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For Jalen and Bella, may you always live a life dedicated to helping others find their Stuff.


—Sharlee


For my sons, Jaxson and Luke.


Always do your best.


—Sampson




the Stuff: [stuhf] noun:


a cultivatable inner fortitude used by people to overcome obstacles, soar, and succeed





FOREWORD


by Derek Jeter


My younger sister, Sharlee, the coauthor of this book, is one of the strongest people I’ve ever known. When she was just twenty years old and still in college, she was diagnosed with cancer. But instead of giving up, my sister fought back. Sharlee and I have always been close, but sometimes the people you know best can still surprise you. When she got sick, I saw something in her I hadn’t realized was there—an incredible well of perseverance and courage she used to overcome her life’s toughest challenge. As I was then, I’m still inspired by her story and know she’s not alone in finding the Stuff within her during an immense personal trial.


Although Sharlee was the one truly suffering, my parents and I were also sick with worry and disbelief. It was among the most trying times of our lives, but we drew strength from her resilience. Seeing her determination made us stronger, too. We knew we had to be to provide her the quality of support she deserved. But even when I just wanted to drop everything and head home to be with her—talking to her or teasing her or holding her hand through all those treatments—I had to press forward and keep living my day-to-day life. My entire family had to keep going, even though it was hard to do. Watching my parents find the Stuff within themselves and use it to remain confident that Sharlee was going to be okay was also inspiring. We believed she was going to beat this thing. And she did. Seeing her dig deep inside herself to access an inner power to prevail was amazing. I think she even surprised herself. Sharlee indeed had the Stuff.


I first met Dr. Sampson Davis at a high school leadership conference my Turn 2 Foundation hosted in Chicago. Since then, he’s become close friends with my sister and a steady supporter of our foundation’s efforts and participants. Sampson’s story has been an inspiration to others for many years. His journey—growing up in Newark, New Jersey, and becoming a successful doctor and motivational speaker—is one we showcase to the young people we serve. He’s got the Stuff, too.


Both my sister and Sampson have faced tremendous challenges, and not only did they come out on the other side as stronger individuals, but they’ve also both made it their mission to help others realize their own potential. They have a passion for giving back and sharing what they’ve learned and experienced—a quality I admire in every courageous person with a motivational story to tell.


The individuals profiled in this book are incredible, and how they overcame seemingly insurmountable obstacles, stayed so hopeful, kept charge of their lives, and remained resilient in the face of trauma and tragedy can provide all of us with tremendous insight. Stories of triumph energize us to become better people. I hope reading this book arms you with the tools you need to tackle whatever hurdles stand in your way and that it will newly inspire you to believe in yourself and what you’re capable of achieving. Dive into any chapter and you will be moved by the stories you read. These people might not be world-famous athletes or celebrities, but they are true heroes. This book shows us that, just like them, we are going to have good days and bad ones, and life may hit us hard at one point or another. But, just like them, we’re going to keep pushing forward, discover the best parts of who we are, and do amazing things for ourselves and our families, for our communities, and for the whole world around us.


We’ve got the Stuff, and we always will.





CHAPTER ONE



The Question Everybody Asks


In the depth of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.


—Albert Camus
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When Sharlee Asked the Question


EARLY SPRING 2001


Britney and I are speeding in her car on the back roads from Spelman College to the Atlanta airport. It’s the second Thursday of the month, right on schedule, and we’re late for my plane. The music is blasting and all the windows of the car are rolled down and we’re both singing along with Alanis Morissette at the top of our lungs and we’re both terrible singers. Britney has a whole head full of long, long braids, and as she drives her braids dance in the wind. My hair is patchy and shorter, and I’m trying hard to think of an excuse to miss my flight. An idea dawns on me, and I smile.


“Britney!” I yell.


She stops singing long enough to glance in my direction. “Yeah?”


“I need to stop.”


“What for?”


“Water.”


“Water?”


“There’s a gas station just ahead. Please stop. I gotta get a bottle of water.”


I’m still smiling.


Britney signals, begins to pull over, and says, “Okay, Sharlee. But if you miss this flight, it’s not going to be because of me.”


She screeches to a stop and we both run inside. We’re superlate now, but I take my time in front of the glass doors of the cooler, examining all the different brands of water to see what’s what. Water is water and I know that, but I’m trying to get to that place where missing my plane won’t look like it’s my fault. I can imagine me on the phone with my mother. Whoops, missed my flight. Yeah, we needed to stop. What am I going to do?


Britney is my closest friend, and she’s by my side now at the cooler, nudging me to hurry up and pick a bottle so we can get going. Her voice adopts a motherly tone. “Sharlee, I am not talking to your parents for you. I am getting you to this airport. The choice is yours, but you need to decide you can do it. You need to get better. You need to get on the plane.”


I let out a deep sigh. Britney’s right. Of course Britney is right. She understands why I don’t want to go back, but she’s being the strength she knows I need right now. She’s part of my team, part of my support network—and I’m beyond grateful for her, although I don’t always tell her. I grab a bottle and pay for my water and shuffle back to the car and we both climb inside. Britney starts the engine and we roar off down the road. The windows are still rolled down and Alanis is still cranked and Britney starts singing again, but I’m not singing anymore. I’m deep in thought. And I’m aching. I mean, literally aching. Every joint in my body hurts. My arms hurt. My legs hurt. My hips hurt. My knees hurt.


