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A billion dollars in sales, or was it 350 million? Who was really keeping track, anyway? From
underground raves and Hollywood parties to run-ins with organized crime and going toe-to-toe
with the US government itself, in this unbelievable autobiography, Shaahin Cheyene tells the
often-bizarre story of how one rags-to-riches teenager commandeered the rising tide of music,
money, and drugs in Venice Beach, California in the 90s to become...

About the AuthorRosauro Rosa Acosta (Pampatar, Venezuela, 1925-2001) Poeta, narrador,
Cronista de Pampatar y del Estado Nueva Esparta, Miembro Correspondiente por el Estado
Nueva Esparta a las Academias de la Lengua y de la Historia, fue inquieto activista cultural,
fundador de bibliotecas y periódicos. Dirigió por largos años el Suplemento Cultural del diario
"El Sol de Margarita", manteniendo en diversos medios locales, regionales y nacionales su
columna "Caracol de la Isla", de muy grata recordación. Hizo de su hacer literario una profunda
comunión con su pueblo, legándole una amplia variedad de títulos fundamentales para
entender la historia, las costumbres y el modo de ser margariteño, entre los que destacan: "Los
Hombres del 4 de Mayo", "Diccionario Geográfico-Histórico del Estado Nueva Esparta", "Pueblo
de la Mar", "La Asunción: Noble y Eterna", "Muestra del Folklore Margariteño", "De Antiguas
Ansiedades", "Playeras", "La Mariposa Negra y Otros Relatos", "Los Robles: Datos para su
Historia", "El Castillo de Santa Rosa", "Los Hombres de Matasiete", "La Iglesia del Santísimo
Cristo del Buen Viaje", y "Diccionario Margariteño. Biográfico, Geográfico e Histórico". --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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To my boy Soma and wife Mahdis. May we live an extraordinary life and make a dent in the
universe together.

Author’s Note*Stuff we write hoping that people don’t actually get offended and sue us.This is a
true story, based on my best abilities to recall various events in my life (which are certainly
flawed). Some names and identifying characteristics of certain people mentioned in the book
have been changed to protect their privacy. In some instances, I rearranged and/or compressed
events and time periods in service of the narrative, and I recreated dialogue to match my best
recollection of those exchanges.In my opinion everything here is true, but it may not be entirely
factual. In some cases I have compressed events; in others I may have made two people into
one. I may have occasionally embroidered. I learned early that the most important thing in life is
a good story.Names, characters, places, and incidents may be the product of the author’s
faltering memory or imagination or may be used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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Foreword:As an FBI hostage negotiator, I persuaded terrorists, bank robbers and kidnappers to
see things my way. Similarly, on the other side of the tracks, Shaahin started from less than 0
and used persuasion and influence to create over a billion dollars in revenue.I created and used
field-tested strategies, not only in my work, but in everyday negotiations. Through the help of
mentors, grit and simple trial and error, Shaahin learned some of these tactics by default.With
that said, it is almost endless what he could have done if he had had the right training and
guidance in these techniques early in life.So many of the tools that you will find within these
pages align with what I know to be true. Strong communication skills will help you to get more of
what you want out of life.Everything in life is a negotiation. From your morning coffee order to a
job interview to getting your kids to do their homework, your life could be in a completely
different place just by improving how you negotiate.Prepare yourself ahead of time, and be
willing to authentically connect with the other person. Hear what they have to say and see things
from their point of view—it can make all the difference in the world. The person across the table
from you is your partner; someone to be worked with in pursuing a mutually beneficial
outcome.Negotiation does not have to be adversarial. If both parties feel heard, both can walk
away satisfied through collaboration. Compromise is not a “win-win,” as neither side feels that
they got what they wanted. Never split the difference, as that creates a bad outcome for both
sides.When the stakes are high, every step matters. You have to access all the negotiation tools
you have at your disposal, including strong problem-solving skills, improvisation and emotional
intelligence. A critical part of our negotiation strategy involves “black swans.” A black swan is a
piece of information that can dramatically change the trajectory of the negotiation in your favor.
When discovered during the fact-finding stage, they can assist in structuring your approach. This
includes deciding which techniques to use based on personal and business background
research. Mapping out your strategic plan allows you to determine the best time to reveal the
black swan in order to garner a competitive edge. Asking targeted questions during the
interactions may also lead to a black swan being revealed. To use the information to gain the
upper hand requires you to pay attention and be able to pivot and adjust your plan.Remember
that the other side will also be looking for black swans to help them. Be aware of the hidden
things that, if discovered, would weigh the negotiations in their favor. Incorporate defense
strategies into your game plan, and be prepared to deploy them as needed. During discussions,
any changes in body language or tone could be a sign that something is being concealed. A



