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To my mother, Erla Hunt,

you gave me life, love,

and strength. I will always work hard to make you proud.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Since Nothing to Lose was published in August of 2011, a lot has changed. At that time, I was hoping my mother would miraculously survive her fall down a flight of stairs, which caused severe brain injuries and put her in a coma; now, eighteen months later, we have hope that she will make a full recovery. At that time, I saw my son’s autism as an insurmountable obstacle for him and a very difficult thing for me as a father; now the prognosis is still the same, but we’ve made significant progress toward teaching him that his disadvantage will become his advantage. At that time, my company, ViSalus, had gone from near failure to doing roughly $20 million a month in sales, and I had a deal to cash out on ViSalus that would have paid me over $50 million; now I’ve set up ViSalus so I could run it for the rest of my life and build the company into a force to end the worldwide obesity epidemic.

In the following pages, you will find the details of the aforementioned journey and my perspective as a result of being part of one of the greatest successes in business. I’ve updated the content to reflect my new perspective, and I’ve added a bonus chapter about how to deal with the naysayers, the people who don’t believe in you on your entrepreneurial journey; it’s called “Told U So,” specifically written for my haters. I’ve also added a page to my Web site where teachers and students can find educational resources based on the information in this book; please have a look: www.nothingtolose.com/resources.
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FOREWORD

by Nick Sarnicola

Ryan Blair is the most frustrating human being I have ever met. He is complicated, he is emotional, he changes his mind, he distorts reality—he is a mystery to me. Yet in spite of all his idiosyncrasies, he has taught me more than anyone else on Earth has.

Ryan Blair is also the most inspiring human being I have ever met. He is brilliant and charismatic, he is passionate, he is an open book, he is easy to forgive. And because of this he has taught me more than anyone else on Earth has.

This is the enigma that is Ryan Blair.

As one of the founders of ViSalus, the company Ryan is CEO of, I’ve had the opportunity to experience this enigma on a daily basis. As Ryan’s (soul) brother, best friend, and business partner for the last decade, I can assure you that he is all of this and more. There are few people, if any, that know him as well as I do, which means few people will have the great pleasure to learn from his accomplishments and failures in such a unique and personal way as I have. My wish for all of you is that in reading Nothing to Lose you can experience even a fraction of him as he bares his soul on paper.

And baring his soul is what he does in this book. “Showing his thorns” has always been important to Ryan. He has a core belief that if he hides nothing and shares his deepest, darkest secrets, people will respect him, learn from him, and love him for it. And they do.

As opposed to just another business book where someone writes about all of the nice, fluffy moments in their career, making you wonder how they stayed so “perfect” the whole time—and leaving you feeling insecure about how hard business (and life) has been on you—Nothing to Lose teaches you how to handle the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Entrepreneurship is hard. Life is hard. But, if you surround yourself with the right people, the right business partners, the right books to read, and the right mentors to learn from, then you just might find yourself on the other side of money and filled with joy at the same time. Let this book be one of those books. Let Ryan be one of those mentors.

I remember the first time I met Ryan. It wasn’t one of those moments where I felt like, “Wow, I’ll be working with this person for a long time.” In fact, it was quite the opposite. Ryan was on the brink of selling his company SkyPipeline, and Rich Pala, a mutual friend and business associate, sat us down for lunch in Camarillo, California. The dialogue we were supposed to have quickly turned into a monologue by Ryan, and one hour later I was asking myself, “Did I even say anything?” That was the only contact I had with Ryan for many months.

The second time I met Ryan, he had just sold his company and had been living the life of a playboy with no regrets. I walked in, tail between my legs as the leader of a failing network marketing company, trying to raise capital to recreate it, ready for the rich golden boy who had just sold his company to dominate the conversation again with an air of “Told U So” about him. Instead I found a humbled MAN—humbled by the harsh reality that the money he had worked so hard for was nearly gone because of the ignorant purchases of a twenty-six-year-old with more money than wisdom—journal and pen in hand, full of questions about me and my business model, and ready to get to work with a heart full of passion.