That all-over achiness is a constant reminder that I have Hodgkin’s lymphoma, and the thought of it gnaws at my mind just as the achiness nags at my body. I wrestle with the injustice of life. You are not supposed to get a life-threatening disease when you’re only twenty-one and a senior in college. You are not supposed to have to put your life on hold when you’ve nearly finished your degree and your whole life stretches out before you. You are not supposed to be having chemo treatments when you have big dreams for your future and you want an awesome career and you want to get married someday and you want to have a baby someday and the cancer messes with all that boundless possibility. No, cancer isn’t part of the plan. It most definitely isn’t supposed to happen.


I glance at the road and we’re nearing the airport now. Britney stops singing and we are both quiet. I think back to months ago, when I first felt a lump on the side of my neck, when I first heard the news that I had lymphoma. After the initial shock wore off, pragmatic decisions needed to be made. It was my decision to return to school despite the need to go through chemo. My parents are firm believers in getting a college education, but they wanted me to sit out a semester, maybe a full year—whatever it took for me to get better. They even prepared a little apartment for me in their basement at their house in West Orange, New Jersey, so I could live with them and still retain some independence while being close to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center in New York for my treatments.


It would have been easy for me to sit at home. But I didn’t want to quit college. Not even for a semester. I didn’t want to put my life’s plans on hold. My oncologist, Dr. Stephen Nimer, assured me that both school and treatments could be done simultaneously. “We don’t need to stop her life for her to get through this,” he told us all. “As long as she listens to her body and makes good decisions, she can do both.” To my surprise, my parents respected my decision and let me go back to Spelman for the spring semester, just after my treatments had begun. I was a math major, and my final semester was filled with tough courses. My life became a roller coaster of sickness and studying, sickness and studying.


Britney and I pass the rental-car return, and I see the sign for Departures. You wanted to do this, Sharlee, I remind myself. It was your decision to do both. I call my mom on my cell phone. I say hello, and she jumps in with questions.


“Are you at the airport yet?” Mom always knows my schedule. She has a habit of checking weather reports. Flight times. She’s a walking Wikipedia of travel information. Particularly when the travel plans pertain to my treatments.


“Yeah, we’re almost there, Mom. But I don’t want to come home.” I blurt the words out. An avalanche of emotion is within me.


“You need to, Sharlee.” She says it matter-of-factly. We have had similar conversations before.


“No, really.” A tear rolls down my cheek. “I feel better. I don’t think I have cancer anymore. I’m all cured. You know I don’t want to come home. Please don’t make me. Mom, please—” I’m fully crying now. The tears are genuine.


Mom starts to say something, but there’s a pause in her sentence and I know she’s crying, too. I hear some static and the phone bumps as she hands it to my dad. He’s got his PhD in sociology and is a counselor by profession. His voice is calm and understanding. “I know, Sharlee,” he says. “I know. But you need to come home—and you know that. You only have a little more time when you need to do this. Let’s just do it. Okay?”


They know what’s ahead for me.


They know.


Every other Thursday after classes are over for me at Spelman, I fly from Atlanta to Newark. My parents and I have dinner that evening, and maybe I’ll do something fun that night in the city. A movie or a show with friends. One last hurrah. Early the next morning, my parents and I drive over to Sloan Kettering, where I’m pumped full of chemo. It takes all of the morning and into the early afternoon.


Then the treatment will be over and the toxic cocktail of cancer-killing drugs will slosh through my veins. My stomach will heave and waves of nausea will roll over me and all I’ll want to do is close my eyes and lie down. I’ll go back to my parents’ house and sleep for the night. The next morning I’ll get back on a plane and fly back to Atlanta. I’ll feel absolutely miserable on the flight and Britney will pick me up at the airport because she’s the best friend ever. I’ll go back to the apartment we share off campus and my stomach will heave again and I’ll want to lie down again. For the next week I’ll feel sick every morning. Every afternoon. Every evening. Every middle of the night. Every darkest hour before the dawn. I’ll battle through the sickness and attend classes and write papers and do my homework and feel totally horrible. Then the nausea will lift and I’ll have a few glorious days when I’ll feel okay again. One day of normalcy. Two days. Three. Then, all too quickly, it’ll be time to go back to New Jersey for another round of chemo. Another round of feeling horrible. Each round feeling worse than the last.


Britney has stopped the car at the curb in front of the airport. I unlock the door and glance at my hand before I step out. My fingernails have dark black streaks running through them. My toenails, too. Common reactions from the chemo. I need to give myself daily shots in my legs, and they’re a mass of bruises. I’m on steroids and I’ve gained a lot of weight, which I hate. To receive the treatments, you can get a port put into your chest, but I don’t want to have a big scar, so I chose another option: injections through my veins. That’s riskier, because you can burn out your veins, and if that happens, then you’ll need to have a port put in after all—plus your veins will be shot. The nurses at Sloan Kettering are some of the best in the world, but my veins aren’t easy to find in the first place. After each treatment, my veins become harder and harder to find, and I feel like a pincushion; my arms are bruised all over. The treatments themselves burn. During chemo, I put ice bags all over my arms to cool the heat. And when each treatment is over, I feel as though I have metal in my mouth. All foods make me nauseous. Even my favorites. Pizza? Barf. Steak? Yuck. Ice cream? Gross. It’s a severe sort of nausea, too, where every taste and even the smell of food bother me. I am afraid to eat. Not to mention my hair has been falling out in clumps.


I am standing on the sidewalk now in front of the airport. My carry-on bag is with me. Britney whisks around the front of the car to me and gives me a hug. No need to pay for parking. We both know the routine.


“See ya soon, honey,” she says. “Hurry back, okay?”


