling	shook	with	 the	sound	of	bass-heavy
funk.

Mom	was	still	on	the	clock.

As	 soon	 as	 she	 stepped	 inside	 the	 bar,	 Trunnis	 had	 her	 working	 the	 door	 or
hustling	downstairs	like	a	booze	mule	to	fetch	cases	of	liquor	from	the	basement.
There	 was	 always	 some	 menial	 task	 to	 perform	 and	 she	 didn’t	 stop	 moving,
while	my	father	kept	watch	from	his	corner	of	the	bar	where	he	could	take	in	the
whole	scene.	In	those	days,	Rick	James,	a	Buffalo	native	and	one	of	my	father’s
closest	friends,	stopped	by	whenever	he	was	in	 town,	parking	his	Excalibur	on
the	 sidewalk	 out	 front.	 His	 car	 was	 a	 billboard	 that	 let	 the	 hood	 know	 a
Superfreak	was	in	the	house.	He	wasn’t	the	only	celebrity	that	came	through.	OJ
Simpson	 was	 one	 of	 the	 NFL’s	 biggest	 stars,	 and	 he	 and	 his	 Buffalo	 Bills
teammates	were	 regulars,	 as	was	Teddy	Pendergrass	 and	Sister	Sledge.	 If	 you
don’t	know	the	names,	look	them	up.

Maybe	if	I	had	been	older,	or	my	father	had	been	a	good	man,	I	might	have	had
some	pride	 in	being	part	of	 a	 cultural	moment	 like	 that,	 but	young	kids	 aren’t
about	that	life.	It’s	almost	like,	no	matter	who	our	parents	are	and	what	they	do,
we’re	 all	 born	with	 a	moral	 compass	 that’s	 properly	 tuned.	When	 you’re	 six,
seven,	or	eight	years	old,	you	know	what	feels	right	and	what	feels	way	the	fuck



off.	 And	 when	 you	 are	 born	 into	 a	 cyclone	 of	 terror	 and	 pain,	 you	 know	 it
doesn’t	 have	 to	 be	 that	way,	 and	 that	 truth	 nags	 at	 you	 like	 a	 splinter	 in	 your
jacked	up	mind.	You	can	choose	 to	 ignore	 it,	 but	 the	dull	 throbbing	 is	 always
there	as	the	days	and	nights	bleed	together	into	one	blurred	memory.

Some	 moments	 do	 stick	 out	 though,	 and	 one	 I’m	 thinking	 of	 right	 now	 still
haunts	 me.	 That	 was	 the	 night	 my	mom	 stepped	 into	 the	 bar	 before	 she	 was
expected	and	found	my	dad	sweet	 talking	a	woman	about	 ten	years	her	 junior.
Trunnis	 saw	 her	 watching	 and	 shrugged	 while	 my	mother	 eyeballed	 him	 and
slugged	 two	 shots	 of	 Johnnie	Walker	Red	 to	 calm	 her	 nerves.	He	 noticed	 her
reaction	and	didn’t	like	it	one	damn	bit.

She	knew	how	things	were.	That	Trunnis	ran	prostitutes	across	the	border	to	Fort
Erie	in	Canada.	A	summer	cottage	belonging	to	the	president	of	one	of	Buffalo’s
biggest	banks	doubled	as	his	pop-up	brothel.	He	introduced	Buffalo	bankers	 to
his	 girls	 whenever	 he	 needed	 a	 longer	 line	 of	 credit,	 and	 those	 loans	 always
came	through.	My	mom	knew	the	young	woman	she	was	watching	was	one	of
the	 girls	 in	 his	 stable.	 She’d	 seen	 her	 before.	 Once,	 she	 walked	 in	 on	 them
fucking	on	the	Skateland	office	sofa,	where	she	tucked	her	children	in	damn	near
every	night.	When	she	found	 them	together,	 the	woman	smiled	at	her.	Trunnis
shrugged.	No,	my	mom	wasn’t	clueless,	but	seeing	it	with	her	own	eyes	always
burned.