This is when I fell in love with Ryan Blair. I realized that this was a man who could change, who could grow, who could lead others—because he had led himself. This was the man I wanted to follow. This was the man I wanted to run the company that Blake Mallen and I had cofounded. This was the visionary ViSalus CEO sitting across from me.

I would be lying to if I told you the relationship has been a breeze ever since. But what long-term relationship is? We have fought like brothers, disagreed like business partners, yelled like best friends, and cried with each other like an old married couple. We have seen success, and then failure, and success again, and more seemingly insurmountable failure. We have bet it all and won. We have gone “all-in” on several occasions and barely lived to tell about it. Behind it all was always the irrational wisdom of the kid off the street, the kid who beat the system, the kid who became a world leader on entrepreneurship, the man who wrote Nothing to Lose to inspire millions of others to live their dreams.

I will be forever grateful to Ryan for teaching me entrepreneurship. I now lead tens of thousands of people without blinking an eye because he gave me confidence. He gave me a standard to follow and eventually I became that standard. Then came the day where I took everything I learned from Ryan and told him, “Follow me.”

In the next section of this book, “Read This First,” you’ll read that our company was on its way out of business in the wake of the 2008–09 financial crisis. Our model was broken, and people were quitting. Customers and leaders left by the thousands and everyone blamed us, including our investors. As my ViSalus cofounders and I each put our last million into making payroll, I knew intuitively that something drastic would have to happen to right the ship and save the company.

That’s when I stepped up. As Ryan had taught me, I acted like I had nothing to lose.

Days later I sent an e-mail to my cofounders explaining everything that was wrong with the company and why it wasn’t working. I held back nothing and let the punches fly. My e-mail was my resignation as the Chief Sales Officer of ViSalus. My mentor Ryan Blair always taught me “Don’t bring me a problem without a solution,” so I brought a solution: I was going to fire Ryan as my corporate boss and sign up as an Independent Promoter of the 90-Day Challenge that we had just launched and show the world my own version of “Told U So.” From the field, I would prove the business model and Ryan would focus on the corporate side, and working hand in hand, three years later we are on the verge of being a billion-dollar brand.

This is the greatest testament of Ryan Blair’s wisdom documented in Nothing to Lose. He taught me entrepreneurship, he gave me confidence, and as only the GREATEST teachers do, he eventually let me become the teacher.

And that is why I thank God for the enigma that is Ryan Blair.

@NickSarnicola, cofounder of ViSalus


READ THIS FIRST
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Los Angeles is a city that’s famous for a sign. The ultimate symbol of my neighborhood is the white lettering you can see nestled in the hills between the buildings as you drive through Hollywood. Like the city where I live, the defining symbol of my life is also made up of letters, the letters L and A overlapped like the Dodgers logo, but where the A crosses over the L there is an AK-47.

I live in a penthouse apartment in an exclusive building in Hollywood where each night when the local clubs let out, a steady flow of celebrities spills over into the complex for after-hours parties. Anyone from billionaire Paul Allen to Jessica Biel has stopped by my spot, and accordingly, my crib is decorated to reflect my lifestyle. I have a pool table instead of a couch. And I have a collection of rare art and literary works I’ve acquired over the years. One of the unique pieces is a painting with the LA/AK-47 design, which I commissioned fashion designer Bryden Lando to paint for me, based on one of his most popular T-shirts.

It symbolizes the violence I grew up with, and it reminds me of the times when I actually used to carry around an AK-47. It was my most valuable asset back when I was a troubled young gang member—it protected me in the LA riots and in gang shootings. Now the painting on my wall could buy a truckful of those guns.

Next to this painting is a locked glass bookcase full of books, first-edition books by Napoleon Hill, Dale Carnegie, and several others from friends such as Jerry Rice, Bode Miller, Coach Dale Brown, the late John Wooden, and one special title that was given to me by Bob Goergen, a world-renowned entrepreneur and investor, when he bought my company. Inside the cover of the book reads an inscription: “Welcome to the Blyth family. We look forward to a profitable future together, Bob Goergen 8/08.”

