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			This book is dedicated to my mother, who lit the fire inside of my soul and gave me enough love for a hundred lifetimes.
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			Introduction

			When you spend decades building an authentic brand and putting it on the global map, you learn a thing or two. When you do it multiple times, you become an expert. I built my company, Cookies, from the ground up—and completely changed the game in the process. From my early days hustling in the streets of San Francisco to my position on top of the business world today as the founder and CEO of a billion-dollar business, I’ve seen what makes some companies pop and others flop.

			I wear many hats: Rapper. Founder. Mogul. Trendsetter. Visionary. Cancer survivor. Father. I’ve built the Cookies empire the only way I know how. I’m a firm believer that big business doesn’t have to be cutthroat. It just needs to be authentic and to resonate with people. That’s exactly what I’ve done with my brands.

			Now I want to show you how you can do it with yours.

			People ask me for advice all the time, and my answer is always the same. Be hands-on. Be consistent. Be persistent. Invest your own money in yourself. And also, love what you do. It’s that simple, and it’s everything I’ve tried to game you up on in this book.

			Whether it’s my rap label, my clothing line, my creative compound, or my cannabis enterprise, I’ve developed some rules for how to succeed in business. At the heart of it is a commitment to staying true to yourself and your vision. In this book, I’ll share the story of how I pulled it off, and I’ll teach you how you can, too. Of course, there are tangible lessons I’ll deliver, like how to execute a marketing campaign that stays true to you and your business, how to utilize social media to roll out your product and generate hype, and how to surround yourself with the right people to succeed.

			You might already be all-in on me and the Cookies brand and are looking to read a wild story about a Mexican Italian high school dropout pursuing his dream and building an empire against all odds, or maybe you’re a young entrepreneur entering the business world and looking to level up and learn from someone just like you. Either way, I got you. No matter what, I guarantee you will walk away from this book wiser and craftier than before. I may have made my name in the weed/rap/streetwear industries, but as you’re about to find out, my story and the lessons I’ve learned straight out of the trenches are just as impactful in any emerging market or even a traditional business in desperate need of a shake-up. So roll one, put your phone on airplane mode, and prepare yourself for a billion dollars’ worth of game.

			—B
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				Chapter 1

				It Starts with a Vision

			
			I’m not sure vision is something you can learn. You either have it or you don’t. I’ve certainly never taught anybody how to have a vision. The closest I ever come to explaining it, to helping someone learn how to be a visionary and to think bigger, is when I tell young entrepreneurs: See what you would like to exist in the world, imagine how you want things done or how you want things to be, and then execute it. A clear vision will serve as your finish line. How you get there, well, that’s a whole different beast.

			

			…

			“This is the place?”

			I pull up to a tiny storefront set into the street level of a gray concrete apartment building in San Francisco’s Sunset District. The fog is always thick and low here, making everything seem dreamy and mysterious—just like the unmarked door I am about to enter.

			It’s the summer of 2001, and I’m eighteen years old, fresh off my shift at a coffee shop called Tully’s where I’ve been working since dropping out of high school a year ago. From middle school on, I’ve been hustling. I’ve sold everything from weed to candy bars to T-shirts to my own mixtapes. I’ve been trying to make a name for myself, so I’m documenting everything on a bulky handheld camcorder I picked up from a friend’s kid brother. But I don’t know yet how I’m going to make the next leap.

			The streetlights start to turn on as I reach the Hemp Center, a medical cannabis dispensary where, amazingly, it’s legal to buy weed. I heard about the Hemp Center from one of my boys, a co-worker at the coffee shop. Near the end of our shifts, as we were wrapping up, he always makes these calls.

			“Hey, whatup, so what you got over there today?” I’d overhear him ask.

			“Oh yeah? Well, I’ll take an eighth of Trainwreck, and an eighth of Romulan, and three Raspberry Bombers. Put that aside for me,” he’d say. “I’ll be over there in a little bit.” Then we’d pool our money together and he’d head out and return with some fire—I mean, consistently great weed. It was night and day from the bland, dusty herb I smoked as a teenager in Arizona, where my family and I spent a few years before moving back to my hometown of San Francisco. As it turned out, my hometown had the best weed in the world.

