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DISCLAIMER


This is a memoir based on the author’s personal experiences, memories, and reflections. The events described are true to the best of the author’s recollection. The narrative represents the author’s perspective and is not intended as a comprehensive or objective account of the events or individuals involved.


To protect privacy, some names and identifying details have been changed or altered. Certain characters may be composites or fictionalized representations of real people. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, outside the context of the author’s lived experience, is purely coincidental.


The intent of this work is to share a journey of growth, faith, and resilience. It is not intended to defame, harm, or misrepresent any individual, organization, or group.




 


FOREWORD


Life is full of challenges that test not just our strength but also our ability to adapt, grow, and find purpose in the face of adversity. For Blake Shumate, the journey of living with multiple sclerosis (MS) has been one such test—a deeply personal and transformative experience that reshaped his understanding of what it means to live a meaningful life.


In his book, Blake shares a powerful story of perseverance, reflection, and faith. But this isn’t just a story of survival; it’s a story of thriving, of finding purpose and clarity, even in the midst of profound uncertainty. As I read Blake’s journey, I couldn’t help but see the profound alignment between his mindset and the framework we use at The Ideal Life, which we call the I GOT This framework.


At its core, the I GOT This framework is about cultivating a growth mindset—a belief that challenges are not insurmountable obstacles but opportunities to grow, learn, and become more deliberate in the way we live. Blake’s story is a living testament to this mindset. Through his struggles with MS, he has not only come to understand his own purpose on a deeper level but has also embraced the hard, deliberate work of building a life centered on what truly matters.


Blake’s mindset is one of resilience and intentionality. As he faced the physical and emotional challenges that MS brought into his life, he didn’t retreat or give up. Instead, he leaned into the struggle, using it as a catalyst for self-reflection and growth. He turned to his faith in God for guidance, grounding himself in spiritual truths that provided strength and perspective. He also became deeply intentional about nurturing his relationships with family, recognizing that these connections were a source of both purpose and joy.


What stands out most about Blake’s approach, however, is how practical it is. This is not a book filled with abstract ideas or lofty philosophies—although both philosophy and faith have played a crucial role in his journey. Instead, Blake shares specific, actionable steps he has taken to fight back against MS, to reclaim control over his life, and to focus on what he can do rather than what he cannot. This mirrors one of the key principles of the I GOT This framework: the idea that growth comes from consistent, intentional action.


In my work at The Ideal Life, I’ve seen firsthand how transformative this kind of mindset can be. It’s one thing to believe in the power of growth and purpose; it’s another to live it out day by day, through deliberate choices and actions. Blake’s story is an inspiring example of what it looks like to do just that. His journey reminds us that even when we face challenges that feel overwhelming, there are always things within our control—things we can do to move forward, to grow, and to live a life aligned with our values and purpose.


Another key principle of the I GOT This framework is the importance of having a coach or guide—someone who can offer perspective, encouragement, and practical advice. Blake’s book serves as just that: a guide for anyone who is navigating their own challenges, whether they are living with MS or facing other obstacles in life. Blake doesn’t just share his story; he offers insights and strategies that readers can apply to their own lives. In doing so, he becomes a kind of coach, walking alongside his readers and helping them see that they, too, can find strength, purpose, and growth in the face of adversity.


What makes Blake’s journey particularly compelling is the way it combines faith and practicality. His deep trust in God has been a source of strength and guidance, helping him see the bigger picture and focus on what truly matters. At the same time, he has embraced the practical work of living with intention—taking deliberate steps to care for his body, nurture his relationships, and live in alignment with his values. This combination of faith and action is a powerful model for anyone seeking to live a purposeful life.


As you read this book, I encourage you to reflect on your own journey. What challenges are you facing right now? How might you approach them with the same mindset Blake has cultivated—a mindset that sees challenges as opportunities, that focuses on what is within your control, and that stays grounded in a sense of purpose?


Blake’s story reminds us that the journey to a purposeful life isn’t about achieving perfection or avoiding hardship. It’s about showing up, day after day, with a commitment to growth, a reliance on faith, and a determination to focus on what truly matters. It’s about doing the work, even when it’s hard, and trusting that the effort will be worth it.


It’s not a quick fix or an easy answer; it’s a way of thinking and living that helps us move forward, even when the road is difficult. Blake’s story is a powerful example of what this mindset looks like in action, and his book is a gift to anyone who is ready to embrace their own challenges as opportunities for growth.