From the outside it looks as if I have this great, easy lifestyle. The truth is I’ve never made a million dollars easily, and I’ve made many millions of dollars.

It was August 2008, the same date as the inscription on the book, and I was on the ultimate high. I’d just sold ViSalus in a deal that, coupled with a multiyear earn out, was pegged at $120 million (or more if we performed greater than expectations) to a public company called Blyth, owned by the Goergen family. I celebrated my victory on the Donny Deutsch show, Fox News, MSNBC, and all over the wires. E-mails of congratulations from Wall Street to Main Street flooded my in-box. I had done something no one had ever done in my industry: we negotiated ten times our forward projected earnings in 2008 and eight times our earnings over the next three years. Never has a company as small as ours in the direct selling industry been bought for as large a valuation as we’d gotten. In essence, we’d received something better than what we’d have gotten if we’d taken the company public. As I was walking on set to my Donny Deutsch appearance, I received a text from my girlfriend at the time, who was also on set; she was a model on NBC’s Deal or No Deal. The text simply said, “You’re going to be a father.”

Almost immediately after I came to grips with the fact that I would be a father (fatherhood is a serious thing to me, given that my biological father was a deadbeat), the U.S. economy went into a death spiral. A few short months, by December 2008, the president’s economic adviser announced that the American economy had fallen into a “depression.” The announcement was paired with a report from the U.S. Department of Labor that more than 533,000 Americans had lost their jobs in November 2008, and 1.9 million Americans had become unemployed during that calendar year. And I had a first-born child on the way.

As a student of entrepreneurship I knew this was a rare moment in history. Having studied capitalism and the impact of the Great Depression I knew that sixteen of today’s Dow 30 companies were founded during a recession or depression. Corporate icons like General Electric, Johnson & Johnson, Procter & Gamble, and Disney were formed when times were tough. I started writing this book to rally the pioneering spirit in Americans and I called it Nothing to Lose after the mind-set I used to climb out of poverty and become a multimillionaire CEO.

Fast-forward to December 2009. At this point, ViSalus, the company I had just sold in a deal valued at $120 million, was worthless. Sales had dropped from $2.5 million a month to $600,000 over the year. That profitable future Bob Goergen had inscribed in my book was anything but. Blyth had lost faith in my business and written it off. The recession had exposed flaws in our business model—flaws that our overconsuming target customers didn’t pay much attention to when they’d had access to credit cards and home equity lines, the value of their homes was appreciating, and their incomes were on the rise.

In good times, weak businesses prosper. And it turned out that I had built a business based on good times. Blyth had paid me a premium for a company that was now worthless to them. All the executives who had fought to pay me the ten times valuation that I had so vehemently negotiated in 2008 had egg on their faces. The people who were against the deal were proved right. And I was the poster boy for the guy who took a public company for a lot of money.

That December I was summoned to Blyth headquarters for a special meeting in the same boardroom I’d sat in to negotiate the terms of the sale of ViSalus the year before. I was asked to come alone. But they did send out a suit from Greenwich, Connecticut, headquarters to Los Angeles (who claimed to know more about my business because of his MBA), to babysit me while I prepared a presentation they wanted me to give at the meeting, so it would be up to their corporate standards.

As it stood, I had put nearly a million dollars of my own money into the business to try to revive it. I’d voluntarily agreed to a $1 a year salary the minute the economy went south. I had a newborn son to think about, and it worried me that I might have just bet his future as well as my own on a business that was about to die. The company needed at least a million more to get through the next few months, but that probably wasn’t enough—and I knew it. I might need $2 million, maybe $3 million, and at this point we had put $26 million into it. What I needed more than money was a beacon of hope. I needed my investors to look at me and say, We know you’re going to make it, Ryan. We believe in you as an entrepreneur; we are on board with your vision.

