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    To everyone who's ever been broken but kept walking.

To the ones who didn't fold.

To the underdogs still fighting.

And to my daughters, Theory and Storee—my reason, my rhythm, my legacy.



    



  	
        
            
            They tried to bury me in pain.

I used it to build a foundation."

— Bobo Corleone
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# AGAINST ALL ODDS: Built From Pain (Expanded)

*By Bobo Corleone*

## CHAPTER ONE: FIRST CRACKS

The baby room wasn't finished, and Deuce Carter was running out of time.

Three months. That's all they had left before his daughter would take her first breath in this world, and half the damn nursery still looked like a construction site 

nobody gave a shit about finishing.

One wall remained bare sheetrock, the seams visible like scars that refused to heal. The crib sat half-assembled in the corner—three screws missing and that fucking Allen wrench lost somewhere under the secondhand dresser he'd bought from a crackhead on Facebook Marketplace. A pile of tiny onesies, most of them hand-me-downs from Savannah's sister, sat in a laundry basket that hadn't moved in two weeks, collecting dust and his growing anxiety.

Deuce just stood there in the doorway, work boots unlaced, dirt still under his fingernails from another twelve-hour shift at the warehouse. The room felt like a promise he wasn't sure he could keep. Every unfinished corner reminded him of 

all the ways he'd failed before, all the people he'd let down, all the dreams that had died in these same streets.

His hands were different now—rougher, calloused from loading trucks and stacking boxes instead of counting money and checking corners. His back ached every morning like an old man's, a constant reminder that honest work came with its own kind of pain. His paychecks arrived with taxes already taken out, insurance deducted, union dues subtracted, leaving him with just enough to keep the lights on and food in the fridge. Some weeks, not even that.

But his heart? That beat with something he'd never felt before. Something that scared him more than any beef on the streets ever had.

Behind him, Savannah was knocked out on the couch, her swollen belly rising and falling under the same blanket that used to belong to his mama—the only thing of hers he'd kept after the funeral. At seven months pregnant, Sav looked exhausted even in sleep. Dark circles under her eyes told the story of too many nights worrying about money, about safety, about whether the man she loved could really stay clean when the world kept trying to pull him back into the dirt.

She looked peaceful for once, her hand resting protectively over their daughter. The same hands that had held him together when he was falling apart, that had written college applications when everyone else had written him off, that now trembled sometimes when unknown 

numbers called their phone.

Deuce stayed in that doorway, watching the room where his daughter would sleep, studying the cracks in the paint like they might spell out some blueprint for being a father. The silence felt heavy, pregnant with possibility and dread in equal measure.

"Ain't no instruction manual for this shit," he whispered to himself, his voice barely audible over the hum of traffic outside. "But I'm gon' build it anyway. One nail at a time."

He thought about his own pops—a ghost who'd left before Deuce could even form memories of his face. All he had were stories from his mama, most of them warnings disguised as bedtime tales. 

*Your daddy chose the streets over his family, baby. Don't you ever make that mistake.*

The irony wasn't lost on him. Here he was, trying to build something his father never bothered to attempt, in a neighborhood that ate fathers alive and spit out their bones for sons to trip over.

—-
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### THE WEIGHT OF TOMORROW

The alarm would go off in five hours. Another shift at Davidson Logistics, where he loaded trucks for $16.50 an hour and bit his tongue when supervisors talked to him like he was stupid. Where grown men argued over overtime like it was life or death—because for most of them, it was.

Deuce had swallowed his pride so many times it felt like a permanent knot in his throat. Six months ago, he'd been moving weight, making more in a weekend than he now made in a month. But that money came with a price tag written in blood, and he'd finally gotten tired of paying it.

The transition hadn't been smooth. Going from having pockets full of cash to counting quarters for gas money was a special kind of humiliation. Savannah never complained, not out loud, but he saw the way she checked prices twice at the grocery store, the way she quietly put things back on the shelf when she thought he wasn't looking.

He walked into the kitchen, stepping over a loose floorboard that creaked like a old 

church door. The refrigerator hummed loudly—another repair he couldn't afford to fix properly. Inside, leftover Chinese takeout from three days ago sat next to a gallon of milk that was two days past expiration and a pack of bologna he'd been stretching for a week.

The bills were spread across the small dining table like a losing poker hand. Electric bill: $180, past due. Water and sewer: $95, final notice. Rent: $850, due in six days. Car insurance: $120, already two weeks late. And somewhere in that pile was the hospital bill from Savannah's last checkup—$340 that might as well have been $3,400 for all the money he had to pay it.

Deuce did the math in his head, the same calculation he'd been running for weeks. 

Take-home pay after taxes: roughly $2,100 a month. Fixed expenses: $2,300. The deficit felt like standing in quicksand, sinking a little deeper every day no matter how hard he struggled.

—-
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### THE JOB

Morning came like a debt collector—loud, unwelcome, and right on time.

Deuce was late. Again.

Warehouse shift started at 7:00 a.m. sharp, and it was 7:12 when he was just now lacing up his steel-toed boots in the back of a dented 2008 Chevy Impala with no heat and a radio that only picked up AM stations.