Around	midnight,	my	mother	drove	with	one	of	our	security	guards	 to	make	a
bank	deposit.	He	begged	her	 to	 leave	my	father.	He	told	her	 to	 leave	that	very
night.	 Maybe	 he	 knew	 what	 was	 coming.	 She	 did	 too,	 but	 she	 couldn’t	 run
because	 she	 had	 no	 independent	 means	 whatsoever,	 and	 she	 wasn’t	 going	 to
leave	 us	 in	 his	 hands.	 Plus,	 she	 had	 no	 rights	 to	 community	 property	 because
Trunnis	had	always	refused	to	marry	her,	which	was	a	riddle	she	was	only	then
starting	 to	 solve.	My	mother	 came	 from	 a	 solid,	middle	 class	 family,	 and	 had
always	been	the	virtuous	type.	He	resented	that,	 treated	his	hookers	better	 than
the	mother	of	his	sons,	and	as	a	result	he	had	her	trapped.	She	was	100	percent
dependent,	and	if	she	wanted	to	leave,	she’d	have	to	walk	with	nothing	at	all.

My	 brother	 and	 I	 never	 slept	 well	 at	 Skateland.	 The	 ceiling	 shook	 too	 much
because	the	office	was	directly	below	the	dance	floor.	When	my	mother	walked
in	that	night	I	was	already	awake.	She	smiled,	but	I	noticed	the	tears	in	her	eyes
and	remember	smelling	the	scotch	on	her	breath	when	she	scooped	me	up	in	her



arms	as	tenderly	as	she	could.	My	father	trailed	in	after	her,	sloppy	and	annoyed.
He	 pulled	 a	 pistol	 from	 beneath	 the	 cushion	where	 I	 slept	 (yes,	 you	 read	 that
right,	 there	was	 a	 loaded	 gun	 under	 the	 cushion	 on	which	 I	 slept	 at	 six	 years
old!),	flashed	it	at	me,	and	smiled	before	concealing	it	beneath	his	pant	leg	in	an
ankle	holster.	In	his	other	hand	were	two	brown	paper	shopping	bags	filled	with
nearly	$10,000	in	cash.	So	far	it	was	a	typical	night.

My	parents	 didn’t	 speak	 on	 the	 drive	 home,	 though	 the	 tension	 between	 them
simmered.	My	mom	 pulled	 into	 the	 driveway	 on	 Paradise	 Road	 just	 before	 6
a.m.,	a	little	early	by	our	standards.	Trunnis	stumbled	from	the	car,	disabled	the
alarm,	 dropped	 the	 cash	 on	 the	 kitchen	 table,	 and	went	 upstairs.	We	 followed
him,	and	she	tucked	us	both	into	our	beds,	kissed	me	on	the	forehead,	and	turned
out	the	light	before	slipping	into	the	master	suite	where	she	found	him	waiting,
stroking	his	leather	belt.	Trunnis	didn’t	appreciate	being	glared	at	by	my	mom,
especially	in	public.

“This	belt	came	all	the	way	from	Texas	just	to	whip	you,”	he	said,	calmly.	Then
he	started	swinging	it,	buckle	first.	Sometimes	my	mother	fought	back,	and	she
did	 that	 night.	 She	 threw	 a	 marble	 candlestick	 at	 his	 head.	 He	 ducked	 and	 it
thudded	 the	wall.	She	 ran	 into	 the	bathroom,	 locked	 the	door,	and	cowered	on
the	toilet.	He	kicked	the	door	down	and	backhanded	her	hard.	Her	head	slammed
into	the	wall.	She	was	barely	conscious	when	he	grabbed	a	fistful	of	her	hair	and
dragged	her	down	the	hall.

By	then	my	brother	and	I	had	heard	the	violence,	and	we	watched	him	drag	her
all	the	way	down	the	stairs	to	the	first	floor,	then	crouch	over	her	with	the	belt	in
his	 hand.	 She	was	 bleeding	 from	 the	 temple	 and	 the	 lip,	 and	 the	 sight	 of	 her
blood	 lit	 a	 fuse	 in	 me.	 In	 that	 moment	 my	 hatred	 overcame	 my	 fear.	 I	 ran
downstairs	 and	 jumped	 on	 his	 back,	 slammed	my	 tiny	 fists	 into	 his	 back,	 and
scratched	at	his	eyes.	I’d	caught	him	off	guard	and	he	fell	to	one	knee.	I	wailed
on	him.