It was a winter day in Greenwich. I put on my Sunday best and walked into that meeting. It was clear within seconds that nobody wanted to hear my presentation; they wanted to crucify me. They had investor’s remorse. One by one they tore into me, until one of the managers got so angry at me that he stood up—biting his tongue, red in the face—and walked out of the room.

I remember feeling like I was back in my gang days, when the older gang members would try to punk me because I was a kid. I said in my head, You better have respect. I’m not a kid.

They told me in no uncertain terms that they wouldn’t support ViSalus. They’d written it off. They wouldn’t participate in this round of funding. They hammered the last nail into the coffin as hard as they could and told me not to let the door hit me on the way out. And rightfully so. I deserved it.

I flew back to LA and was immediately infected with the swine flu, and spent the entire Christmas holiday in bed. I asked myself over and over whether I should quit and jump ship. I’d argue with my ego that it wasn’t worth my time, and my ego was doing a lot of talking. I’d wake up at all hours of the night, angry at myself. Why did I let that MBA suit influence my presentation? I was mad at myself for borrowing money for the business. Spending millions on fair-weather friends and fast times. I should have predicted what had happened to the economy. A CEO has nobody to blame but himself—and I knew it. It was my fault and I wasn’t going down like that.

I had nothing to lose, and I was going to show my investors, and the rest of the world for that matter, that I would fight my way out of the corner.

I spent Christmas Day alternately throwing up and making phone calls, rallying employees, friends, family, the two other founders, Todd Goergen, and some other investors—and most important, myself. In the end, we came up with the million dollars, but it was for a business that had deteriorated so much that not even I had hope for it. Todd sent me an e-mail saying he had faith in me, that this time next year we’d be giving each other high fives. I dismissed it. I’ve never had to have an investor motivate me.

And that’s when another blow came. I received a letter from my partner Nick Sarnicola and my vice president of sales, Mike Craig, that they were resigning. The letter was just like the manifesto from the movie Jerry Maguire. It listed all the things that we needed to change. I started reading their five-page rant and I couldn’t finish it. I actually received it ten minutes before I was to hear that the board was moving to replace me. I was livid.

I’ll never forget pacing around the hotel room where I received the news that I was losing two of the most talented people on my staff, and that I would be fired by my board of directors. (I knew this because friends in the industry had told me.)

After my anger subsided, I was overcome with exhaustion. I gave in and got on my knees to pray. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to ask for guidance to get through the most difficult business situation I had ever been in.

Clear in my mind and in my heart, I went back to Nick’s letter, then called him up and said, “Let’s do all the things on your list.” We agreed to move him and Mike to entrepreneurial roles in the sales field and to put everything we had behind them to lead us out of the recession.

Once that strategy started to come together, I knew, even sitting in meeting after meeting, faced with the ultimate criticism, that I knew better than they did. I knew, whether they backed me or not, that I could turn the ship around. I thought to myself, I know our customers better than these guys do. I’m the entrepreneur here. During our October 2008 Vitality event in Las Vegas, the Goergens had stood up in front of a thousand or more of our distributors and boasted that one day ViSalus would be the strongest, most valuable company in their holding. And even though that statement seemed so far away in 2009, there was a bit of a masochistic streak in me that was still excited to try to prove them right. For some reason I felt alive knowing that I had no choice but to win.

So in the end I went with my gut instincts. We started redesigning our business around a new economy, a new consumer, and around the move of two of my most talented sales executives to the field. And it turned out that the plan I’d tried to outline in the presentation I gave that day in 2009 was the winning strategy.

Today, ViSalus is far more valuable than what Blyth paid for it. The company went from $600,000 a month in sales in December 2009 to over $600 million in sales for all of 2012. Based on our current growth, by the time you read this, that number will be far more. My meetings in that boardroom at Blyth headquarters are completely different now. So I got the vindication I wanted. And what did I really have to lose if I had been wrong? Actually, a lot: my business, millions of dollars, and my son’s future, not to mention the embarrassment of being a failure.

But the reason I have a company today that’s worth far more than it ever was is that, despite the circumstances, I played as if I had nothing to lose.