I nod into her shirt collar. Then she’s back in the car and driving away. I’m all alone at Departures and I glance at my watch and a thought runs through my mind: What would happen if I just didn’t show up? I’m still wrestling with myself, and I quickly brush away the thought. I can’t do that to my parents. If they came to meet me at the airport back in New Jersey and I wasn’t there—that would really let them down. I don’t want to disappoint them. They have my back already, and this is hard enough for them.


My bag feels heavy and I begin to walk, but I’m still dragging my feet. Altogether, I have been prescribed somewhere between thirty and forty medications. Each does something positive, but each comes with side effects. Some medications battle only the side effects of other medications. One medication makes me constipated. One makes me go to the bathroom. Another gives me migraines. Another takes away the migraines. I never take all my medications. I don’t like having that much in my system.


Another thought shoots through my mind: I could just get into a taxi and leave. Go back to Spelman. Forget treatments. I’m done. I’m cured. I don’t need the chemo anymore. But then reality sets in. I’m broke. I have no money for a taxi. College is a thirty-minute drive away. I am stuck at the airport. I can only go forward.


I sigh, square my shoulders, and head toward the check-in counter. This time I’m walking a little faster. Altogether, I’m scheduled for six months of chemo. Twelve treatments total. One treatment every other Friday. With each treatment, even though I have a brief reprieve toward the end of each cycle, I feel progressively sicker and sicker.


I get my boarding pass, navigate through security, and hurry toward my gate. One final thought hits me as I walk onto the plane and find my seat: I am only halfway done—and I am not sure I’m going to make it.


The question I’m asking is: Do I have the Stuff?
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When Sampson Asked the Question


MIDSUMMER 1990


I’m only seventeen, but already I like to think of myself as a young man who knows the streets. I’m walking with my older sister, Fellease, up the hard concrete steps of the police department in Newark, and my heart thumps like a shoe in a clothes dryer, but I’m feeling strangely peaceful, too. Fellease is fourteen years older and knows the system. She’s assured me this is what needs to happen. I’ll confess my part in the crime. Then I’ll get a notice to appear before a judge. That will be it—I’ll be home by suppertime, wolfing down Mom’s homemade mac and cheese.


We are inside the front door of the police station, and I explain my story at the front desk. The walls feel cold, they’re painted brick, and we are led to a back room with no windows and told to sit. A table squats in the middle. A police officer walks around the table and sits on the other side. He’s in his fifties and sports a mustache and reminds me of my father. His tone is encouraging, comforting, but serious, too. He means business.


“So you came here to turn yourself in?” he asks.


“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, yes, sir. My car was impounded, so I figured my car would get traced back to me. That’s why I’m here.”


“You were involved in the crime, then?”


“No, not really.” I try to minimize my part as I tell him the rest of the story. I was hanging out with two older guys and one younger guy and we decided to become the Robin Hoods of Newark. Our plan was to steal from rich drug dealers and give to the poor, which is us, of course. So my three friends robbed some teens on a corner who looked like drug dealers while I was behind the wheel of the getaway car. In the midst of the theft, I heard the cops coming and took off. My friends all got arrested. I got away but left my car at the scene. Fellease and I both figured the law would go easier on me if I came in on my own initiative.


A story such as mine wasn’t unheard of in my neighborhood. Life had never been easy for anyone I ever knew. My parents divorced when I was ten. Dad moved out, and money was always tight, although Mom found new ways to stretch a meal. Most of my friends came from similar broken family structures. I did well in school, but most of my friends enjoyed hanging out on street corners, stealing cars, getting into fights, and strutting around as the bad boys of the neighborhood. In that low-income, drug-infested inner-city environment, a young man is considered either all good or all bad. If you’re good, then your friends make fun of you. If you’re bad, then you’re respected. You’re admired. You’re the Man. That’s what I had to live up to.


My story is told to the police officer and it feels like we are finishing up, so Fellease says, “Can I sign him out now and take him home?”


“Oh, no,” says the police officer. He looks almost surprised at the question. “Since there were guns involved, that won’t be happening today. He’ll be in juvenile detention until his court date.”


The news hits me like a load of bricks. I am stunned. Speechless. The police officer walks around the table, tells me to stand up, and snaps handcuffs on my wrists. Hey, I didn’t sign up for this nightmare. He walks me out of the precinct and into a holding area, where I’m told to wait for transportation. My sister is crying, and I quickly decide to steel myself and look tough. On the outside, my face shows all the emotion of the Marlboro man. But inside, I’m crumbling.


They put me into a white van with blue lettering on the side. Me and a couple other guys. The van has windows, but there’s metal fencing over them. We are transported about ten miles away to the juvenile facility in downtown Newark. On the street, it’s known to be the toughest juvenile facility in the state of New Jersey. When we get there, we drive through an underground tunnel to reach the entry door. The van stops, and we are taken inside.


I’m in a line of young men now. We are each fingerprinted. The guard orders us to strip for our body-cavity search. I lift my testicles. I bend over and cough. They search me thoroughly. After that they look inside my mouth. Anywhere I might hide drugs or a weapon. The search over, I am still naked. I walk forward to get my new detention clothes: a blue jump shirt and blue worker pants. I feel completely vulnerable. Open to attack. I’m allowed to keep my own sneakers.


They escort me through the hallways to Unit A, the toughest unit in the toughest facility. The older teens are here. The ones who’ve done the most serious crimes. It’s an old building. Same cold brick walls as the police station. Some missing tiles on the floor. A faint smell of mildew and ammonia in the air. It’s July, and there’s no air-conditioning. It’s stifling hot, and sweat rolls down my face. There are windows here and there and the windows are open, but the windows have bars. I can hear people outside the facility. Kids like me. They’re laughing. Chattering. Free in summertime. I shake my head in anger, disgust, shame. It’s my own doing, and I’m actually in jail.