			

			…

			I made a deep connection with weed from a relatively early age. From my first experiences smoking with my friends in grade school, I recognized the power of the plant. Sure, I liked the feeling of being high—the calm feeling of clarity I get when I smoke, the curiosity it awakens in my mind, the way time seems to slow down. And of course I enjoy the smell, the taste, and the habitual process that goes along with smoking a joint—breaking down the weed, smelling the bud in the grinder, stuffing a rolling paper full of sticky dank, and spinning it between my fingers before twisting the top and sparking that bad boy. I liken it to the way a wine connoisseur enjoys not just drinking the wine but carefully opening the bottle and sniffing the cork, pouring it into a glass and swirling it to release the aromas, and sticking their nose into the glass before tasting. But what I really love about weed is how it brings people together. I love that people from all different walks of life connect and bond over it. That sense of community is a big part of what keeps me smoking to this day. Plus, I’ve learned to love the feeling of having good weed, of sharing it with others and seeing the reaction it gets. There’s an energy that the weed brings out in people that I gravitate to. And I love being the person who supplies that energy.

			

			…

			Since moving back to Cali a couple years earlier, I’d seen a few dispensaries around town. You’d see the green cross image, and I swear you could smell them from down the block. They always seemed pretty busy, but I had never been inside one. This wasn’t like buying weed on the street—you needed a medical marijuana card. When I turned sixteen years old, I didn’t get my driver’s license. I didn’t give a fuck about driving, and I still don’t—these days my boy Stinje handles the driving so I can take calls, negotiate deals, handle business on my phone, and smoke big in the back seat. But you better believe that the day I turned eighteen I got myself a medical marijuana card and made the twenty-mile trip north to Berkeley, where there was a famously lenient doctor who would hand out marijuana permission slips like they were concert flyers.

			That day, I headed straight back to San Francisco and pulled up to what I can only describe as a hole in the wall. But I was too late. The blinds were all shut, and I could see a sign reading “Closed.” From the outside, it was unimpressive. Little did I know that inside was a world that would change my life forever. I returned the next morning during my first break at work. Seeing a doorbell next to the unmarked door, I nervously pressed it, still wearing the black pants and white button-down shirt we had to wear at Tully’s, the black apron that completed the uniform hanging over my shoulder. I was buzzed into the Hemp Center, and from the moment I stepped through the door I could smell all that incredible fresh weed.

			I showed my doctor’s note to a young man at the registration desk. I could hear laughter and music coming from the other side of the wall separating the small waiting room from the dispensary. He scanned my note, checked my I.D., and assigned me a patient number—4453. I remember it to this day; it allowed them to keep a record of my transactions. He told me I could head in, and as I stepped into the main dispensary and my eyes scanned the room, one thought ran through my mind on repeat: Holy. Shit.

			I already knew the weed was great. I’d been smoking it with my homies at work for months. But to see it up close, displayed in plastic tubs like in an ice cream shop, was wild to me. The place was intimate, roughly the size of a standard hotel suite. There was a counter where the budtenders would greet the customers. Across from it was a small green couch that could hold about four people. You could smoke your bud right then and there. I noticed that the room had a haze that lingered lazily, like the fog outside.

			As I entered the room, a vendor was pulling buds out of a turkey bag from his latest batch and passing them around to the staff to sample. Nervously, I approached the counter. I glanced at the shelf and quickly ordered two grams of the first thing my eyes landed on. I could tell they had put their taste test with the vendor on pause to serve me, and I felt awkward about it. As he bagged up the product, the budtender pointed to a bowl with rolling papers in it and told me I could grab a seat on the couch and smoke one there if I wanted to.

			The whole sequence of events was fucking awesome.