It reminds me of the speech Steve Jobs gave at Stanford in 2005. He said that “in the face of death, all fear of failure and embarrassment disappears.”

I’ve faced the reality of death; I’ve faced the flash of a muzzle, the loss of my father, gang murders, friends who committed suicide—a failed business is nothing compared to that. When you have that level of survival instinct in you, it is your greatest asset. Like that AK-47 used to be. And that’s why that painting hangs on my wall. So I’ll never forget where I come from and what it took to get here. It hasn’t been easy. There have been obstacles to overcome every step of the way, and a lot of looking in the mirror and fixing things that were broken. This book is not a self-help guide to a better life; this book is the road map I used to overcome adversity I’ve encountered. By sharing it, I hope you, too, can create your own road map to success in life and business.


1

WHERE I’M FROM
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I didn’t start out at the bottom—but I reached it quickly.

Long before I became a millionaire entrepreneur, I was a kid with a criminal record, street gang experience, and a lot of emotional scarring from years of abuse from my father. My teenage years were hardly the typical starting point for a normal, productive life, let alone a successful business career. Turns out, that didn’t matter.

The first decade or so of my life was actually unremarkable in a pleasant, upper-middle-class kind of way. My family lived in a small, comfortable community in Southern California. No one was exceptionally wealthy where we lived; but just a town or two away were the billionaires’ hot spots, and a town or two in the other direction was the ghetto. We knew where we were situated on the ladder, and we were all pretty content there.

My family had a pool, lots of nice clothes, and at Christmas, a new bike or scooter if I wanted one—we were doing pretty well, by most people’s standards. And then, just as I was hitting my middle-school years, my dad got hooked on drugs.

He’d always had a pretty intense personality. My five older siblings had already learned to watch out for his temper; as the baby of the family, I had learned that lesson almost as soon as I learned to walk. But he wasn’t a bad guy.

That’s the thing that always gets me. When people hear my story now, they say to me, “Your dad sounds like a terrible person.” He was terrible to live with once his life really started falling apart. But he wasn’t a terrible person—not at first, anyway. In fact, I learned a lot from him.

For example, when I was a kid, I was rewarded through compensation. If I got a base hit playing baseball, there would be a certain prize at the end of it, like a new batting glove. I was always competing for something. It was my dad who offered these rewards—he was the first person to instill in me a work ethic and a risk-reward mentality.

He didn’t believe in allowances; he believed in chores, and he paid me to do them. If I washed the cars, I got $5 per car. If I mowed the lawn, I got paid for that, too. Maybe it’s not the best arrangement for every family, but it certainly worked for me. I came to associate effort with profit.

But it was more than just profit. Dad taught me about the pride that comes with hard work, too. He would always give me recognition among his friends and coworkers as he told them what a strong worker I was and how much I earned; as a result, I would try to work more and more. He bragged to one of his friends about my paper routes and I loved making him and his friends proud, so soon I had three paper routes.

I also learned how to get the most out of an opportunity to make money. My dad paid me a dollar per bag of weeds I pulled from the yard. If I could persuade the neighborhood kids to do it for fifty cents, then I could turn a profit by having several kids fill a number of bags at once, while I worked on another paying chore. Thanks to my father, it was instilled in me early on to have ambition, motivation, and appreciation for money.

But the psychological impact of his poor upbringing, his insecurities—all his issues—ended up getting the best of him. That’s what ultimately pushes everyone who goes in that direction, isn’t it? His “issues” pushed him into drugs, and everything else spiraled out of control.

My dad was middle class, but he lived as if he were among the elite. He leveraged himself as so many Americans do—financed his cars, borrowed to buy his house, spent his last dollars on making our house look pretty—to make himself feel more important. He lived beyond his means and started using drugs to cope with it all; that was his undoing.

One afternoon I was playing in the backyard with friends and my dad came home to my surprise. He had a look of shame on his face unlike I’d ever seen. Dad had lost his job. I found out later from my mom it’s because he’d been caught doing meth in the bathroom, and the execs of the company where he was the vice president at had finally gotten wind of it and set up a sting operation to catch him.