Jail!


The room I’m led to is open, like a big cafeteria. Teenage guys dressed in detention clothes are everywhere in the room. About a hundred youths in all. The teens are oversized. Overgrown. Many have facial hair. Some play cards. Some watch TV. A guard known as a “counselor” sits behind a desk, but he doesn’t seem to be doing much. All types of chaos surround the guard. Teens are throwing paper. Arguing. Yelling. Cursing. The guard ignores the commotion. He’s not paying attention at all.


I feel the focus turn toward me and the other new guys. We are released into the room, and I recognize a couple of guys from my neighborhood and go over to them and nod. No one says much. I learn later that no one asks you what you’re in for. No one cares. The other teens are all sizing you up at first, trying to see who’s weak and who’s strong. I spend the rest of the afternoon sitting in a chair watching TV. Out of the corners of my eyes, I study the other inmates. Trying to figure out my next move.


We are fed supper. A baloney sandwich on white bread. Then I’m taken to my cell. It’s small, maybe seven by nine feet, with one metal-frame bed inside. Teens are not housed with cellmates. The bedsprings are rusty, and on top is a thin mattress stained with urine. A bottom sheet and top sheet are provided but no pillow. A pillow is a privilege. A community bathroom is down the hallway, but there’s no toilet in my cell. If you need to go at night, you cross your legs and hang on until morning.


The guard locks me in my cell. The lights are turned off. It’s nine o’clock, and I hear other inmates yelling, shouting. The noise goes on throughout the night. It grows cold in my cell despite the July heat, and I wrap myself in my top sheet in an effort to protect myself. From exactly what, I don’t know. I don’t sleep a wink.


At six the next morning the lights snap on. The start of a new day. I am led to a communal shower. I don’t know what will happen and keep a close lookout. I’m in survival mode, and all I can think about is making it through this day. Shower over, I dry myself and dress in my detention clothes and am led to breakfast. Dry toast. Cereal. Rejected food from a supermarket. We are led back to the open area, and the day of waiting begins. All that’s left to do now is kill time.


I learn the names of two guys. The first is “Champ.” Nearly eighteen years old, he’s the lion of the bunch. Six feet, three inches tall. Solid muscle. The king of juvenile detention. The story about Champ is he is a repeat offender. For what, I’m not told. But by the way he carries himself with a swagger, I figure he knows he’s going to be in the system a long time. Champ acts like he has nothing to lose.


The second is Champ’s sidekick. “Pissy Pillow” is his name, or at least that’s what I call him in my mind. He spends his days paying homage to Champ. He’s about fifteen, small-framed, and witty. He doesn’t have the size or strength to survive inside detention, but he’s a wordsmith. He survives by making other guys laugh.


“Hey, Marshall,” he says to me one day, calling me by my middle name, which I often go by. “I got a pillow for you. Mine. But I gotta be honest with you. I wet my bed every night, so there’s pee on the pillow. And after I finish playing with myself, I use my pillow to dry off. But you can have it. It’s yours.” All the guys around him laugh.


I mutter in a low voice, “I don’t think I want that pillow.”


One afternoon I am in the open room playing cards with another guy. I don’t know him very well. Champ comes up to us. He’s staring hard at me, his eyes locked on mine, but quicker than anything he hauls back and bashes the other guy with his fist. One punch. The guy is knocked out and falls to the floor. No explanation is given. Nothing is spoken. Champ just walks away. That’s why he’s called Champ. He does whatever he wants.


Pissy Pillow is quick on the draw. In a voice like Howard Cosell’s he offers commentary on the fight: “Oh, man! Champ just knocked him out. He’s on the ground. He’s stunned. It’s a complete and total victory.”


The guards don’t do anything. When the other guy comes to, he’s transferred to another unit.


I hate where I am. I hate this place of bars and cruelty. Other guys act as though they’re proud to be in juvenile detention, but not me. One afternoon a repeat offender is led in by a guard and all his friends gather around him, welcoming him back. I learn that for some kids, this is how it goes. Every year they spend their school year outside and their summers in detention. Year after year after year.


I’m from the streets, too. I am no different from these kids. But I am not comfortable with being in jail, and I never get comfortable with it. The facility feels like an allergy to me. Jail is like having hives. I’m itching. Scratching. Aching to get out.


But I don’t know if I ever will. My court date is changed twice and eventually set for four weeks from the time those detention doors first locked behind me. My folks put aside their marital differences, pool their money, and hire me a five-hundred-dollar lawyer, one step up from a public defender. My lawyer comes to my cell and explains that he’s been talking deals with the prosecutor. The best he can get is a ten-year sentence where I’ll need to serve the first three in jail.


Three years in jail.


That thought sinks in hard. I’m not going to fight the charges or the sentencing. What do I know about the law? If that’s the best my lawyer can get me, then I’ll do the time. But my vow is this: if the prison system depends on me to stay in business, they’re going to go broke. I don’t have the blueprint or the formula to figure out the way forward. Not yet. I’m desperate. I’m hoping. I’m praying that God will show me mercy. But somehow, some way, I’ll do my time, get out, and never come back.


One day—and it feels so far away I can hardly envision it—I’m going to truly make something of my life. Won’t I?


The question I’m asking is: Do I have the Stuff?
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The Conversation That Led to a Book


SOMEWHERE BETWEEN TAMPA AND NEW YORK, 2015


Sharlee explains: It’s early evening, almost dark, and the drone of the airplane engines provides a wall of white noise so our conversation feels secluded. Sampson and I are sitting side by side, and the passengers around us are engrossed in movies and books.


