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    To my incredible parents, whose unwavering love carried me through the darkest nights and craziest storms-thank you for never letting go of hope, even when I had none left. Your resilience, patience, and belief in me were the anchor that kept me grounded and the wings that allowed me to rise.

To my friends and family, who have stood beside me in every season-celebrating the small victories, holding me through the setbacks, and providing encouragement when I struggled to find my own voice. Your kindness, laughter, and loyal support are woven into every page of this story.

This book is for you. For your faith, your prayers, your sacrifices, and your stubborn belief that brighter days would come.

I would not have survived-let alone thrived-without you.

With all my love and deepest gratitude

Kurt McLaws



    



  	
        
            
            "Fall down seven times, stand up eight"

        - Nanakorobi Yaoki



    


Prologue:

Ten percent. That was the number they gave my family, a cold, clinical statistic delivered in a harrowed hospital hallway almost half my lifetime ago. Ten percent—one chance in ten that I would make it, with nine others fading away before they ever got to say goodbye. The machines blink and beep, the air tastes of antiseptic and despair, and everyone you love tries to soldier on, clinging to hope as if it’s life itself. That was the world outside my young, broken body. Inside? I was lost somewhere between the living and the dead.

No one expects disaster. No one grows up thinking the rest of their life could veer off course in a heartbeat. I certainly didn’t. At seventeen, my biggest worries were friends, girls, and what song to play next on the guitar I adored. I thought I was invincible. But disaster snuck up on me one day and shattered my world.

There is a peculiar magic in hospitals. Time bends and stretches, hour after hour. My family would sit by my bedside, counting breaths and whispering prayers to the universe and to any higher power that might have been listening. Each day, the doctors would walk in and look at the monitors, at my closed eyes, at my unmoving body, repeating the number: ten percent.

I was in a coma for 72 days. That’s more than two months lying in darkness, floating in and out of an awareness I cannot describe. Friends came to visit, bringing laughter like medicine that they hoped would wake me. I can only imagine how time must have moved for them—slow, tense, unkind.

They say that when you’re unconscious, your soul travels. Maybe that’s true, because sometimes I was there in the bed, and other times I was somewhere else entirely—where memories and dreams blended into a swirling fog. If I noticed anything, it was the presence of love. I could feel hands holding mine, hear muffled voices telling stories, and sense the hope around me even as the world faded to black.

In those days and weeks, hope was a fragile thing. Doctors explained the extent of my injuries, the severity of my condition, and quietly warned my parents to prepare—first for the worst, and if not the worst, for a life that would be forever changed. “Survival comes with a cost,” they said. “He may never walk or talk again.”

Sometimes it’s easier to believe in numbers than in miracles. But my mother would have none of it. Every morning and every night, she told me stories about my childhood, my stubborn refusal to quit whenever I fell off a bike, my laughter, and the future she still believed in.

I didn’t wake up miraculously to the sunlight one day. If only life worked that way. It was gradual—shadows dancing behind my eyelids, then a flicker of light, and a slow and painful crawl toward consciousness. There was no grand, cinematic moment—just quiet confusion, a world blurred by drugs and trauma, and voices I recognized whispering, "He's waking up."

I emerged into a body that wouldn’t obey me. My right side was paralyzed. A cruel joke from the universe or just another mountain to climb—I didn’t know yet. The medical term was hemiplegia. It meant needing help to do everything. Breathing was a chore. Movement felt like an impossible dream.

I was alive, but I had to start my life again from zero. As hard as the injury itself was, the aftermath was harder. Our minds are built to avoid pain, but sometimes you have no choice but to face it, over and over, until one day you discover something new about yourself. Something unbreakable.

Paralysis stripped me of certainty. Suddenly, I relied on others for everything. Pride, once so present, dissolved into vulnerability. It was humbling in ways most people will never know. And while I struggled inside my head, my family struggled outside, fighting exhaustion, fear, and the unrelenting pressure of hope.

I underwent a second brain surgery—a new trauma, more uncertainty. The surgeons removed what they could, the outcome still a question mark. Another number scribbled on a chart. Another chance to fight.

Rehabilitation became my new normal. Every day, small steps; each movement painstakingly built over dozens of attempts. Learning to walk again is nothing like learning the first time. This time, I remembered running, but my body could only crawl. The frustration was a monster. But with every nurse, every therapist, and every family member rooting for me, I dug deeper than I ever thought possible.

My voice was stolen, too. Speaking felt foreign. My words tripped over themselves and got lost between my brain and mouth. I had to relearn sound, rhythm, and communication, one syllable at a time. There were days when I wanted to scream, but the only thing I could do was try again.

