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“Boyd is an incredibly talented cybersecurity leader, and to have read his backstory and learn of how he overcame challenges that should have grounded him, left me super inspired. More so, this book has an actionable way of taking Boyd’s life lessons and empowering you to review your life and make better decisions going forward. I’ll highly recommend this book to not just young people but also to everyone looking for a will and way to reinvent their lives and rewrite their stories.”


—CONFIDENCE STAVELEY


Africa’s most celebrated female cybersecurity leader, talent developer global speaker and inclusion advocate




“Boyd is transforming lives simply by telling the stories from his own life experiences, and it is something special. Through the Firewall: The Alchemy of Turning Crisis into Opportunity allows you to open your eyes to opportunities and manifest your destiny. To never give up. This book can serve as a strong, silent mentor. It has so far for me. It maintains productive values and reminds you to never give up hope. I strongly believe that people like Boyd can change the course of this world just by telling their story. You will be inspired to push harder and dig deeper in everything you do. Propel yourself to reach your full and true potential. This book also serves as a reminder that the path to courage and success arrives through embracing pain and fear, not by avoiding them. Through the Firewall has the ability to better the mind, but most importantly, Boyd teaches you how.”


—EVAN ANDERSON


Anchor/reporter, NBC5 Today, Dallas-Fort Worth




“Through the Firewall, by Boyd Clewis, is an inspiring and powerful story of a young man overcoming obstacles to reach his goals.




Boyd shares his experiences in a way that resonates with readers, from financial struggles and academic pressure to his newfound ambition. Through the Firewall emphasizes the value of hard work, resilience, and perseverance in achieving success. It is a must-read for anyone wanting to find inspiration and strength in their own life journey, as well as anyone needing to be reminded of their own worth and potential, regardless of where their journey started. Boyd’s story will encourage readers to never give up on their dreams, no matter how seemingly insurmountable the challenge.”


—RAESHAWN M. CANNON


Sister, best-selling author, 20 Beautiful Women




“When you’re establishing a career, and everything in life seems to be going wrong, the one thing you need is a plan. Through the Firewall delivers a true-to-life story of overcoming life’s obstacles and achieving one’s goals.”


—NIR EYAL


Best-selling author, Hooked; Indistractable
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FOREWORD





Life can be messy.


And when Boyd and I began dating in 2014, messy was the perfect word to describe his life. He was in the middle of a contentious divorce with his first wife that had shocked some of us at church. They’d thrown a fabulous Christmas party just a few months before, and no one suspected that their marriage would be one of the 40 percent that end in divorce. To this day, Facebook periodically shows us pictures of that party.


Messy.


Like 49 percent of young black men, he was walking through life with an arrest record that would disqualify him from many types of positions.1 In fact, one of those arrests had happened weeks before our first date. Helping him get a good lawyer was one of the weirdest things I ever did for him as a girlfriend.


Messy.


He had been living with an undiagnosed mental health issue that had shaped his life and decisions in ways he wouldn’t know until much later. It wouldn’t be until our own marriage was in peril that he learned that he was among only 2.8 percent of adults in the United States living with this issue.2


Messy.


As for his education, let’s say that his college transcript had more incompletes on it than actual grades. Like 65 percent of low-income students, he’d left with no degree but plenty of debt. For a while, it looked like the paycheck-to-paycheck lifestyle with more debt than assets would be inevitable.


I could easily keep going, but you get the point: life can be messy. However, a messy life doesn’t also have to mean untapped potential and unfulfilled dreams. While Boyd’s life was definitely messy and downright chaotic at times, he was always moving forward. Mistakes were made and opportunities were missed, but he never allowed those messy statistics to turn into a death sentence for his future.


As you read through this book, you’ll learn how Boyd turned his mess into the awe-inspiring legacy that he continues to build each and every day. You’ll see the steps that he took on his journey to defy the odds in his professional and personal life. You’ll hear the thought process behind his actions—some that slowed him down and others that propelled him forward. You’ll witness the moments that could have broken him, but instead, showed Boyd himself. These led to Boyd owning his mistakes and growing into the husband, father, minister, and moneymaking leader that he is today.


You’ll also realize that you can do the same.


Throughout this book, we tried to pick out key lessons, moments, and strategies that pushed Boyd in the right direction. When you come across these points, take a moment to consider how those same things might be relevant to your own life, and with that knowledge, create a plan to help yourself overcome obstacles and move toward the future you desire for yourself.