Years have passed since my cancer scare and Sampson’s brush with the law. I beat cancer, finished my degree, and eventually became president of the Turn 2 Foundation, which promotes healthy lifestyles, leadership development, and community service among thousands of young people nationwide. Many of the people we help live below the poverty line and often in challenging environments. I’m the proud mother of an energetic four-year-old boy. Life has not become perfect for me, but in many ways I’m living my dreams.


Sampson powered his way out of the drug- and crime-infested area of Newark, New Jersey, where he had been raised, and went on to become one of the top emergency-room physicians in the state. He’s also a New York Times bestselling author, an in-demand public speaker, a frequent television and radio guest, and a cofounder of the Three Doctors Foundation, an organization that promotes health, education, and community leadership. He’s an amazing father of two boys. Life isn’t perfect for Sampson, either, but in many ways he’s living his maximized life, too.


The airplane cabin is dimly lit. I always bring work with me on flights, and stacks of papers sit on the tray table in front of me along with my ever-present highlighters and tabs. Sampson is reading a magazine article and sipping fresh coffee while I’m already on my second cup. He sets down his magazine and raises an eyebrow like he’s been thinking big thoughts and wants me to listen. I’m always up for a deep conversation, and Sampson has a ton of good thoughts. But he also knows I’ll give him a tough time if his ideas are too loaded with medical jargon, which they sometimes are. (You lost me at frontal lobe, Sam. Just give it to me in layman’s terms, please.) Sampson clears his throat.


“So I’ve got this idea for a book,” he says.


I chuckle. Oh boy, here we go again!


We’ve known each other for about two years now and have become good friends and colleagues along the way—almost like brother and sister. We joke around and trash-talk each other, but there’s also a lot of camaraderie and support that’s developed in our friendship. We first met when Sampson’s foundation honored me with an award for my community work. I was like, “Thanks very much, but who are you, again?” So before the fund-raiser, I picked up a copy of the book Sampson wrote with his two friends, The Pact, and read it straight through. Wow! I liked it so much I ended up getting copies for all my students in my Jeter’s Leaders program. His memoir clearly showed how a young man overcame big obstacles, but in a way that was easy to understand, entertaining, and relatable. It also provided real-life proof to my students that they could do the same. After the event, I asked Sampson and his friends, known as “the Three Doctors,” to speak at a Jeter’s Leaders Leadership Conference, and things took off like a rocket from there. This year, Sampson has spoken at three of the baseball clinics I run. So even though I give him a hard time, I have the utmost respect for this man.


I set down my highlighter and say, “Okay, what’s your big idea, Sam?”


He launches right in. “So I’ve been thinking about obstacles and how some people are defeated by their obstacles but others overcome their obstacles in big ways. Obstacles can even redefine someone’s life. Like Magic Johnson. Remember right before the summer Olympics in 1992, when Magic first announced he was HIV positive? Everybody figured HIV was a death sentence back then. But Magic looked straight at the camera with this stone-cold face and told the whole world he was going to beat the disease. I remember exactly where I was at that moment. Don’t you?”


“Nope. You’re way older than me, Sam. I know about Magic’s story, but I was just a kid when that happened.”


Sam laughs. “Well, he’s accomplished that. He’s a successful businessman today, alive and healthy, and not only has he smashed the obstacle he faced, but he’s redefined his life’s purpose by it. And there are lots of people like that. Take Rick and Dick Hoyt, the father-and-son marathon-running team. The son has cerebral palsy, and his father pushes him in a wheelchair. The father reached deep into himself and redefined his life’s purpose around his son’s special needs. That’s what I’m talking about. I want to figure out what that quality is.”


I can see Sampson’s onto something. My brain shifts into high gear, and immediately I remember a similar story about my older brother, Derek.


“One day Derek called me over to his apartment with this really urgent tone in his voice, and it turned out he wanted me to watch this TV special with him. Derek had already watched it three times. It was about Katie Piper, a model from England. An abusive ex-boyfriend attacked Katie and threw acid in her face, and Derek was completely blown away by the story. But what really captivated him was Katie’s demeanor: totally upbeat and optimistic. She’d healed from the attack, although she’s still got scars today, and she’d started a foundation that helps other people who’ve been hurt. When the show finished, Derek said to me, ‘Sharlee, if that was me, there is no way I would handle it that way. I’d be finished. How do you even go on after something like that?’ I’d never seen Derek so moved by a TV show before, and I said, ‘Well, I understand. Katie is amazing, but I am sure you would be just fine, Derek. Why would you say you wouldn’t be able to?’ I’ve always known that my big brother can accomplish anything he puts his mind to. But Derek kept insisting that if something that difficult happened to him, he would be so angry and deflated and there’d be no way he would handle things as well as Katie.”


(If you’re unfamiliar with Derek, he played twenty seasons for the New York Yankees before retiring in 2014. He’s a fourteen-time All-Star and a five-time World Series champion. He also has a supportive family who wouldn’t allow much to defeat him.)


Sampson nods. “That’s exactly why this book is needed—everyone has had that moment, a moment when they’ve heard a story or met someone who’s inspired them and done something that they can’t fathom going through themselves. These people are so motivating that they have this unique impact on our lives. We are moved by them, and we become fixated on them and what they’ve accomplished.”