There are moments when you’re rebuilding a life from scratch that you realize just how precious every simple thing is—lifting a cup, forming a word, and laughing at a joke. With every tiny victory came a surge of pride, quickly followed by tears. My family rejoiced with every “Yes,” cheered every faltering step, and celebrated each new day I survived.

The doctors returned, with careful language and cautious optimism. “He will recover, but...” There was always a “but.” “He may not walk properly. He may never work again. He may always need support.” Their words echoed in my parents’ faces, taut lines of worry drawn deeper every week.

At the time, I wanted to believe them—wanted to give in to the comforting justification of surrender. But something inside me sparkled, stubbornly alive. Even if it was only ten percent, that ten percent was mine. I would claim it.

Epilepsy arrived as the next challenge—a harsh diagnosis that followed me from the ICU. Post-traumatic epilepsy, they called it, caused by scar tissue in my brain. Seizures stole time from me, left bruises and confusion. More battles. More mountains.

At 18, I sat in a doctor’s office, the air thick with stale hope. “He will need support for the rest of his life,” the doctor told my parents as if I weren’t there. I was there, though—inside, screaming to prove them wrong, longing to be seen.

They tried to limit my dreams, telling me what jobs I could never hold, what tasks were now impossible. I don’t begrudge them their realism. The world is hard enough on those who dare to hope. But quietly, inside, I was making a list—not of the things I couldn’t do, but of every single one I intended to prove possible.

Everyone has a moment where life splits in two: before and after. I lived mine sooner than most. But instead of viewing the split as an end, I began to wonder if it was a portal. Not into darkness, but into a place where suffering could be fodder for stubbornness, for compassion, for greatness.

I would not have chosen this path. But it chose me—and I chose to walk it. Sometimes walking meant stumbling. Sometimes it meant crawling. Sometimes it just meant refusing to fall all the way down.

Over the years, I would meet countless others fighting their own battles—in the next hospital bed, across support group tables, in late-night phone calls with friends whose worlds had also collapsed. Each of them reminded me: I was not alone in this. My pain was not unique, but my determination could be.

Survival turned into schooling. I became a student of adversity, learning, adapting, and—eventually—teaching. Every setback, every diagnosis, every heartbreak became lessons. I learned to let go of who I used to be and honor what I could become.

I learned that real strength comes from letting others in and admitting you need help. It’s a lesson I resisted—and one that ultimately provided my foundation.

Ten percent may sound small, but it’s a seed. Give it water, hope, and time, and it becomes a forest. I watered my ten percent with sweat and tears and let hope bloom between doctor’s appointments, seizures, and setbacks. Even when I wanted to quit, I chose instead to rest and get up again.

There have been nights so dark that I thought the sun would never rise. But in all those moments, I clung to something that had grown within me—an unreasonable, unbreakable faith that tomorrow I might find a bit more strength.

My journey through suffering brought me closer to my family and the friends who never left. It showed me the beauty of small joys and the courage it takes to keep moving forward when the world sees only limits.

Today, I know that my survival—my ten percent—is not my burden. It is my gift. It is a mandate to show others what is possible, to reach a hand backward for anyone who’s lost, and to shout into the void that they are not alone.

This is not a story about giving up, nor is it about superhuman courage. It’s about the small, daily choices to keep going, the stubborn hope that keeps us alive, and the relentless belief that sometimes, ten percent is all you need. My name is Kurt McLaws. This is my story—and if you are holding on to a fragile hope, let me be the proof that it can be enough. Let’s begin.
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Chapter 1: Life Before the Storm
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Before everything changed, I lived like so many other teenagers, rushing through youth with all the certainty of someone who believed time was unlimited. The world felt vast and open, filled with opportunity. I rode bikes and went skiing with friends who would become family, filling the air with laughter that still echoes in the corners of my mind. Mornings were slow and golden, afternoons were full of adventure, and nights hummed with music and dreams.

I was tall, awkward, and unafraid. My limbs seemed to have grown overnight, long and gangly, making me a natural for basketball and the perfect target for jokes. My friends called me “Stretch.” I wore it with a smile. I remember riding bikes until the streetlights flickered on, dirt on my knees, hope in my heart.

Music was my first love. Even as a kid, I’d tap out beats on whatever surface I could find. By high school, I was teaching myself guitar, scribbling song lyrics in the margins of notebooks, and listening to every band I could get my hands on. My room was cluttered with empty cases, posters peeling off the walls, and scraps of half-formed melodies.