The things we’ve highlighted here aren’t the only golden nuggets in this book. While you’re reading, something buried in the middle of a chapter may kick you square in the chest. As Boyd likes to say in his sermons, “Be sure to take notes, because I may say something profound and not remember it later.”


We encourage you to highlight, underline, and flag pages throughout this book as you see fit. We won’t be offended if we see you with a multicolored, dog-eared copy. Frankly, it would be a signal that you’re really diving into these lessons, just as we hope. When we see this kind of engagement with the students at our academy, we know success is bound to be coming their way—it shows that they’re likely to act on their new knowledge.


Consider this book the defining moment when your messy past can no longer stop you from building the type of career and future you’ve always dreamed about. Yes, the journey will be rough at times. The path may be fraught with missteps and frustrations. But the path is still there, waiting to take you to your vision of success.


Just as Boyd found his path, you can find yours too—if you allow yourself to embrace what’s in this book. You just have to take the time to let the knowledge sink in and then put it to work.


Now, without further ado, let’s jump into my husband’s story, so that you can use his journey as a cheat sheet for your own. Happy reading!


Tiana B. Clewis


Wife of Boyd Clewis | President of Baxter Clewis, LLC







1“Study: Nearly Half of Black Males, 40 Percent of White Males Arrested by 23,” UMD College of Behavioral & Social Sciences, https://bsos.umd.edu/featured-content/study-nearly-half-black-males.


2“Bipolar Disorder,” National Institute of Mental Health, https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/bipolar-disorder.
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CHAPTER 1


Born Dead





On July 16, 1987, at 1:56 a.m., I was born dead.


My mom went in for emergency labor as my heart rate kept dropping and dropping. When the doctors did an ultrasound, they discovered that my umbilical cord was unusually long, wrapped around my neck three times, and tied in a knot. Every time my mom had a contraction, it would choke me. They rushed her into surgery for an emergency C-section, and by the time they got me out, I was discolored from not breathing. Miraculously, the doctors managed to resuscitate me. I was my mom’s third kid, and she never had issues giving birth to my siblings. She still says with all that trouble getting here, there must have been something special about me.


I don’t have a lot of memories from my earliest years, but I do know that I was a terrible child. I mean, terrible. I misbehaved like you would not believe. I acted out in class, flipped desks, blurted things out, put my hood up and fell asleep at my desk, generally disregarded teachers, got up and walked around when I wasn’t supposed to … the works. I also wasn’t the most studious person—never have been. Most of all, it was easier to be a distraction than dealing with the fact that I didn’t see myself as a smart guy.


I got in enough trouble that they sent me to an alternative school in third grade—for correction, if you will. Some alternative schools are great, but mine was not one of them. They didn’t have a school bus, so my dad had to hire a transportation service to pick me up and drop me off. We were broke, so he was not pleased. We sat in cubicles with our faces to the wall, with dividers between each person. No recess, no cafeteria, no contact with anybody. I silently ate the same peanut butter and jelly sandwich and bag of chips every day. But with no way to get in trouble there, I only had to stay for six weeks. Time served.


When I got back to my previous school, my grades and behavior were still so bad that the teachers recommended a test to see if I had some sort of mental disability. I saw a psychologist, who tested my IQ. They came back with the results like, “This kid is smart! It’s probably just not being channeled in the right way.” My parents weren’t exactly surprised. They knew I wasn’t dumb. Like a lot of kids at the time, they put me on Adderall for a couple of years. That helped make me less of a distraction in class, but I still wasn’t totally comprehending things. To this day, I still get distracted easily. I just zone out. Someone can be talking to me, and I’m just not there. My wife calls it my “nothing box.”
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When my parents were together, we lived in Keller, a decent area north of Fort Worth. After school, I was always Rollerblading. I would get lost for hours skating through the nice neighborhoods nearby, imagining what it would be like to live in the huge houses, wondering what the people in them did for a living. I always told my friends: when I grow up, I’m gonna be rich. I’ve believed it since I was young, wholeheartedly, and regardless of what other people thought or felt about me. I just knew it.


In fifth grade, my parents got divorced. It was like a jump cut. Our two-income household went to two one-income households. Our church had been giving us cheap rent on the big house we’d been living in, and now we had to move out. My brother and I had to help my dad refurbish everything before we left.


We moved to the Town Suites Motel in Arlington. I can still remember the first day we moved in. The Krispy Kreme across the street was giving away free doughnuts. My dad and brother slept in the bed, and I put two chairs together and slept on those. After a month of that, the three of us moved into my aunt’s house for the summer. We all shared her second bedroom, and I slept on the floor.