			I don’t know how else to say it other than the whole scene just felt right to me. As a kid growing up, buying, selling, holding, or smoking cannabis was always some sneaky, trappy, street, underground-type shit. The weed world I knew in my youth existed behind closed doors. But from the moment I stepped into the Hemp Center and discovered that community, that fire herb and even better vibes, I could see the future…and my place in it. I sat down on the couch and smoked a joint, observing as a steady stream of patients rolled in. I was impressed by the genuine camaraderie between them and the employees at the store.

			It wasn’t long before the Hemp Center became a part of my daily routine. I would head there right from work, grab a couple bags, and smoke a J on that green couch with my new friend, whether it be a cancer patient, a Vietnam vet, or whoever walked through those doors that day. And it was an eclectic mix, all united by a love and appreciation of fine cannabis. I was obsessed with the different strains available, what people were buying, and why they were smoking a particular strain (meaning a specific variety of cannabis plant, each possessing its own unique characteristics, from taste and appearance to the type of high you can expect to get). I was also fascinated by the whole process of where and how the Hemp Center sourced its weed: They purchased from local growers and suppliers whose products always seemed to be evolving, as breeders developed new strains and cultivators grew specific buds.

			The more time I spent there, the more I grew to appreciate the vibe at the Hemp Center. I talked with the staff and the other customers, who were always referred to as “patients,” and the more I spoke to them, the more I fell in love with the community. I talk a lot about “vibes.” It’s a big word for me; I don’t care if you’re a billion-dollar investor, I just can’t rock with people who don’t have good vibes. Well, needless to say, the vibes at the Hemp Center were loving and welcoming and felt like Cheers (the OGs reading this will understand that reference, but for the young cats out there, Cheers was the most popular show on TV when I was growing up—a sitcom about the regular patrons at a bar “where everybody knows your name”). It was so genuine and unique to any experience I’d had with weed at that point. It was special.

			From my very first trip, I wanted so badly to be a part of the scene and needed an excuse to stick around for as long as possible. In some way, shape, or form, I needed to be a part of the store. During one of my first visits, I remember asking one of the budtenders if they were hiring. They were not, I was told, so I asked if I could come back the next day with my handheld video camera to make a documentary about the Hemp Center. They phoned Kathleen Gilbert, the owner, who said, “Sure, why not?” It was my first of countless experiences of turning a no into a yes.

			The next day, as promised, I showed up, bulky camera and all, and began to interview the staff and the patients. Filming was how I got my foot in the door, but I also couldn’t help but feel that I was witnessing history in the making and wanted to capture every moment of it. I was talking to AIDS patients who were smoking cannabis to ease the pain; to off-duty cops who needed help taking the edge off after a stressful day at work; to an eighty-year-old woman who’d tell me wild stories about getting orgasms while she danced after eating hash in Morocco; to people bravely fighting cancer; to people like myself who just appreciated good quality bud and liked getting high. I did nothing with the footage. That was my big secret at the time. Some nights, I’d watch it out of curiosity, or because I remembered an enlightening interaction with one of the customers, but for the most part, in those early days whatever I captured on my camera stayed on the tape cassette. But the more I interviewed, the more I began to see the full picture: Weed was connecting us all. It was something that people wanted, that they needed, and a whole kinship existed behind it. There was a social aspect to it that was attractive to me. More than anything, I saw that it was really helping people. I saw the bigger purpose.

			As my roots in the Hemp Center and this fascinating new community grew, it struck me how normalized it all was. You have to understand that recreational cannabis was still very illegal (it would be another decade or so until that changed). All over the country, people were being jailed for smoking or possessing even small quantities. I would think, Why did I watch friends getting arrested for smoking in Arizona, when a place like this can exist? Why isn’t this available somewhere like New York City?