I add, “Derek said that Katie Piper was someone he would absolutely love to meet. And that rocked me to my core, Sam. Derek’s accomplished what few people have and could pretty much meet anyone he’d like—and he wanted to meet Katie Piper. This is who he was in awe of. Not another sports star. Not a high-powered business or political leader. But Katie. It was such a powerful moment for me. And we’ve all been there! We all have that one story. But what was even crazier to me is that Derek can beat anything that comes in his way. He’s the most competitive person I know. Yet he also believes that if faced with this battle, he wouldn’t be as successful.”


Sam gives me a look like he knows he has me hooked, undoubtedly part of his master plan, and says, “Sharlee, you and I both know that Derek is capable of getting through this. He could overcome this challenge and any other obstacle. Too often, people grasp at reasons why they feel unable to push through difficulties. They say things like ‘Well, Magic’s got a lot of money, so he can buy his way out of HIV.’ Or ‘Katie Piper’s a model, so she has resources I don’t have.’ Or ‘That’s way too hard, I could never do that.’ Derek’s reaction shows we’re all in the same boat. He’s got talent, money, resources, and a supportive family, and you and I are both looking at Derek, saying, ‘But of course you could overcome that.’ But Derek doesn’t believe he would. That’s the exact position so many people are in. We don’t believe we can overcome obstacles, and we think the people who overcome have something extra that we don’t have.”


“I agree. When I was going through cancer and decided to go back to college in the midst of my treatments, my mom told me that if this had been my brother’s fight, he would’ve stayed home and gone through his treatments, then returned to school afterward. There’s nothing wrong with that approach. Yet what intrigued me was to hear that maybe I had handled this situation differently and in a way that would be admired by my brother.”


“Anyone can overcome an obstacle if they want it badly enough—right?” Sampson asks. “Derek has the ability to overcome any obstacle, and so do you, Sharlee.”


“Nah, this conversation isn’t about me. I just think it’s interesting how people can excel or be the best in their craft in one aspect of their lives but then insist they wouldn’t be able to overcome a different obstacle. I’d say that as a whole, people are stronger and more capable than they think.”


“True.” Sampson takes another sip of coffee. “We can usually see this quality in other people, but it’s difficult to see it in ourselves. Derek can see it in Katie. I can see it in you. If people are not able to recognize it in themselves, it is very tough for them to believe they already have the ability to overcome anything that may come their way.”


“I don’t know, Sam. I truly just wanted to go back to college and be with my friends. It was my senior year, and everyone was preparing to graduate. I didn’t want to miss that. My decision had nothing to do with my being able to overcome huge obstacles—”


“Sure it did! Do you realize how crazy that is? You were battling cancer at twenty-one and refused to let that stop you. You had plans, and you said, ‘Cancer isn’t part of those plans.’ So you went back to school and finished what you were doing.”


I wave off Sam’s words. “Well, I can’t wait to read your book now, because you need to tell me exactly what I tapped into when I was in college, so in the future I can use it when I have to face other obstacles or challenges in my life!”


Sam laughs. He can see his idea starting to come together, and his eyes sparkle with excitement. “So maybe there’s this gene that all people who overcome major obstacles share. If I can find out what that is—”


“Sam, Sam, Sam . . . you just lost me. You know I’ll support anything that you do, and I know you’ll write an amazing book, but please don’t make me read a medical book! I don’t want to have to do any research to understand what you’re telling me. If you can find the qualities and common thread that link all of these people, you’ll have done something amazing. I don’t want to read a book that confuses me or makes me feel like I have to be a rocket scientist to figure it out. Just tell me what I need to do. What traits do I need to embody? You’re a doctor who’s great at explaining things to people in a way they’re able to understand. Do that. Find a group of people from all different walks of life—people readers can’t make excuses for—and tell their stories and see if you can figure this out.”


“You’re right,” Sampson says. “The book needs to be clear, not complex. Far too many people face an obstacle and get stuck. They let their obstacle swallow them whole. Their negative situation defines the rest of their life. If done right, this book has the potential to help a lot of people.”


It’s a lightbulb moment for me. For the next several hours we talk nonstop, and I become more and more excited about Sampson’s book idea. We both get off the plane with a sense of new energy and excitement.


Numerous conversations follow that first plane ride, and anytime the two of us discuss Sam’s book idea while other people are in the room, they immediately have their own stories to share about someone who inspired them. The same questions are raised: How did they do it? What strengths did they tap into to succeed?


But Sampson gets the last laugh one day when he says, “Hey, you need to help me write this book, Sharlee. Let’s do the project together. It’ll be great!”


My brain starts to tick like a hamster on a wheel. “Me? I’ve never written a book before.”


“Just think—we can both go on this journey. Let’s find the common thread, and then you can discover what you had in college that you didn’t know you had. Think about it. If we figure this out, do you know how many of your kids in your programs would benefit from this? How many people would benefit everywhere? I’m just saying!”


In the end, Sampson always finds a way to win. This is why I want to strangle him sometimes but also why I admire him. He always knows we have one common bond, and it’s finding a way to help change the lives of the people we come into contact with.


We started coming up with plans to put this book into motion. We took notes, researching stories and people from all over. We set out to help people live their maximized lives and equip them with the tools to conquer the obstacles that come their way.


4





Your Story, Your Question


Sampson explains: Fairly early on, we came up with a name for this common thread: the Stuff. Like, That person really has the Stuff.


Defined in practical terms, the Stuff is the necessary mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual outlook and actions that any one of us can use to face and overcome difficulty, adversity, temptation, and even lethal danger. Think of the Stuff as true grit, resilience, an unshakable inner strength. It’s that “invincible summer” within you that Camus talked about in the quote at the top of this chapter.