Most nights, I’d fall asleep with headphones twisted around my neck, the world fading away to the sound of my heroes. If I couldn’t sleep, I’d play quietly, my fingertips sore but satisfied. There was something about music that made everything else fade away—the stress of grades, the ache of growing pains, and the uncertainty about the future.

My friends and I were inseparable. There was an unspoken confidence we wore like armor, as if the worst thing that could ever happen was a bad test score or a missed shot. We didn’t worry about tomorrow because today was always enough. We climbed roofs for the view, built bonfires on cool evenings, and dared each other to push just a little further, jump a little higher, and laugh a little louder.

School was both a battlefield and a playground. I was quick to crack a joke in class, but I also carried the weight of wanting to fit in. Behind every wisecrack was a hint of insecurity, the gnawing question of whether I truly belonged. I figured that if I could make people laugh, I was safe.

Despite my doubts, I did well enough. My teachers saw potential, even if I didn’t yet know how to use it. For others, it was sports, art, or just being seen by friends who didn’t care whether you messed up.

Love was new and awkward. I’d blush at notes passed in class, fumble through first dances, and hold hands beneath the lunch table as if it were a secret pact. Heartbreak, when it came, felt shattering, but I always turned to my guitar and friends for solace. Those songs became the soundtrack to my life’s first lessons in resilience.

Summer always felt endless. We’d ride our bikes long after sunset, darting between the glow of porch lights and the hush of the empty streets. We were kings of cracked pavement, conquerors of the midnight chill.

I felt unstoppable. My body was strong, and my spirit was restless. No mountain was too tall, no road too long. It seemed impossible that anything could derail the trajectory I’d mapped out in my mind. School, music, friends—each year was a stepping stone toward the future I assumed would unfurl effortlessly before me.

If people talked about tragedy—a classmate’s loss, a family’s accident—it felt distant and unreal. I’d attend assemblies where they warned us about reckless decisions, watching from the back row, convinced that those warnings were meant for someone else. I’d attend assemblies where they warned us about reckless decisions, watching from the back row, convinced those warnings were meant for others. atastrophe belonged on TV, in someone else’s town, never here.

Home was a place of warmth and constancy. My parents loved fiercely, arguing at times but always making up quickly, teaching my brother and me that connection mattered more than conflict. My brother always took care of me, and I looked up to him, appreciating every piece of advice he’d give.

Days blurred together in a tapestry of laughter and discovery. Each weekend brought a new adventure—camping trips where we dared each other to leap into freezing rivers, pickup games that ended only when darkness fell, and afternoons racing bikes downhill, the wind in my hair and nothing but wild possibility ahead.

My father was a huge role model for me. He expected us to work hard, keep our promises, to apologize when we were wrong. At the time, I nodded dutifully, rolling my eyes rolling. Later, those words would echo back through the hardest nights.

I found comfort in structure—the repetition of school bells, sports practice, and Sunday dinners. The predictability made me feel safe, as if life’s patterns could shield me from chaos. Of course, I didn’t yet know how quickly the ground could shift beneath your feet.

I remember my last “normal” birthday, surrounded by friends and family, everyone shouting surprises and singing off-key. That night, I blew out candles in a room filled with possibility, each wish for the future. I had no way of knowing how quickly those wishes would be rewritten.

There were arguments at home, of course. I snapped back sometimes, brimming with a confidence I didn’t always possess. But underneath, I loved fiercely, grateful for the security my family provided and for the safe haven waiting at the end of every hard school day.

Holidays were loud, full of stories, food, and laughter that made our walls feel like the center of the universe. Even then, I understood how lucky I was—how many hearts didn’t have the chances I had. That gratitude tucked itself quietly into my bones, ready for the day I’d need it most.

Sometimes, if I squint, I can still see myself on those afternoons—windows down in my mom’s old car, music blaring, and not a care in the world. Those moments were fleeting, but I clung to them when everything later unraveled.

I planned out my future in broad strokes: College, maybe travel, a career that would let me help people. I wanted to make music and to be remembered for more than just a voice in the crowd. Even as I daydreamed, I felt the pressure of expectation: be good, be better, and don’t let anyone down.

Before the storm, injuries were just minor inconveniences—scraped knees and a sprained ankle after a particularly ambitious attempt at impressing my friends. Recovery was quick, and I always returned stronger, eager for the next challenge. It never occurred to me that one day, getting up again would become my greatest act of will.

Teachers pulled me aside sometimes, urging me to consider leadership roles and to push myself academically. I just wanted to live in the moment and to squeeze every bit of sweetness from these years before the world demanded more.

We talked about the future in the soft tones teenagers use—half boasting and half afraid. “What if we just left town, started a band, became legends?” we’d say under starry skies, making impossible plans that tasted like hope.
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