			In the years that followed, it became a big motivating factor for me to share the videos I’d been making online. Beginning after 2005, when platforms like YouTube launched and other video-hosting websites began gaining steam, I would edit the footage on an old desktop computer and post my interviews and vlogs to sites like YouTube and WorldStarHipHop, which was home to some of the earliest viral videos online; if you wanted a video to blow up back in those days, you posted it on WorldStar. As social media took off in the years that followed, I’d post the videos on platforms like Twitter and Facebook, where the Hemp Center and the community we were building there were beginning to attract a following. My motivation was simple: The world needed to see what was happening in California. At the Hemp Center, I would watch as the mailman would enter the main showroom full of smoke with Tupac bumping from somewhere out of view, and wouldn’t even blink. It was like he was walking into any other business. If the mailman can come in here, I’d think, and see me openly smoking weed, the store selling weed, and customers enjoying their medicine, and he doesn’t think twice about it, then the barriers to growing this industry are practically nonexistent.

			The wheels in my head were beginning to turn as I started to see a vision where places like the Hemp Center existed all across the world. What would that look like? How would this translate to other markets? How could I, a kid without a high school diploma who had only worked entry-level jobs, make it happen? It wasn’t always smooth sailing, especially as the regulatory framework around cannabis was still getting sorted out and dispensaries like the Hemp Center operated in a gray area of legality. As loving as our community was, there was a constant threat of danger from the Drug Enforcement Agency, the California Highway Patrol, and other officials coming in to seize our money. Believe it or not, that also attracted me to the place, this world. It meant that we were fighting for something. This wasn’t just an amazing world I wanted to be a part of; a much bigger war was being waged. A fight not only for survival but for acceptance in society. I knew I needed to be a part of this war, and I damn sure knew which side I was going to be fighting on. I also knew I was going to do absolutely whatever it took to see it through and help make cannabis accessible to the masses—and accepted by mainstream society. I was hella determined, and that, more than anything, is my entrepreneurial superpower: Not quitting until I see my vision through. It meant thinking way outside the box and finding creative ways to get things done—from building and designing a global brand to getting a retail empire off the ground and everything in between. It hasn’t been easy. I’ve made a career off swimming with sharks and I have the scars to prove it. Whether taking on Big Business and the corporate world or battling cancer, I’m a fighter.

			And I had found something worth fighting for.

			

			…

			After a year of showing up every day, filming, and embedding myself in the Hemp Center, Kathleen finally relented and gave me a job; she became my mentor in cannabis. She had long been ingrained in the medical marijuana community, which we now refer to as the traditional legacy cannabis market. She had been mentored by a man named Dennis Peron, one of the most important cannabis activists in history. Peron was a Vietnam vet who later came out as gay; around 1990, during the AIDS epidemic, he began supplying AIDS patients with cannabis. In 1994 he opened a place on Market Street called the San Francisco Cannabis Buyers Club—the first real dispensary in California—and Kathleen was one of his first employees. Kathleen was extremely passionate about legalizing marijuana and fighting for the rights of cannabis users. She was an activist and took up the cause with great dedication but would occasionally confide in me that she was scared to be the face of an operation that still existed in this gray area of legality. Still, at the end of the day she didn’t give a fuck; she would do whatever it took to keep the Hemp Center doors open and the dream of legal cannabis alive. Kathleen had dirty blond hair and sort of resembled Renée Zellweger circa today; at the Hemp Center she hired only young men. She ran hot and cold, but I learned that the best way to work with Kathleen was to simply be pleasant and to give her space.

			Right after I was hired, she shut down that original location and moved to a bigger space on Geary Street. While the original location was small—it felt like you were in someone’s living room—the spot on Geary was far more spacious and had a more commercial feel to it. It was a level-up and had a huge grow in the back. I worked there from the first day it opened, and I still consider them the best days of my life (so far). Even now I find myself dreaming of those times, crazy-vivid dreams where I’m still behind the counter helping out customers.

			I leveled up quickly. I started off doing intake, which basically meant reading your doctor’s note and creating your membership. From there I became a budtender (the person who takes your order and sells customers weed) before being promoted to a buyer who worked closely with growers (the farmers who cultivated the cannabis plant) and wholesalers (the mediators who purchased from growers in bulk and sold to dispensaries), helping to select the different bud we stocked, looking out for characteristics like the feel of the bud, the trichomes (the crystal-like fur on the outer layer of the bud), the smell, the taste, and the high—always striving for the best weed possible; quality has been critical for me since day one. By the time I was twenty, after just one year as an official employee, I was made store manager and put in charge of opening and closing the store.