We quickly discovered the encouraging foundation of research that kept propelling us forward: that fortitude is a shared human quality. We’ve all got the Stuff. We just need to know how to turn it on.


A pioneering researcher, Dr. Hugh Crichton-Miller, studied fortitude extensively in 1940 as his country, Great Britain, was in the throes of the Second World War and concluded that “fortitude is available to all.”1 The Stuff isn’t just for “extraordinary” people. Everybody is able to overcome obstacles regardless of race, socioeconomic background, or circumstances. It’s the Stuff that binds us as people across the world.


In the present day, the behavioral researcher James Clear sums it up this way: “Mental toughness is like a muscle. It needs to be worked to grow and develop. It’s the individual choices that we make on a daily basis that build our mental toughness muscle.”2


This means that the Stuff requires discovery and development—yet the Stuff is already there. It’s an inner engine that needs to be started and fine-tuned, which is what this book is all about. All of us are capable of overcoming obstacles. None of us is forced to stay stuck. Each person can live his or her maximized life.


Our encouragement to you is to keep this in mind as you go through this book, because you might be tempted to read certain stories and say to yourself, “Well, that’s fine for that guy, but I’m never going to climb Mount Everest, so I clearly don’t have the Stuff.” And maybe that’s true about you and extreme mountain climbing. But you can climb your own “Mount Everest”—whatever form that takes. None of the people featured in this book described themselves as extraordinary. These are stories of “regular” people who have overcome big obstacles. The same can be true of you.


Let’s face it: challenges happen in life. Period. When obstacles occur, you’re asking the same big question that Sharlee and I asked ourselves—Do I have the Stuff?—and perhaps you’re not positive that you do. Maybe you’re confronting not just one but a series of painful situations, one right after the other. Allow yourself to see victory on the horizon. On the other side of those obstacles lies a good opportunity, a new path ahead, if only you can make it through to the other side.


You’re in good company. We’re all confronted with situations that call for us to step up. These situations provoke fear, anger, anxiety, depression, disappointment, conflict, and self-doubt, and when an obstacle stares us in the face, we have a choice: either we can fall apart or we can face that obstacle with courage. That’s our invitation to you: choose to face your obstacle.


In the pages ahead, you’ll read about the actions and mind-sets of real people who have faced and overcome their obstacles. We’ll tell their stories, reveal their secrets, show core discoveries about fortitude, and even tell you about some of the surprises we encountered along the way. Ultimately we’ll point you toward your own pathway of success.


This is not meant to be a step-by-step guide. We don’t want to give formulaic answers, because we know life is too messy and nuanced for that. But we want to point you in the right directions, acknowledging the honest journey of discovery that happened in us, too. Our findings take the tone of “pathways toward answers” that you can discover and develop and then apply to your own individual situation. Ultimately the message of this book is straightforward: no matter how big the obstacle in front of you, you can overcome it. If you cultivate the necessary elements that make up the Stuff, your obstacles realistically don’t need to stand in your way.


Sharlee and I add the caveat of “realistically” because we don’t want to puff up our message, as helpful as we’ve discovered it is. If you’re fifty years old, your dream of becoming an Olympic gold-medal sprinter is behind you. So our encouragement is always to consider the reality of your situation as you face and tackle your obstacles, but to challenge and even broaden that reality, too (as we’ll talk about in a chapter to come). Because the good news is that much can be accomplished—often far more than we initially think. No one needs to be stuck in a defeated or less than fulfilling life.


This book doesn’t sugarcoat the issues. Overcoming your obstacles won’t be easy. You’ll be challenged to dig deep, summon up the inner fortitude that’s already inside you, develop it, and then cultivate whatever else might be needed. You’ll need to work toward developing your resolve to go forward. And then you’ll need to take action. You’ll need to set out on your way and persevere.


The obstacle in front of you never needs to become your final destiny. There’s big hope ahead—and that’s our promise to you in this book. By coming along on this journey of discovery with us, you’ll be able to sort through the qualities and actions of fortitude and gain a greater sense of what the Stuff is and how it works. By the end of the book you’ll have the skills and inspiration to step toward developing what’s needed so you can move forward in your own journey. You’ll be able to pull out the Stuff and use it for greater strength and benefit whenever you wish.


If that all sounds good to you, we invite you to turn the page and take another step toward living a better, more fulfilling, maximized life. Hopefully along the way you’ll have some fun, too.


And I’ll work on toning down the medical terms and explanations, as long as Sharlee agrees to cut me some slack.





CHAPTER TWO



Choose to Hope


“Only when it is dark enough, can you see the stars.”


—Martin Luther King, Jr.
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The Little Boy and the Gas Can


JANUARY 17, 1987


SATURDAY MORNING, ABOUT 7:30 A.M.


John O’Leary is nine years old and dreams of pitching in the big leagues someday. When he closes his eyes, he can almost hear St. Louis Cardinals announcer Jack Buck call his name. But on this particular Saturday morning John is seeking a different sort of adrenaline rush.


He grabs the handle of the red gas can, the five-gallon one his dad keeps for the riding lawn mower, and tugs with one hand and feels the scrape of metal on the cement floor of his parents’ garage. Mmph. Too heavy. With two arms, John bear-hugs the can to his chest, lifts it, and slowly tips it toward a scrap of lit cardboard on the garage floor a foot away. The tiny flame on the cardboard is almost out. Gotta hurry, he thinks. This is going to be so cool.


Just normal boyhood hijinks. Earlier in the week John watched some older neighborhood boys in the quiet suburb of St. Louis as they sprinkled some gas on the sidewalk and sparked it to life. This morning he plans to tip out a few drops of gas onto the lit cardboard and hear a gratifying whoosh. He believes the fire will jump a foot or so and then die. What he doesn’t know is just how flammable gasoline vapors can be.