sudden change around a particular subject should be noted and the issue investigated to see if
there is anything that could be exploited. Black swans should not be laid out for all to see. Having
one in your back pocket may provide you with the edge you need at a pivotal moment and give
you the advantage you need to bring the negotiations to a close. You will see in the book how
Shaahin used a black swan to strategize a new approach in a make-or-break situation.
Combined with innovative and creative thinking, the knowledge he gained from a surprise
source enabled him to catapult his business forward, even while being challenged by a larger
adversary.Learn from previous interactions, but don’t let them blind you to what is being
communicated in the current moment. Never assume you know what the other side wants. Look
at each exchange as an opportunity to uncover as much information as possible.There is power
in deference. Asking questions, especially “what” or “how,” allows the other person to feel
powerful, even though it gives you the upper hand. Questions allow them to feel heard, and also
provide you with clarity on their true intentions and motives. This makes the negotiations “we-
centered,” as opposed to “me-centred.” Shaahin has mastered the skill of encouraging others to
open up and expose what they really want.Mirroring is my Jedi mind trick. Repeating the last 3
critical words of what someone else has said makes them feel heard. People love to be mirrored;
they love to be encouraged to go on. Mirroring focuses attention and makes people more
receptive to what you have to say. Their responses, in turn, indicate the actual strength of their
position. You can also mirror their attitudes, beliefs, ideas and even modes of dress as people
trust those who are like them.Finding agreement establishes a bond. Enabling the other person
to say, “That’s right” confirms their belief in something as a fact, not an opinion. This helps you
find what drives them.Remember that words are only a small part of communication. What I call
Tactical Empathy—recognizing and vocalizing the situation from the other person’s perspective;
being aware of their emotions; paying attention to their words, tone and body language to help
decipher their motivations—Shaahin embodies, and he demonstrates it in his approach to life.
This ability to show empathy and display a sincere desire to better understand the other’s
circumstances allows both sides to experience a true win-win, a technique shown throughout
several examples in the book. It requires that you take emotions into consideration—both
positive and negative. You can then work to defuse the negative feelings and magnify the
positive ones. If you can draw out their aspirations, hopes and dreams for the future, you can
demonstrate how you can affect that.Learning these skills changes the way you respond to
events in your life—big and small—and gives you more confidence in each interaction. If you
prepare ahead and approach each interaction with a willingness to listen and connect as well a
sense of deference, curiosity, positivity and empathy, you will build trust and emerge with the
best deal possible.We all need people in our lives, and to be able to influence those people
using tactical empathy is an essential tool in every entrepreneur’s toolkit. Whether you’re aiming
to improve your income, salary, the service you receive or your relationships, developing
stronger communication skills allows you to achieve game-changing insights into human nature,
and get more of what you want out of life. In the pages that follow, you will share Shaahin’s wild



ride through the 90s and beyond. I hope you enjoy this as much as I did.Chris VossNever Split
The Difference: Negotiating As If YourLife Depended On ItCEO, The Black Swan Group Ltd.