			That’s when I started getting clued in as to just how profitable this shit was. I would head in for my morning shift, type in the security code, unlock the big padlock we kept on the gate, unlock the door, go inside, and pop the safe open. There’d be $100,000 cash piled up in there on any given day. It was a cash-only business back then, because no banks would work with us; most banks don’t work with cash businesses. I’d continue my morning routine, put some weed out in jars, do the weigh-in, and then do inventory and whatever other paperwork needed to be done. We very much treated it like any other small business.

			In California, and especially in San Francisco, after Proposition 215 was passed in November 1996, medical marijuana shops like ours were able to operate out in the open. Prop 215, which was authored by Dennis Peron, was called “the Compassionate Use Act.” It permitted the use of medical cannabis in all forms (flower, edibles, oils) and allowed for places like the Hemp Center to exist on a lawful basis. We had a license to operate and were paying taxes to the state—always in cash. We also had a special license that permitted consumption as well as the ability to grow and store marijuana at our facility. The license also capped the amount of flower a patient could buy in a single day at two ounces. Honestly, it felt like, and was run like, any other legitimate business…for the most part.

			There was always the threat of theft—and not just from street criminals. I’ll never forget the day when we were raided by the California Highway Patrol. They burst through the doors, put the staff in handcuffs, and told them all to sit down on the floor. I was in the back room painting the office when I heard the commotion out front. I watched closely on the security camera feed we had set up and quickly threw a tarp over the safe. I watched as the CHP officers went through the registers and removed all the cash. Then they uncuffed everyone and left. Although we had a legal license to operate, as I said, the whole medical market existed in that gray area, so raids like that were always a possibility. Nowadays there is nothing gray about the legal weed market. To keep your doors open you must be super-compliant: Everything has to be grown in specific ways, stored a certain way, packaged and delivered to a shop a certain way—and it’s all closely monitored by an army of regulators working for the Department of Cannabis Control. But back then? In the medical days, people would show up off the street with a duffel bag full of product, tell you they were a vendor, and sell their weed. I know a lot of people who were in that legacy market who miss those days. Despite our licenses, it still felt at times like we were in the Wild West.

			If it wasn’t the CHP giving us problems, it was sometimes my own employees. I remember opening the store one morning, and as I’m pulling product out of the safe and moving it to the display shelves, one of our oldest employees, whom we called Dirty J, sprinted through the doorway high on Oxycontin, grabbed three turkey bags of weed, and darted off. I ran out after him, only to see him heading down the block toward a van with its doors open. He tossed the bags into the van—maybe three pounds in total—and dove into the van as it sped off, tires screeching. It was straight out of a movie. Dude had the getaway car ready and everything. Thankfully our store was in a safe neighborhood, and those types of incidents were few and far between.

			Day after day at the Hemp Center, I witnessed an entire industry blooming. People from all different walks of life enjoy our product. And it was big business, making real money. I realized that what was happening in California would inevitably spread to other places, too. At some point, I figured, cannabis would be regulated for recreational use in other states, and a massive untapped market would be created. But the most important thing I realized was, there were no brands in the space. The weed we bought and sold was mostly unlabeled, displayed in a glass jar with just the name of the strain scrawled across a piece of tape. I became totally consumed with one thought. It was my fucking mantra: Whoever makes the first real brand in this space will win. And I was going to do absolutely whatever I could to be that person.

			That place and my experience there shaped who I am today, both as a person and as an entrepreneur. Those are just the facts. It’s where I developed my knowledge and enhanced my love for cannabis. It was where I discovered my special purpose and the role I was going to play during my time on this Earth, outside of being a father to my kids. I was going to be somebody who brought people together and built communities based on togetherness and a shared love of this stigmatized plant that I saw firsthand can be used for so much good.