As you turn the pages of this book, let Blake’s story inspire you. Let it remind you that no matter what you are facing, you have the strength to grow, the ability to take action, and the capacity to find purpose in the midst of difficulty. And let it encourage you to take the next step on your own journey—knowing that, with the right mindset and the right guidance, you, too, can say, “I GOT This.”


Mark Congdon


Founder and CEO of The Ideal Life




 


If you know me, then you know this isn’t about me …




 


CHAPTER ONE


MY LIFE BEFORE


If I force myself to think about it, my life growing up—those years before I became who I am today—there isn’t much emotion in the memories. The remembrances come slowly at first. They’re light before they get heavy. Then they give way like a trap door with too much weight on it. The memories flood my mind, as unsettling as they are gratifying, and I’m left searching for words. But those memories are relieving to me. They’re relieving because I still have them at all.


It’s different for everyone, but some of the areas that multiple sclerosis (MS) may begin to affect are your brain’s memory functions, along with mobility, stamina, flexibility, appetite, mood stabilization, and a host of other capabilities that we often take for granted. I decided to write this book to relay, as best I can, some of the gratitude I now feel for my life before MS—but also to explore the recognition and appreciation I have today living with MS. I choose to see this part of my life as a blessing. This is an opportunity to surrender control to my Lord and Savior, Jesus (Yeshua) Christ. He accepts and loves me despite my flaws. Through this reflection, He is motivating me to live more like He did by simply focusing on one thing: love. Perhaps the single most important thing we can find in ourselves and in others is the willingness to give love as easily as we accept it.


For me, the story of family begins with an act of both hopeful optimism and defiance.


When the doctors told my parents that after having me, they would likely never have another healthy child, they didn’t believe them. Or at least they didn’t want to believe them, so they decided to try for a second child anyway. My sister, Crystal Nicole, was born three years later with a condition doctors and specialists called “moderate mental retardation.” It means that her IQ was somewhere between a score of thirty-five and forty-nine, well below the lowest percentile that is usually considered by schools, major corporations, government agencies, and other institutions that review such tests.


The condition rendered her unable to speak intelligibly, though she and I eventually learned to understand one another. We had no other choice. After my parents divorced when I was six, I became something of an adult myself. It was my responsibility to look after Crystal. I was to comfort her when she was scared or upset, to help feed her, to be simultaneously her big brother and her caregiver in the absence of our mother, who lived with us but worked twelve-hour shifts at a nearby textile factory.


Here’s a memory: I don’t ever remember feeling more than a certain numbness when the final school bell rang. From as early as I can recall, I felt that I was on my own. I would walk to the bus, watching the other kids getting into their parents’ cars or talking excitedly with their friends as they boarded the bus. I got along with nearly everyone, but I didn’t have many close friends. I rarely felt the way I assumed my peers were feeling as I watched them run to their parents’ cars after school or jumped around together after a sporting event or some other kind of social gathering. One day, though, I was excited. I was excited because I knew that my Uncle Mike, a youth pastor and Crystal’s best friend, was taking over the duty of caring for Crystal from Poppa Ralph, my mother’s father, which didn’t occur very often.


Uncle Mike was the kind of person who, if you ever saw him, you saw him smiling. He was kind and gentle, with a disarming and joyful presence that he carried wherever he went. Uncle Mike understood Crystal as well as I did. He conversed with her, showed her pictures, and read her passages from the Bible or other books. I knew she would be even happier than usual when I arrived home that day.


I settled into my seat, my bookbag in my lap. As we drove along the winding rural roads of Martinsville, Virginia, I gazed out of the bus window and began to think about everything I must do in order to go out on a bike ride later that evening. I learned at a very young age that cleaning up and keeping things in order made everything much easier to manage. I would think through each room, imagine the way it should be in order to meet my mother’s satisfaction, and then decide where and how I should entertain Crystal while I worked to meet those specifications. When I got home, I would simply make those thoughts come to life. I knew that if everything was perfect around the house and Crystal was in a good mood, I would be able to head out on an adventure when Mom got home.


When we arrived at my stop, I got off the bus and took my usual shortcuts through the fields and backyards for a few blocks to my house. As I walked through the front door, I saw my sister’s face, her eyes wide and her mouth agape, hands clapping. Uncle Mike came when he could, but Crystal was usually taken care of by my grandfather. Poppa was a good man, the kind of person who everyone needed, and he always obliged himself to help. On days when Crystal was going to get home before me, Poppa would come over to look after her until I got there. Sometimes, I would make Crystal and myself snacks and entertain her with games or simply set up some activity that would hold her attention. Crystal loved puzzles and could put them together upside down solely by looking at the shapes as opposed to the picture on the box. She also loved to be outside. If it was even close to being warm enough, she wanted to be in the aboveground pool in our backyard.