That was the end of my father’s career and the beginning of him becoming a career drug addict. At the time, there were three children still at home—my older siblings had already moved out. As if my dad’s failure gave them the excuse they were looking for, their lives seemed to fall apart as well. They all left home, one by one, until I was left alone with just my mother and father. One sister moved in with a druggie boyfriend; another ran away and lived on the streets for a while. Finally, when it was just my parents and me, the bottom really fell out of my life.

My dad used to love showing off his gun collection, and I did too. One time, a few days after I had shown them to my friends, the older brother of my best friend broke into the house and stole every last gun. I didn’t find out until several years later who had actually been involved, but at the time, it didn’t matter. Dad thought I’d done it.

By this time, the meth was making him paranoid and even more violent. He swore I’d stolen them and sold them, and he threatened to kill me if I didn’t give them back. After all I’d seen, I knew that I didn’t want to stick around for the repercussions. It was dangerous. That night I called my sister Stephanie and told her, “It’s real. Dad is promising to kill me if I don’t return the guns, and I have no idea who has them or where they are. Save me.”

As grateful as I was for my sister’s offer for me to stay with her, the new situation presented its own set of challenges. She was living with a musician at the time. He might have been an aspiring rock star—there are a lot of those in Southern California—but he certainly didn’t have rock star money. They were living in a tiny, dirty house and surviving on macaroni and cheese, which was all either one could seem to afford.

When I arrived at their house, they walked a sleeping bag out to a dilapidated little shed in the back, tossed it in, and said, “Here you go.” It was a shack. It had doors, it had a window, and it had holes in the walls. There’s no nicer way to describe it. But I was away from my dad, and at that moment, that was the most important thing.

A few days later, I went to a thrift store for rolls of carpet that people would donate after they redecorated their houses. There were a couple of pieces that were large enough to serve as insulation, so I pinned them over the walls to try to block out some of the weather. It was Southern California—not the most extreme climate—but it got cold at night, so I ran pieces of carpet over the doors to try to keep out the wind. I did have a tiny space heater, though, and the electricity to run it, and that helped me make it through the winter.

But the weather was not my biggest enemy. That distinction belonged to the lice that infested the shack.

It didn’t matter how much I showered or what I tried to do to my hair to get rid of them—the next day they would be back. I could feel them crawling down my head and onto my back while I slept on the floor on the beat-up mattress that eventually replaced the sleeping bag. Finally, in an act of desperation to be rid of the lice, I decided to shave my head. Michael Jordan’s dome gave shaved heads a big boost in the ’90s, but the look hadn’t really come on the scene yet. Shaved heads were definitely not cool at that time. The first time I showed up to class bald, the school bully walked up to me, slapped me in the back of the head and said, “Ryan Blair has no hair.” It became the favorite taunt at school, in an annoying, singsongy cadence that poked every nerve in my body, even as I tried to ignore it.

I lived in that miserable little shack for close to a year. I felt that I couldn’t go home as long as my father was there and still an addict, and my mother clearly wasn’t planning on leaving him anytime soon. So I stayed at Stephanie’s, feeling that even though I was the one who’d left, I’d been abandoned by both of them.

Finally, when the principal of my school, Dr. Judy Dunlap, called me into her office to talk to me about my failing grades, I spilled it all: the issues with my parents, the shack I was living in—I told her everything. Suddenly, my grades were the last thing on her mind. “We have to call social services. We have no choice,” she explained. “What you are telling me is that you are in danger.”

By law, the principal also had to get me to a psychologist, and she demanded that my mother go along, too. After I recounted to the shrink everything that had gone wrong with my family over the past few years, he looked my mom in the eye and said, “You are the abuser.”

My mother was shocked. “It’s his father!” she insisted. “He’s the bastard! He’s the beater and he beats me, too.”