			The Hemp Center is where I truly developed my Berner persona and where I began to truly blossom, serving medical marijuana customers by day and working on rap tracks in my janky, makeshift home studio by night, the whole time filming and posting each step of the journey as my following grew, slowly and organically.

			It was also the place where I hooked up with a group of friends who developed incredible, groundbreaking genetics. Together, we introduced strains like Cherry Pie, Sunset Sherbet, Girl Scout Cookies, and Gelato that remain arguably the most popular cannabis products that are being bought and smoked around the world to this day; I believe that 60 to 70 percent of all cannabis on the market today has at least part of our lineage in its DNA. I used my marketing instincts and promotional skills to create a blueprint to sell cannabis to the masses. At the same time, I started my own clothing line and began making rap albums at a wild pace. The clothes, the music, the weed all fueled my Cookies empire, which today is worth billions.

			What was merely a vision back in the Hemp Center’s days became reality. I became the face behind the most recognized cannabis brand on the planet. The story of how it happened and the lessons I learned along the way are a master class in building a business—no matter what the enterprise or where you come from.
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				Chapter 2

				Know the Rules Before You Break ’Em

			
			They say it’s not until you step over the line that you learn exactly where the line is. This is a good way to describe my education in weed and business. There’s no How to Trap textbook, or if there is, I damn sure never read it; I learned with my eyes and ears. I was never formally taught Business 101; my schooling took place in a pre-legalization world—in the streets and in the garages, alleyways, and basements of grow houses. I was a wide-eyed kid who soaked up everything. I paid close attention to the world around me and learned the rules of the game before I was old enough to drive. That upbringing gave me a foundation that I’ve drawn upon in every step of my journey.

			They also say that you don’t get to choose where you grow up, but looking back, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. So many of my moves to this day—and the strategy behind them—are rooted in the firsthand lessons I received growing up.

			Fast-forward, and my team and I created Cookies U, a two-month educational retreat at Cookies’ state-of-the-art R&D facility in Humboldt County. We teach the ins and outs of the cannabis industry—every step from growing the plant to marketing and selling your product to the world. I’m giving an opportunity to the young’ns out there who, in a world before legalization, had no choice but to learn the hard way like me. The way I see it, I’m laying the groundwork so that the next generation of whales like you know which rules are meant to be followed and which rules need to be broken if you want to achieve your wildest dreams.

			

			…

			The three of us were crammed together in the U-Haul truck as it shook and bounced along the freeway, the sun pounding down on us. I rode shotgun, clutching my seat cushion, with Mom behind the wheel and my brother, Matt, jammed into the back seat along with everything we owned. It was the summer of 1994, and I was eleven years old, just about to start middle school as we made the eight-hundred-mile trek southeast from the Daly City, California, home I grew up in to Chandler, Arizona, where my brother and I had been told my dad had plans to open a new restaurant and a new, bigger house was waiting for us.

			I was born in Children’s Hospital in San Francisco in 1983 and raised in nearby Daly City, a chill, diverse suburb of San Francisco. On Skyline Boulevard, which curves around San Francisco Bay, the fog would get so thick that I swear, you could be in a high-speed chase with police right behind you and toss a baggie (or whatever) out the window, and they wouldn’t be able to see a thing. It’s a scene I’ve played out in my head a lot over the years.

			I love my hometown. I grew up in a multicultural neighborhood full of flavor. You had Mexican families like mine next to Chinese families next to White, Black, Filipino, and Cambodian families. It felt communal—and it was never boring. Next door was a biker-gang house. They were cool, always had big parties going on. As kids we were always playing outside, but we never played cops and robbers; we played Crips and Bloods.

			As the U-Haul snaked its way from the California seaside toward the Arizona desert, Dad, we were told, was hanging back in Daly City to wrap up some business. My dad, Gilbert, was born in California, but most all his family are from Juárez, Mexico. He had a son and daughter from a previous marriage, and I was fairly close with my half-sister, who was a few years older than me. I wasn’t as close to Dad’s extended family as I was with Mom’s, but my great grandma on my dad’s side was a phenomenal chef, and several members of his family—uncles, cousins, you name it—owned and ran restaurants in San Francisco. As anyone who has opened a restaurant will tell you, it’s a grueling business, and so Dad’s family were all hardworking people. I remember visiting my great grandma as a little boy and her telling me that when she was a little kid she would work all day preparing food for just a single bean-and-cheese as payment.