“Don’t	hit	my	mom!”	I	yelled.	He	tossed	me	to	the	ground,	stalked	toward	me,
belt	in	hand,	then	turned	toward	my	mother.

“You’re	raising	a	gangster,”	he	said,	half-smiling.

I	curled	into	a	ball	when	he	started	swinging	his	belt	at	me.	I	could	feel	bruises



rise	on	my	back	as	my	mom	crawled	toward	the	control	pad	near	the	front	door.
She	pressed	the	panic	button	and	the	house	exploded	in	alarm.	He	froze,	looked
toward	the	ceiling,	mopped	his	brow	with	his	sleeve,	took	a	deep	breath,	looped
and	buckled	his	belt,	and	went	upstairs	to	wash	off	all	that	evil	and	hate.	Police
were	on	their	way,	and	he	knew	it.

My	mother’s	relief	was	short-lived.	When	the	cops	arrived,	Trunnis	met	them	at
the	 door.	 They	 looked	 over	 his	 shoulder	 toward	my	mom,	 who	 stood	 several
paces	behind	him,	her	face	swollen	and	caked	with	dried	blood.	But	those	were
different	days.	There	was	no	#metoo	back	then.	That	shit	didn’t	exist,	and	they
ignored	 her.	 Trunnis	 told	 them	 it	 was	 all	 a	 whole	 lot	 of	 nothing.	 Just	 some
necessary	domestic	discipline.

“Look	at	this	house.	Does	it	look	like	I	mistreat	my	wife?”	He	asked.	“I	give	her
mink	coats,	diamond	rings,	I	bust	my	ass	to	give	her	everything	she	wants,	and
she	throws	a	marble	candlestick	at	my	head.	She’s	spoiled.”

The	police	chuckled	along	with	my	father	as	he	walked	them	to	their	car.	They
left	without	 interviewing	 her.	He	 didn’t	 hit	 her	 again	 that	morning.	He	 didn’t
have	to.	The	psychological	damage	was	done.	From	that	point	on	it	was	clear	to
us	that	as	far	as	Trunnis	and	the	law	were	concerned	it	was	open	season,	and	we
were	the	hunted.

Over	the	next	year,	our	schedule	didn’t	change	much	and	the	beatings	continued,
while	my	mother	 tried	 to	 paper	 over	 the	 darkness	with	 swatches	 of	 light.	 She
knew	 I	 wanted	 to	 be	 a	 Scout,	 so	 she	 signed	 me	 up	 for	 a	 local	 troop.	 I	 still
remember	putting	on	that	navy	blue	Cub	Scout	button	down	one	Saturday.	I	felt
proud	wearing	a	uniform	and	knowing	at	 least	 for	a	 few	hours	 I	could	pretend
that	I	was	a	normal	kid.	My	mom	smiled	as	we	headed	for	the	door.	My	pride,
her	 smile,	wasn’t	 just	 because	 of	 the	 damn	Cub	 Scouts.	 They	 rose	 up	 from	 a
deeper	place.	We	were	taking	action	to	find	something	positive	for	ourselves	in	a
bleak	situation.	 It	was	proof	 that	we	mattered,	and	 that	we	weren’t	completely
powerless.

That’s	when	my	father	came	home	from	the	Vermillion	Room.

“Where	 you	 two	 going?”	 He	 glared	 at	 me.	 I	 stared	 at	 the	 floor.	 My	 mother
cleared	her	throat.



“I’m	taking	David	to	his	first	Cub	Scout	meeting,”	she	said,	softly.

“The	hell	you	are!”	I	looked	up,	and	he	laughed	as	my	eyes	welled	up	with	tears.
“We’re	going	to	the	track.”

Within	 the	 hour	 we’d	 arrived	 at	 Batavia	 Downs,	 an	 old-school	 harness	 horse
race	track,	the	type	where	jockeys	ride	behind	the	horses	in	lightweight	buggies.
My	dad	grabbed	a	racing	form	as	soon	we	stepped	through	the	gate.	For	hours,
the	three	of	us	watched	him	place	bet	after	bet,	chain	smoke,	drink	scotch,	and
raise	holy	hell	as	every	pony	he	bet	on	finished	out	of	the	money.	With	my	dad
raging	at	the	gambling	gods	and	acting	a	fool,	I	tried	to	make	myself	as	small	as
possible	whenever	people	walked	by,	but	I	still	stuck	out.	I	was	the	only	kid	in
the	 stands	dressed	 like	a	Cub	Scout.	 I	was	probably	 the	only	black	Cub	Scout
they’d	ever	seen,	and	my	uniform	was	a	lie.	I	was	a	pretender.