Mom and Dad are both out of the house this Saturday morning. Dad, an attorney, is busy at his office, preparing for a trial next week. Mom has taken his two-year-old sister, Laura, and fifteen-year-old sister, Cadey, to Cadey’s singing lesson. Still asleep in the house are John’s seventeen-year-old brother, Jim; eleven-year-old sister, Amy; and seven-year-old sister, Susan.


It is winter, and the overhead garage doors are shut tight. John struggles to control the unwieldy gas can. The spout is inches away from the tiny flame and moving closer. The fumes sniff the flame and beckon it in. In a flash, the flame is sucked up the spout and into the can itself.


KA-BOOM!


John hurtles through the air. Slams against the far wall. Collapses to the concrete. Smoke detectors blare throughout the house, and his ears ring. His head pounds like someone’s striking it with a hammer. His body is wet all over, and he stinks of gas. He notices the metal can is split in two. He sees all that in a heartbeat and shakes his head, confused, tearless at first, taking stock of his wounds. In front of his eyes he sees a mass of carroty orange flames, red and yellow licks of color. Smoky blue-black billows of haze cloud his vision. Then it dawns on him. He is on fire.


A shriek of horror erupts from John’s lips. He sprints across the garage, yanks open the side door to the house, and tumbles inside, through the kitchen and into the front hall. In every direction he’s surrounded by the fire that clings to him. Flames leap three feet off his body. He shouts, sobs, prays, pleads for help. John’s sisters Susan and Amy are awakened into a living nightmare. They’re screaming, crying, panicking. His older brother, Jim, is up from his basement bedroom and sprinting toward him. In an instant the bigger boy scoops up a throw rug and blankets his younger brother with it. He collapses John in a tackle, beats down the flames, and rolls himself and the boy on the floor. The flames disappear, only to reignite instantly. Jim yells to his sisters to call 911. He opens the front door and heaves John outside into the wet snow. He runs after him and rolls him in the slush to douse the flames.


The fire on John’s body is out at last. Amy rushes into the front yard, gathers John in her arms, and hugs him close. Her little brother feels strangely hot. Charred. Bits of skin hang from him. Pieces of clothes have become enmeshed with his flesh. She releases him, thinking she’s only compounding his pain, because John is screaming actual words now, begging to die. Susan grabs a glass of cold water from the kitchen on her way out. She throws the water onto John’s face, runs back inside, fills another glass, and does the same thing. The dog tumbles out of the house and barks his head off.


Everyone is outside now. Dazed. There’s nothing to do but wait for the ambulance. The fire has spread through the rafters into the rest of the house. John is nearly naked. He stops screaming, stands, and stares at his family’s burning home. Only he’s hunched over. His arms and legs won’t straighten fully. He worries what the neighbors must think. He has no idea of the extent of his injuries. All that runs through his mind is I just set our house on fire. There’s no way I’m talking myself out of this one.


The fire station is less than a mile away. Seventeen houses away, to be precise. In mere minutes a fire truck and an ambulance hurtle down the street and screech to a stop. A paramedic jumps out, takes one look at John, and sets him inside the back of the ambulance. Jim tries to climb inside, too, but the paramedic shakes his head. John hears Jim say, “Please, I have to go with him. He’s my little brother.”


The paramedic is already focused on John, already uncapping a cooling solution, already cradling the phone to the hospital to his ear.


“Where does it hurt?” the paramedic asks. A voice on the phone crackles.


“Everywhere,” John says.


The paramedic drops the phone and pours the cooling solution all over John, eases him onto the stretcher, and helps him lie down. John looks at the roof of the ambulance as the vehicle starts up and accelerates down the road. John glances through the rear window. The last thing he sees growing smaller in the distance is the look of utter alarm on his older brother’s face.
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The Incredible Power of Hope


It’s hard for anyone to fully grasp the level of damage done to little John O’Leary’s body. A photograph taken at the hospital’s burn unit shows a little boy lying on a blue gurney. The boy has a tube taped to his nose. His hair is gone, not missing as much as singed close to his scalp. His face, one arm, and one shoulder are visible. The boy’s skin is a mass of white, red, and black lesions. His skin is bubbled up. Scalded. Seared. It looks like the rawness underneath a scab that’s been picked away. The boy’s eyes are closed, and he still has his eyelashes, eyebrows, lips, nose, chin, and forehead. But the fingers of the hand that’s visible are welded together.


All told, some 87 percent of John’s body is covered in third-degree burns. Most of his skin is damaged so badly it will never grow back. It’s been burned through to the muscle, in spots even to the bone. In places it’s completely gone. The remaining 13 percent of John’s body is covered in second-degree burns, like a terrible sunburn, where the skin blisters, pops, and bleeds but eventually heals.


John’s lungs are damaged. He can barely breathe. The likelihood of infection is deemed sky high. His heart races up to 200 beats per minute in a frantic attempt to push blood where it’s needed. But his body is leaking fluids everywhere. The skin is the body’s largest organ, and John’s skin is damaged so severely the fluids can hardly stay inside him. To arrive at a mortality prognosis, doctors take the percentage of a body that’s burned and add the age of the patient. John’s mortality rate is 109 percent. That means there is no chance of survival.


Absolutely zero.


He’s a little boy in his last, agonizing stage of life. Almost immediately he will enter into a series of emergency surgeries. One Hail Mary after another. Before it begins, his parents are allowed to see him one final time.
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