			Dad had been in the restaurant business ever since I was born. Back then, he ran a Mexican restaurant at California and Fillmore streets, beginning a food journey that included a rotisserie chicken spot and a French fusion restaurant before he launched a catering business.

			Growing up, we spent a lot of time at Dad’s restaurants, and I’m glad I did. The restaurant business, I learned, is all about bartering. Day after day, I got to experience it firsthand.

			“Oh, you’re hungry?” Dad would ask, not waiting for the answer. “Go run across the street to Curbside Grill. Uncle Jerry is going to hook you up and put together a plate of chicken piccata for you.”

			He’d trade food and whatnot with other local business owners.

			“You’re bored? Go hit up the video store and rent a movie. Uncle Jason is going to take care of you.”

			It felt like some New York City shit. It was old-school, and it worked. The other business owners would come to my dad for his incredible burritos, and he’d set up credit for us around the neighborhood. We’d get pizza next door at Dino’s, pasta at a spot across the street, and hit up the nearby coffee shop with the good snacks. It was a whole network he’d created. Mine wasn’t the best dad when it came to being hands-on with his kids, but he still had an impact on me. I’m even named after him—my birth name is Gilbert Milam, Jr. Growing up, he’d call me “Junior.” Dad was named after his father, Gilbert, and also went by “Junior,” making me the third Gilbert Milam. And my toddler son, Gilbert, is the fourth. I learned how to negotiate, network, and barter watching my dad in those days. And I also learned how to leverage a situation when you have access to something people want, whether it’s burritos or bud.

			

			…

			When Mom first told me we were moving to Chandler, I was excited for the adventure. But the ride was hell. By the time the landscape outside the window turned into dry desert, the air-conditioning had fully broken and we were all dripping sweat. About halfway through the twelve-hour trip, Mom decided to pull in at a rest-stop diner in the middle of nowhere to grab a bite and take a break from the heat.

			My mom was a tough-ass woman who would do anything to take care of her family. Mom grew up in Huntington Beach, California, in your typical Italian family—the Tambarinos—and as a kid I spent plenty of time with my cousins at big family dinners enjoying some delicious meatballs, red sauce, and homemade pasta. She moved to San Francisco and worked as a headhunter and met my dad at his restaurant, where she’d go for burritos. They began dating and must have hit it off because I was born not too long after. Mom’s work ethic was off the charts. As soon as we moved to Arizona, she opened her own business as a job recruiter. On the side, she also worked as a water aerobics instructor at our local YMCA. It wasn’t until years later that I learned she was also working a newspaper delivery job to earn extra income. She never told us about it and would do her routes before we woke up in the morning. A total hustler.

			From the moment we walked through the diner doors in Nowhere, Arizona, I could feel the small-town vibes and immediately felt out of place. For one thing, it seemed most everyone was White. I never thought much about being a minority in San Francisco. Everyone around was something—from brown to black to full-body-tattoo blue. I put my head down as we made our way to a booth, and I noticed people staring at us and giving us weird looks. When it came time to order, our waitress was giving Mom hella attitude. Just rude for no reason. As soon as the waitress was out of earshot, Mom told Matt and me that we were going to dine-and-dash, and that it wasn’t up for debate.

			As soon as we finished our meal, it was go time. She pulled out a few dollar bills, flipped over a full glass of water, and placed the bills under the cup. “That’ll make it look like we left a tip,” she said. “That waitress is going to be too busy cleaning up this mess to realize we haven’t paid.” I looked around nervously. She stood up, grabbed a bottle of hot sauce and the salt and pepper shakers from the table, and tossed them into her purse with a smile on her face. I begged her not to, but it was no use. She’d already made up her mind. That was Mom: the sweetest person in the world—until she felt she needed to be spiteful.