The psychologist just shook his head and told her, “You’re a grown adult, and you are letting your child go through this. You are negligent by law, and we are going to take him away if you don’t make things right immediately. You have no choice but to act right now.”

This made my mother reevaluate the situation for the first time because, in her mind, she was the victim, not me. And she was a victim. She took the punches that I never got because she had stepped in front of my father. I remember her face being black-and-blue and her telling people she’d been in a car accident. I remember watching him throw the punches, and I remember him dragging me into the room to have me watch—as a warning that I should never stand up to him. I remember once seeing him point a gun to my mother’s head and telling her he was going to kill her if she didn’t quit crying. There is no question that my mother was a victim. But in her mind, she had endured all of the abuse so that I wouldn’t have to. It never occurred to her that I was being damaged anyway.

She finally agreed with the psychologist that she had to take action, so she called my father that night and told him, “They are going to put Ryan in foster care, so you need to leave. I’m bringing Ryan back to the house because he’s living in unfit conditions, and they are going to inspect us here.”

That was what broke her from him—that the state was going to intervene. She took a stand, and we hoped it meant turning a corner for everyone. But after about three months, my father started dropping by again and was as violent as ever, coming after both my mother and me. Whenever the attacks would start, I’d run out of the house and back to my sister’s, which still seemed like a better option.

My mother was determined to protect me this time, though. She found a little one-bedroom place next door to my sister and somehow managed to scrape together the $500 deposit without my dad’s knowledge. One day she told me to pack my belongings, so I piled into the car all of the things that matter most to a thirteen-year-old: my Nintendo, my CDs, and my clothes—all the trappings of my family’s pleasant, middle-class life that, in the end, were just part of the sham.

We moved everything over to the new house and then went back to the old house for one last carload of my mother’s belongings. By the time we returned, our new place had been gutted. Everything inside was gone. Someone had watched us carrying in boxes, waited for us to leave, and then had broken in and taken it all.

My mom was hysterical. Here she was going out on a limb in a last, desperate effort to break away from our abusive situation, and we were robbed blind on the first day. The police weren’t able to help us very much, either. The officer who arrived in response to our call advised us not to file a report. We lived right next to a park where all the vagrants and gangsters hung out. We saw scary-looking men congregating there, some with teardrop tattoos by their eyes and prison tattoos all over their arms.

They watched us coming and going—inspecting us in a way that made my skin crawl. “If I take a report from you,” the officer told us, “they are going to know you told on them, and they’re going to get revenge. I’d suggest for everyone’s safety that you just let it go.”

My mother was crying from the sheer helplessness she felt at that point. The officer reached into his pocket, handed my mother a twenty-dollar bill, and said, “I’m really sorry this happened to you.” Then he turned to me and said, “Hey, son, you do not want to tangle with those guys. Do not get mixed up with them, whatever you do.”

And that was the welcome we received to our new life.

WELCOME TO POVERTY

Dad eventually found out where we were, but I guess he figured he was better off without us; he never made an effort at that point to get clean. Because my mother had taken me away to try to protect me, walking away seemed like a good idea to him, too. He disappeared from my life for the next fourteen or fifteen years.

Mom and I both tried to make the best of the situation. She got a job at the deli in a local supermarket and tried to break free from her own drinking problem; I would play basketball at the park to try to keep out of trouble. I didn’t do a very good job, though—trouble was all around me, and I figured it was easier to join in than to fight it. Whenever I’d be out shooting baskets, guys would approach me and ask my gang affiliation. I told them I didn’t have one—the whole idea of street gangs was still pretty new to me.

But I quickly saw how the system worked, how the street lords kept themselves in power through influence and manipulation. I observed how the older people used bribery and fear to get the younger kids to do their crimes, and I saw how the young people willingly went along with it because it seemed like the only power structure that had any kind of respect in the neighborhood.

It was a flashy, angry, tempting world of getting what you want and not caring about the risks. The risks were part of the esteem—the more brazen your crime, the more respect you got. As a scrawny kid who felt powerless against everything going on in my life, that appealed to me. I don’t
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