My dad used to make decent money driving garbage trucks to the dump but was laid off after crushing his knee on the job. After that, my dad, my brother, and I started to go to construction sites at night, looking through the dumpsters for scrap metal to sell. Some nights we’d get up at three o’clock in the morning to provide janitorial services at different businesses. This did not help my situation at school.


One day my dad came home and introduced us to his new girlfriend, Janice, and the next thing you know, we’re moving in with her. It wasn’t a big house, but it was nice and in a decent neighborhood. It had three bedrooms, and I shared a room with my brother. This was an improvement—I wasn’t sleeping on chairs or the floor.


Soon, I learned from a card in the mail that I failed sixth grade. Fortunately, we moved again, so I transferred to another school and threw the card away. At the next school, they just put me in the seventh grade with everyone else. Of all these transitions, this is the

one that really started to shape the person I’d become. I went from mostly white schools to mostly black. It was a big difference, and a complete culture shock.


When I finally started talking, all the guys were calling me “white boy” because I didn’t talk like them. Their euphemisms and slang were totally foreign to me.


I’m sitting at my desk and this guy next to me says he’s “finna to go to the bathroom.”


“What does that even mean?”


“You know, I’m fixing to go do something. I’m about to go do something.”


“Why didn’t you just say, ‘I’m about to go?’”


To this day, finna still doesn’t feel right coming out of my mouth. The other thing was kai. “Kai borrow a pencil? Kai go to the bathroom?” I’m thinking, Who’s Kai? And how am I supposed to make it here?


It was also immediately clear that what was important to my classmates was not important to me. These people were fashionable. Nice clothes, Air Jordans, all that good stuff. Where I’m from, I never thought about things like that. I was busy wearing JNCOs and Rollerblading. Our financial situation was still really bad, so I didn’t have new school clothes. The guys in my class quickly got to talking about my clothes and shoes. I was showing up wearing stuff that was obviously worn, and kids are cruel. This went on all year.


I had all this upheaval going on at home, still working nights with my dad, getting maybe a few hours of sleep, and trying to make the transition to a new school. I’ve always been an introvert. Making friends is something I rarely, if ever, consider, mostly because I just changed schools entirely too much.


However, seventh grade was the year when things changed for me academically. I went from the retained failure in sixth grade to an academic standout. One of our teachers, Miss Rose, would toss a Tootsie Roll at anyone who answered a question correctly, and I was catching those things all the time.


I fell in love with science and won the science fair. I still remember the name of the project: “Algae: More or Less.” I walked down to the community park, scooped some algae out of the pond, and was cultivating it under the kitchen sink and all over the house, measuring how fast it grew. A year before I was this “dumb” kid who was always getting in trouble, and now suddenly everyone was calling me a nerd.


At the end of that year, all the students had an annual shaving cream fight. People were smacking people with it, throwing it everywhere, and it was a blast. Right in the middle of this, I see my dad pull up in the car. Again: We’re moving. I was too young to realize it, but he and Janice had been on the outs. Being a Christian man, he didn’t like living under the same roof as a woman without being married. In no time he introduced us to his new girlfriend, Rosemary, who had been his girlfriend in elementary school. They ended up getting married the next week.


At first, it was cool. She was nice to us and had a big house in Fort Worth: four bedrooms, swimming pool, giant trampoline, pool table. I walked in for the first time thinking This is weird, but it may not be bad? We had bunk beds, so this was the first time I didn’t have to share a bed in I don’t know how many years. That whole summer we were having a grand old time jumping off that trampoline into her pool.


Then, somewhere along the line, Rosemary changed. She became the strictest woman I’ve ever met, and I wasn’t accustomed to that kind of thing. She just had this tone that I did not receive well. One day, I was washing the dishes in a way that didn’t meet her standards. She yelled at me, and my reaction was basically, “Hold on. You’re not gonna talk to me like that. My mom doesn’t even talk to me like that.” She then went to get a belt and tried to use that to discipline me, and I wasn’t having it.


I took the belt from her and got in her face like, “We’re not doing this.”


To which she replied, “And you’re not gonna disrespect me in my house.”


All the while, my dad’s just sitting there, doing nothing. She told me to pack my stuff and leave. I got my things together and put it all in a trash bag, and my dad drove me to my mom’s across town.


She and my sister were living in a two-bedroom apartment, so I made my bed on the couch. I’m the youngest, and my sister’s the oldest. She didn’t go through all the transitions that my brother and I did. Her life was much more streamlined. She never changed schools, and because we have different dads, she always stayed with my mom. She’s a brainiac, always went to a special magnet school, and her classmates were the same people for most of her life.