			The notoriously relentless Arizona sun beat down on the U-Haul as we pulled into the driveway of our new home in Chandler. There had recently been a monsoon in the area, and I still remember the smell of the wet grass from the driveways as we arrived. Our new home was a cookie-cutter house in a new development, beige stucco with a Spanish tile roof, like all the other ones on the street, lined up row after row. There was a swimming pool in the backyard and three bedrooms, which meant that Matt and I wouldn’t have to share a room anymore. We’d barely made it three steps into the door when Mom shut it behind us.

			“Boys,” she said abruptly. “I need to talk to you. Your father isn’t coming.”

			She broke the news to us. She had caught him cheating on her and had decided to seek a divorce. She explained it all very matter-of-factly, brushing it off and letting us know that we were going to be OK. If she was heartbroken or afraid, she put on a brave face and didn’t show us. It’s one of the million reasons why I still consider Mom the strongest person I’ve ever met. She kissed Matt and me on the forehead and told us she loved us. Then we ran into the backyard and jumped into the pool with all our clothes on.

			

			…

			We were starting from scratch, and it felt like it. Looking around at Chandler, everything was different than Daly City. I had left a community that was a perfect alphabet soup of weirdness and cool and had landed in a place that was, with the exception of the odd Mexican, very White and boring. Where the fuck am I? I thought to myself as I looked up and down our street at all the uniform houses. It felt like some Twilight Zone shit. There were a few kids playing outside, but everyone kept to themselves. I wondered how I’d ever make friends.

			On our first full day in town, Mom must have sensed that we were bored and suggested that we walk to Walgreens to pick up some snacks. Cool. We started walking, and some guy driving by must’ve seen my black, slicked-back hair because he rolled down his window and yelled “Fuckin’ beaner!” and threw an egg at me. Welcome to Arizona. I don’t ever like to put myself in a box, but I’ve always been proud of my Latino roots. My dad spoke Spanish around the house, and I cherished growing up in Mexican restaurants and around that culture. I’ve never thought too heavy on it, but being in Chandler was definitely making me more aware of who I was.

			Later that day the rains began to fall again. It was like nothing I’d ever seen. Gallons and gallons came pouring down, and in no time our entire street was flooded. I stepped out into the middle of the road, the water up past my ankles, and soaked it in.

			Still, I spent those early days feeling scared and alone. With the first school semester around the corner, I didn’t think I’d ever find homies, let alone ones who were cool and tapped in. At first my classmates called me “Crisco,” because of my slicked-back hair, which was the popular style back in Daly City. When they found out I was from San Francisco, they also started making jokes about Full House and Rice-A-Roni, and called me “gay”—all the San Fran stereotypes coming at me at once.

			But those early awkward days didn’t last long, and soon I found my way into a small crew of friends: Bear, Eli, and Ruben. In my school, kids had to fit into one of three categories: jocks, gangsters, or goths. We were gangsters, and we didn’t need to look far to find our role models. All three of my new homies had older brothers who were notorious hustlers in and around Chandler. They drove cars with nice rims. They wore big gold chains. They smoked weed and listened to rap music. They were swagged out, larger than life. And we wanted to be just like them.

			Ruben’s older brothers were active in the streets, especially his oldest bro, Sergio. I’ll never forget the first time I met him. He was wearing a giant Turkish gold chain with an ornate gold cross dangling from it. It was just like a chain I remembered seeing Tupac wearing in an interview on MTV. Pac was a hero of mine. We all loved him. I told Sergio I was from the Bay, and I knew who the underground rappers were in that scene—guys like E-40 and B-Legit, who were featured on Pac’s All Eyez on Me. That seemed to impress him and his friends, and they started to vibe with me.

			Ruben’s brothers sold weed all over town. They would keep it in the garage of their family home, garbage bags filled with bales of cheap Mexican weed. One day we worked up the courage to grab a big handful out of one of the bags. We crammed it into a Ziploc baggie and took it to school. Huddled around my locker, each of us shoved a hand into the bag
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