Trunnis	lost	 thousands	of	dollars	 that	day,	and	he	wouldn’t	shut	up	about	it	on
the	drive	home,	his	raspy	throat	raw	from	nicotine.	My	brother	and	I	were	in	the
cramped	 back	 seat	 and	 whenever	 he	 spat	 out	 the	 window,	 his	 phlegm
boomeranged	into	my	face.	Each	drop	of	his	nasty	saliva	on	my	skin	burned	like
venom	and	intensified	my	hate.	I’d	long	since	learned	that	the	best	way	to	avoid
a	beat	down	was	 to	make	myself	 as	 invisible	 as	possible,	 avert	my	eyes,	 float
outside	my	 body,	 and	 hope	 to	 go	 unnoticed.	 It	was	 a	 practice	we’d	 all	 honed
over	 the	years,	but	 I	was	done	with	 that	 shit.	 I	would	no	 longer	hide	 from	 the
Devil.	 That	 afternoon	 as	 he	 veered	 onto	 the	 highway	 and	 headed	 home,	 he
continued	to	rave	on,	and	I	mad-dogged	him	from	the	back	seat.	Have	you	ever
heard	the	phrase,	“Faith	Over	Fear”?	For	me	it	was	Hate	Over	Fear.

He	caught	my	eyes	in	the	rearview	mirror.

“You	got	something	to	say?!”

“We	shouldn’t	have	gone	to	the	track	anyway,”	I	said.

My	 brother	 turned	 and	 stared	 at	 me	 like	 I’d	 lost	 my	 damn	mind.	My	mother
squirmed	in	her	seat.

“Say	 that	one	more	 time.”	His	words	came	slow,	dripping	with	dread.	 I	didn’t
say	a	word,	so	he	started	reaching	behind	the	seat	trying	to	smack	me.	But	I	was



so	small,	it	was	easy	to	hide.	The	car	veered	left	and	right	as	he	was	half-turned
in	my	direction,	 punching	air.	He’d	barely	 touched	me,	which	only	 stoked	his
fire.	We	drove	in	silence	until	he	caught	his	breath.	“When	we	get	home,	you’re
gonna	take	your	clothes	off,”	he	said.

That’s	what	 he’d	 say	when	 he	was	 ready	 to	 bestow	 a	 serious	 beat	 down,	 and
there	was	no	avoiding	it.	I	did	what	I	was	told.	I	went	into	my	bedroom	and	took
off	my	clothes,	walked	down	 the	hall	 to	his	 room,	closed	 the	door	behind	me,
turned	 the	 lights	 off,	 then	 laid	 across	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 bed	 with	 my	 legs
dangling,	my	torso	stretched	out	in	front	of	me,	and	my	ass	exposed.	That	was
the	protocol,	and	he’d	designed	it	for	maximum	psychological	and	physical	pain.

The	beatings	were	often	brutal,	but	the	anticipation	was	the	worst	part.	I	couldn’t
see	the	door	behind	me,	and	he’d	take	his	time,	letting	my	dread	build.	When	I
heard	him	open	 the	door,	my	panic	 spiked.	Even	 then	 the	 room	was	 so	dark	 I
couldn’t	see	much	with	my	peripheral	vision,	and	couldn’t	prepare	for	 the	first
smack	until	his	belt	hit	my	skin.	 It	was	never	 just	 two	or	 three	 lickings	either.
There	was	no	particular	count,	so	we	never	knew	when	or	if	he	was	gonna	stop.