But my mom was still living in the hood—I’ll just call it what it is. She was a teacher’s aide and couldn’t afford to live anywhere nicer. There were people sitting on their stoops smoking weed up and down the block—fairly normal now, but still pretty taboo back then.


Break-ins were not uncommon. My brother and I were home alone one day, and someone just kept knocking on the door. When we didn’t answer, the guy kicked in the door. My brother and I ran and hid in the closet. When he pulled it open, my brother put his arm around me, told the guy to take what he wanted, and to leave us alone. My mom had a fancy cordless phone, so the robber just ripped that out of the wall and fled.


At my mom’s, I fortunately didn’t have to be a night-shift janitor or search for scrap metal in the dark. But I did end up having to change schools. Again. But this time, it was good. This school was predominantly Hispanic. There were uniforms, so I didn’t have to worry about being fashionable. I blended in and had the opportunity to reinvent myself. For the first time, I became interested in sports: football, basketball, and track. Track stuck all the way through college. I had the build for it—my brother’s nickname for me at the time was “Ribcage.”


Instead of being the shy new kid, I blossomed into the smart, athletic guy that got all the girls. Things had never clicked like that until I was in the right environment. Back then I went by my middle name, Eugene, and one of my teachers started calling me “Eugenius.” I won all kinds of awards for science and scored off the charts in reading assessments. Whenever opportunities came up that had to do with speaking or influencing people, I would get picked for those things. If we had group presentations, I did the talking.


When eighth grade ended and high school started, I had to transfer schools again. It was like starting junior high all over again, but on a bigger scale—my seventh-grade school was my new high school’s feeder. But this time, I was prepared. Now I knew how to maneuver.


The biggest dilemma was still my clothes. I knew I was going back to school with those same fashion-conscious people. I refused to be in that situation again, regardless of what my parents’ financial situation looked like. I had two options. One: Hope that one of my parents would figure something out overnight and magically buy me a bunch of fancy name-brand clothes. Or two: Take matters into my own hands.


Around that time my friend Joby was working weekends for a reverend’s ministry, selling pamphlets. Reverend Brown had kids in front of grocery stores hocking religious pamphlets for $2, of which he kept $1.25. It didn’t take Joby long to start selling his for $5.


By this point, I knew how to talk to people. I have a nice voice. I’m charismatic. I was introduced to the reverend, loaded up my backpack with those pamphlets, and went out selling them on Friday evenings and all day on Saturdays. The reverend would come around in his van and drop as many as ten of us off in front of grocery stores in the nice parts of Dallas and Fort Worth. He tried to put us out there in pairs, but the other guys didn’t have the work ethic that I did. Sometimes they wouldn’t show up because they wanted to play basketball or something. I was out there every weekend. I wanted to work. At the end of the day, I’d end up with $100 or $200 in cash, come home, and stuff it all in a shoebox. Soon I had more clothes and shoes than I’d ever had in my life.


“Reverend” Brown ultimately proved to be a highly unscrupulous individual. No one had been to his church, and I don’t think one ever existed. We were essentially panhandling for him, saying one program was for battered women, another for fatherless children, another for the homeless. We never saw any of that materialize. It was a money grab for him. I didn’t fully realize until I got older: man, he was pimping us!
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Meanwhile, back at school, I won’t say that I had my choice of the ladies, but the girls I was interested in were responding. My mom was working as a teacher’s aide during the day and at Subway at night. I was at home every day for several hours by myself. In those years I got into a lot of things I probably shouldn’t have.


By my sophomore year, my eighth-grade girlfriend transferred to my high school, and we got back together. It wasn’t quite love—I’ll call it teenage infatuation. She got pregnant, and I became a father my junior year. It was never a good relationship. For the next several years, we were on and off at best. All the while, it went from bad to worse. At first I didn’t tell my parents anything about the pregnancy. Then she started showing. Her mom called my mom, and then my mom called me.


“You and your girlfriend got something to tell me?”


I was like, Nope!


“Well, I talked to her mom, and apparently she’s pregnant.”


I felt like my world was falling apart. The fear of the unknown was overwhelming. I still thank my mom for being as supportive as she was. Her attitude was, “Hey, we’ll get through this. It’ll be fine. You don’t need to drop out of school.” But I was immediately thinking, I gotta make more money. The pamphlet money in my shoebox went from buying Jordans and jeans to diapers and milk.
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