Even though Crystal was mentally handicapped, she brought a lot of joy to my life. She was much smarter than anyone seemed to think she was. I saw examples of it every day—from her understanding my humor to her thwarting my mother’s and my attempts to prevent her from sneaking Oatmeal Creme Pies from the top of the cupboard. I learned to control her environment to keep her both safe and entertained, and she learned to understand the meaning of my words and the tools I used to control that environment—something I felt she needed. To this day, I struggle with understanding people’s choices of words they use to communicate, but I’m skilled at reading people’s behaviors in order to determine how things are defined within their paradigm. I believe I have Crystal to thank for that ability, as well as for my willingness to direct others and stand up for people who can’t stand up for themselves. Without her, I don’t believe I would have developed those skills, which are now invaluable in my life.


My mother, Tammy, on the other hand, felt cold and distant to me at the time, and we rarely exchanged more than a few words. She normally returned home from work between seven and eight o’clock in the evening. She was strict, going so far as to count snacks, drinks, and other items in the kitchen and scolding me if Crystal or I had eaten more of something than she felt we should have. Mom could remember everything. She was always quick to point out where a chair had been moved a few inches or a coaster had been left out of place and other things of little consequence to most people.


She rarely said very much to me, hardly any thank-yous, pats on the back, or inquiries into how my day was or what was happening at school. My memories of her in the evenings back then rarely extend beyond motorcycles, boyfriends, or country music. Mostly, I would see her sitting quietly, staring at the TV. I remember looking down the hall and seeing her sitting on the couch with her arms crossed, one leg over the other, the top leg steadily rocking. She would loosely squeeze a Marlboro Light cigarette in her hand, a stream of gray smoke streaking toward the ceiling above her head. If I ever did come out and sit with her in the living room, there would be no conversation, not a single word. It was as though she were away in some far-off place and only her body was present. I felt more comfortable either staying in my room or not being there at all.


I learned early to present myself as an adult to maintain the silence to which I had grown accustomed. Once home, I would wait for the silence. Hearing no complaints, I understood this to be good news. I would jump on my bike and ride off into the night. In my mind, I had finished my shift just as she had finished hers, so I could clock out, and we could stay out of each other’s way.


I had two close friends who lived within biking distance from me: Robert and Solomon. We were typical school-aged boys, and as such, we played basketball and tennis, raced our bicycles, wrestled one another, and explored in the woods. I never had to be home at any specific time, so I was the kid who never wanted to go home and always wanted their friends to break curfew. Robert was my go-to friend to stay out later with, as he had a two-story condo, a bedroom window that accessed his roof, and a walk-out basement perfect for late-night escape routes. He could climb out, or I could go in through the basement without his parents knowing, and we would sit around talking as late as we wanted to. But, of course, most of the other neighborhood kids had to go home early, at least in my eyes. Then, one afternoon when I was in the fourth grade, I met two new kids who would alter the course of my young life.


I still remember that after-school bus ride vividly. I was seated toward the middle of the bus when I heard a commotion coming from the rear. When I turned to see what was happening, I saw a group of my classmates teasing a heavyset boy whom I didn’t recognize. Next to him was a younger boy who looked about as big as a dot in an exclamation point. The larger boy sat calmly, ignoring everyone and staring straight ahead, while the small one stood up in his seat and began yelling back at the group of kids bullying the boy whom I learned later was his brother. I, too, stood up and told the other kids to stop teasing them. Before I knew what was happening, this little dot began aiming his exclamation point at me. “We can take care of ourselves! You sit down and stay out of it!” he shouted. Confused and stunned, I returned to my seat and just watched as my would-be “rescuee” held his ground and eventually sent his tormenters into silence.


On the bus ride the next day, I sat next to these two mysterious newcomers. “You know, yesterday, I was just trying to help,” I told the exclamation point. “I know,” he said, “but you didn’t need to. We had it handled.” He then introduced himself by his nickname, Digger, and revealed that his seatmate was his older brother, James. A fan of the TV show Dallas, he told me, his grandmother had called him after her favorite character, Willard “Digger” Barnes, at an early age, and the name had stuck ever since. I found this amusing, given I had been told that my mother loved the name Blake, thanks to Blake Alexander Carrington from the TV show Dynasty. By the end of the bus ride, we were all friends, learning that we had more in common than any of us had probably ever imagined.