The car was another reminder of how far he'd fallen. Six months ago, he'd been pushing a 2019 Charger with tinted windows and rims that cost more than most people's rent. Now he drove a hooptie that leaked oil and made sounds like it was dying slowly, one mile at a time.

"One more late clock-in and you're off the schedule," supervisor Jenkins had warned him last week, standing there with his clipboard and his smug-ass grin, enjoying the power he held over desperate men.

Deuce hadn't argued. Couldn't afford to. He'd seen too many good men get fired for less, watched them walk out those warehouse doors with their shoulders slumped and their pride in pieces, knowing they'd have to explain to their families why 

the lights might get turned off.

He had $47 to his name. Forty-seven dollars between his family and complete financial collapse. Diapers cost $40 a box. Formula was $25. Baby clothes, even the cheap ones, added up faster than his paychecks.

The math was simple and terrifying.

—-
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### THE PAST AIN'T GONE

As he pulled into the warehouse parking lot, dodging potholes that could swallow a small car, his phone buzzed against the dashboard.

Micah.

The name hit him like a punch to the solar plexus. He hadn't seen that name on his screen in three weeks, not since Micah had gone ghost after their last conversation about getting out of the game for good.

Deuce hesitated, his thumb hovering over the screen. Micah represented everything he was trying to leave behind—the quick money, the constant danger, the adrenaline rush of living on the edge of disaster. But he also represented fifteen years of friendship, of having each other's backs when the world tried to break them both.

The message was short, the kind of text that made your stomach drop:

*"Bro. I need to talk. Urgent. Life or death type shit."*

Deuce stared at the words, feeling the familiar pull of old loyalties and new responsibilities tearing him in opposite directions. He could almost hear Savannah's voice in his head: *That boy is trouble, Deuce. Always has been. Don't let him drag you back down.*

But he could also hear Micah's voice from years ago, when they were just kids trying to survive: *We all we got, bruh. When everybody else give up on us, we got each other.*

Deuce didn't open the message. Didn't delete it either. Just set the phone face down and walked toward the warehouse, knowing that some conversations could wait but others had a way of finding you whether you were ready or not.

—-
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### THE GRIND

The warehouse was already in full swing by the time he clocked in. Forklifts beeped and groaned, loading docks echoed with the crash of heavy boxes, and the air smelled like diesel fuel and desperation.

Deuce fell into the rhythm of the work—lift, stack, move, repeat. His body went through the motions while his mind wandered to the unfinished nursery, to the bills on his kitchen table, to the message from Micah burning a hole in his pocket.

Around him, other men worked with the quiet intensity of people who understood that this job, as soul-crushing as it could 

be, was still better than the alternatives. Most of them had stories similar to his—former hustlers, ex-cons, men who'd made peace with trading their freedom for steady paychecks and the chance to sleep without looking over their shoulders.

"Carter!" Jenkins' voice cut through the warehouse noise like a rusty knife. "Need you on dock 7. Big shipment coming in."

Deuce nodded and headed toward the loading dock, his back already protesting the day's first heavy lift. Dock 7 was where they handled the overseas containers, the shipments that came in on trucks bigger than most people's apartments.

As he positioned himself to unload boxes that probably weighed more than his pregnant girlfriend, Deuce's phone buzzed 

again. He ignored it, focusing on the task at hand, but the buzzing continued—three more messages in quick succession.

By lunch break, he had seven unread messages from Micah.

Each one more urgent than the last.

Each one pulling him a little further back toward a world he'd sworn he'd left behind.

—-
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### THE FIRE INSIDE

That night, after another ten-hour shift that left his muscles screaming and his spirit drained, Deuce sat on the edge of the bathtub in their small bathroom. The faucet dripped with the persistence of 

Chinese water torture, another repair they couldn't afford, another reminder of how quickly things fell apart when you didn't have money to maintain them.

Behind him, bathwater ran lukewarm—the hot water heater was acting up again, probably needed a new element they couldn't afford to buy. Savannah was asleep for the third time that day, pregnancy exhaustion hitting her like waves she couldn't fight.

He held his notebook in his calloused hands, the same spiral-bound composition book that had saved him from the streets the first time. Its pages were filled with poems, thoughts, fragments of songs, and dreams written in pencil and sometimes blood when emotions ran too hot for regular ink.

But he hadn't written in weeks.

Every time he tried, the words came out tired, defeated, like they didn't trust him anymore. Like they knew he was struggling and had lost faith in his ability to find beauty in the struggle.

The pages he flipped through told the story of his journey—from angry teenager spitting fury onto paper, to hopeful young man dreaming of escape, to exhausted father-to-be wondering if dreams were just luxuries poor people couldn't afford.

Finally, he put pen to paper and wrote:

*"I'm built from pain,

forged in the fire of a broken system

that makes sure people like me

stay hungry enough to stay desperate.

But that ain't what I want my daughter to inherit.

I want her to be built from love,

constructed from possibility,

assembled from dreams that don't come with price tags

written in blood."*

He closed the notebook, not because he was done, but because the war between his past and his future was just starting again, and he needed to save his strength for the battles ahead.
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