This	beating	 lasted	minutes	upon	minutes.	He	started	on	my	butt,	but	 the	sting
was	so	bad	I	blocked	it	with	my	hands,	so	he	moved	down	and	started	whipping
my	thighs.	When	I	dropped	my	hands	to	my	thighs	he	swung	at	my	lower	back.
He	belted	me	dozens	of	times,	and	was	breathless,	coughing	and	slick	with	sweat
by	the	time	it	was	over.	I	was	breathing	heavy	too,	but	I	wasn’t	crying.	His	evil
was	too	real	and	my	hate	gave	me	courage.	I	refused	to	give	that	motherfucker
the	satisfaction.	I	just	stood	up,	looked	the	Devil	in	his	eye,	limped	to	my	room,
and	stood	in	front	of	a	mirror.	I	was	covered	in	welts	from	my	neck	to	the	crease
at	the	knees.	I	didn’t	go	to	school	for	several	days.

When	 you’re	 getting	 beat	 consistently,	 hope	 evaporates.	 You	 stifle	 your
emotions,	 but	 your	 trauma	 off-gasses	 in	 unconscious	 ways.	 After	 countless
beatings	she	endured	and	witnessed,	this	particular	beat	down	left	my	mother	in
a	constant	fog,	a	shell	of	the	woman	I	remembered	from	a	few	years	before.	She
was	 distracted	 and	 vacant	most	 of	 the	 time,	 except	when	 he	 called	 her	 name.
Then	she’d	hop-to	like	she	was	his	slave.	I	didn’t	know	until	years	later	that	she
was	considering	suicide.

My	brother	and	I	took	our	pain	out	on	each	other.	We’d	sit	or	stand	across	from



one	another	and	he	would	 throw	punches	as	hard	as	he	could	at	me.	 It	usually
started	 out	 as	 a	 game,	 but	 he	 was	 four	 years	 older,	 much	 stronger,	 and	 he
connected	 with	 all	 his	 power.	Whenever	 I’d	 fall,	 I’d	 get	 up	 and	 he’d	 hit	 me
again,	 as	 hard	 as	 he	 could,	 yelling	 like	 a	martial	 arts	warrior	 at	 the	 top	 of	 his
lungs,	his	face	twisted	with	rage.

“You’re	not	hurting	me!	Is	that	all	you	fucking	have?”	I’d	shout	back.	I	wanted
him	to	know	that	I	could	take	more	pain	than	he	could	ever	deliver,	but	when	it
was	time	to	fall	asleep	and	there	were	no	more	battles	to	fight,	no	place	to	hide,	I
wet	the	bed.	Nearly	every	night.

My	mother’s	every	day	was	a	lesson	in	survival.	She	was	told	she	was	worthless
so	often	she	started	to	believe	it.	Everything	she	did	was	an	effort	to	appease	him
so	he	wouldn’t	beat	her	sons	or	whip	her	ass,	but	there	were	invisible	trip	wires
in	her	world	and	sometimes	she	never	knew	when	or	how	she	set	them	off	until
after	he	slapped	the	shit	out	of	her.	Other	times	she	knew	she	teed	herself	up	for
a	vicious	beat	down.

One	day	I	came	home	early	from	school	with	a	nasty	earache	and	laid	down	on
my	mother’s	side	of	their	bed,	my	left	ear	throbbing	in	excruciating	pain.	With
each	throb	my	hate	spiked.	I	knew	I	wouldn’t	be	going	to	the	doctor	because	my
father	didn’t	 approve	of	 spending	his	money	on	doctors	or	dentists.	We	didn’t
have	health	insurance,	a	pediatrician,	or	a	dentist.	If	we	got	injured	or	sick,	we
were	told	to	shake	it	off	because	he	wasn’t	down	to	pay	for	anything	that	didn’t
directly	benefit	Trunnis	Goggins.	Our	health	didn’t	meet	that	standard,	and	that
pissed	me	the	fuck	off.

After	 about	a	half	hour,	my	mother	came	upstairs	 to	check	on	me	and	when	 I
rolled	onto	my	back	she	could	see	blood	dribbling	down	the	side	of	my	neck	and
smeared	all	over	the	pillow.

“That’s	it,”	she	said,	“come	with	me.”

She	 got	me	 out	 of	 bed,	 dressed	me,	 and	 helped	me	 to	 her	 car,	 but	 before	 she
could	start	the	engine,	my	dad	chased	us	down.

“Where	you	think	you’re	going?!”