By the start of junior high school, I became a regular guest at the Wells’ house, much preferring their home environment to my own. Their father, Mickey, was a tough, short-tempered man who worked several odd jobs around town, but beneath the fiery exterior, he was a kind and loving man. The gentle and guiding heart of the family came from their mother, Lisa, a joy-filled and quiet woman who seemed to have a smile permanently etched across her face. They would do everything together, which meant there was always something to do or happening in their home, and they were never bothered that I made myself something of an unofficial family member over time. It was through my time at the Wells household that I began to redefine my understanding of family, one of the core pillars of my life today. Family didn’t have to be flesh and blood; it could be any group of people that you respected, trusted, and loved, and vice versa.


While I still had my responsibilities at home, as long as Mom was off or Poppa could watch Crystal, then Mickey and Lisa didn’t seem to mind picking me up and driving us all to the skating rink or taking me along on their family vacations. Additionally, anytime their church had youth activities, they would ensure that if I could go, I was with them at the event. I also got to see my dad every Friday, and we would be allowed to stay the night every other Friday. These grew into nights on which Digger and James became frequent guests as well. My dad and Mickey slowly became friends over the course of the next several school years, having seen so much of each other during pick-ups and drop-offs at one place or the other. It also wasn’t long before I learned that both Digger and James were accomplished wrestlers, which was probably why they weren’t too concerned about a group of mouthy bullies on the bus that day. I was curious about their wrestling activities, but my schedule with Crystal had never allowed me to truly participate in sports. Then, in my eighth-grade year, Poppa worked it out to be able to stay a few hours later than normal, allowing me to attend practice as long as I came straight home once it was over. Lisa told Mickey that I might like to go to James and Digger’s wrestling practice. “Well, we will get the boy or take him home if he wants to go,” Mickey told her.


The next thing I knew, I was in the cellar below our school’s gymnasium. I still remember the thickness of the humidity and the rubber mats, the sounds of slapping, heavy thuds, and screams of both pain and excitement echoing throughout the cinderblock building. Coach Chang patrolled the outer bounds of the room with a whistle. While Digger and James began warming up, Mickey walked to Coach Chang and began speaking to him. After a few seconds, he waved for me to come over to them.


“Coach says it’s OK with him if you want to practice with these boys today, get a feel for it. What’d you say?”


I had only ever been on a couple of rec league sports teams in my life, so I spent a few seconds in silent bewilderment.


“Well?” Mickey urged.


“Yeah … um … yes, sir! But what do I do?”


I changed into some shorts and, not having a pair of wrestling shoes, walked onto the mat in my socks. I began to warm up alongside Digger and James, relying on them to help me learn the ropes. I don’t know what it was exactly—the first feeling of belonging to something, perhaps, or maybe some inexplicable natural ability for the sport—but I was surprisingly good. I knew how to follow commands and didn’t mind doing so. I knew how to be an adult, so to speak, or at least how to please them well enough to keep them off my back. But more than anything, I didn’t want to jeopardize this opportunity to belong to something. I would have done anything to prolong that feeling, so I did.


By my freshman year of high school, I was among the best wrestlers in my region and began taking the sport seriously. I trained every day year-round and found a new identity. “I’m a wrestler,” I told myself. I wore my letterman jacket all the time, with all my medals for various tournament wins decorating the entirety of the front of the jacket. Throughout high school, James devoted his time to developing automotive skills through shop classes and customizing his truck, while Digger and I continued to wrestle and slowly became known as two of the best wrestlers not only in our school but in our regional conference as well, often winning or at least getting on the podium at all the major tournaments. Additionally, this created a way for me to see my father more, as he became my biggest fan and attended every match.


While high school isn’t a particularly enjoyable experience for most teenagers, it was surprisingly the happiest stretch of time I’d ever had in my life up to that point.


As graduation approached, James moved into the workforce while Digger and I decided we would try to attend the same college. This was not an easy task. Coming from low-income families, we both needed to find the best solution. We visited Longwood College together, a small college later turned university, a few hours northeast of Martinsville. While there, we learned of various federal programs that provided either grants or loans. Unfortunately, my mother made about $32,000 per year, which of course was about $2,001 above the cutoff for the grants, so getting a loan in my name was the only option. The next fall, Digger and I headed off to a college dormitory together, leaving James and Crystal and our small town behind.
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