Introduction:I had a hundred grand in a nearly collapsed In-N-Out bag. Ten stacks of ten
thousand dollars each, five inches high when stacked on top of one another. Shorter than you’d
think, but heavier, too. I wondered how long the greasy take-out bag would hold before the
bottom gave out.Borris had chased me down in the hallway a few minutes earlier with it. “Here’s
the cash for the Japanese order, boss,” he said hurriedly as he tried to shove it into my arms. He
carried the stack of bills in front of him like he was balancing a cake on a tray.You could sense
his urgency, his desire to rid himself of the money. He wasn’t very comfortable with cash, but he
knew that I was. In those days, I literally had piles of it lying everywhere. One of the perks—or
hazards, maybe—of being a pill pusher.“Fuckin’ hell, Borris,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re just
going to walk around like that?”Borris was my right hand, my zookeeper. Think Wags from the
Showtime series Billions. He was a good guy and meant well but was not, generally speaking,
the cleverest man in the room. He blinked down at the conspicuous stacks of cash in his
hands.“At least put it in a bag,” I said with a soft chuckle.So Borris found a trash bin, pulled out
an empty In-N-Out bag from inside, and dumped the cash in there.“Sorry, boss. Wasn’t thinking,”
he mumbled quickly as he handed me the bag. “Just didn’t want to leave it lying around here—
you know, with all that’s been going on lately.…” He didn’t need to tell me what he meant by that.
Every three-letter agency in the country was after us, and leeches were lurking around within the
company itself, threatening to bleed all our success dry. He was damn right to be cautious.So I
smiled and thanked him as I took the bag, tucking it under my arm before heading out to the
gathering I was en route to that night. I could have left it there and had Accounting deal with it
later—unless someone decided to steal it or throw the bag back into the trash while I was gone.
Both were equally plausible. Borris was great at acting as a buffer between my staff and me,
which made him invaluable to me in those days, but even he couldn’t keep all of our employees
in check. Not with all that money lying around the office all the time. Like I said—a hazard of the
job.“A billion in sales, boss,” our lead sales guy, Kirby, wheezed out from behind his desk as I
passed by. He was the company’s resident madman, with a chronic habit for waking and baking.
I wondered if maybe being perpetually high had finally made an impact on his ability to count
correctly.I spun back around, all thoughts of the party erased. “What was that?” I asked
incredulously.Kirby coughed and ran a hand over his unkempt hair. “Uh… I think we just passed
a billion in sales?” He said it more like a question than a statement of fact.“Oh, and also, CNN
wants an interview today, and some guy from Tokyo wants you to send a car to meet him,” my
secretary, Julie, chimed in (yes, we still had secretaries back then).I was confused. “How can
that be possible?”“Well, I don’t think the guy has anyone to pick him up, so—”I waved a hand
impatiently to silence her. “No, no—how could we have done a billion in sales?”The look in
Kirby’s slightly glazed eyes was as surprised as mine. “After Montel Williams and Nightline aired,
retail and international sales went through the roof,” he shrugged, scrolling through the numbers



on his computer screen. “We sold out in most markets.”Fuck, I thought. The number seemed
unfathomable to me. How could we have done a billion in sales without someone mentioning it
earlier? How much is a billion dollars, anyways? Was it a thousand thousand or a thousand
million? Would they ask me that on CNN? No, they’re not going to ask you that, you moron, I told
myself. Surely CNN knew how much a billion was without having to ask a teenage
entrepreneur.“I can’t do the interview,” I told Julie, ignoring Kirby and his outrageous claims for
the moment. Maybe he really was just high.“What? You have to,” she said imploringly.I checked
my watch. “I’ve got a meditation ceremony I need to get to, and I think it’s gonna run long
tonight.” She stared at me with her mouth hanging open slightly, unable to comprehend how I
could turn down a spot on CNN for a spiritual gathering. Julie was still figuring out how to cope
with all the crazy stuff happening in the company daily, and I certainly didn’t make things any
easier for her with my mercurial moments like these.“But the interview’s not until later,” she
whined, clearly hoping she could still convince me to change my mind. Kirby had zoned out
again and didn’t notice when Julie shot him a look, hoping to get some backup. She sighed in
frustration when she saw none would be forthcoming.“And I’ve got a party at my place tonight,” I
added, and Julie’s shoulders slumped as she realized the battle was well and truly lost. “Which
place?” She asked.“Malibu,” I said. “Some big Hollywood people are coming to the meditation
ceremony, and I’m going to invite them all ’round to my place after. Why don’t you stop by? I can
finally introduce you to some of those American stars you’ve been dying to meet.” I grinned at
Julie, and she rolled her eyes in reply. She had moved here from England a year ago and was
always complaining that she hadn’t gotten to experience enough of the L.A. lifestyle, which was
kind of insane, considering where she worked. I checked my watch and started toward the exit
again. “Anyways, I’ve gotta go, sorry. Wish I could help!”“That’s completely within your power,”
Julie called after me, but I was already halfway to the door. “So wait, who’ll do the
interview?”“Why don’t you do it?” I said, flashing her one last grin around the doorframe on my
way out.I’m not sure if they all thought I was kidding or not. I wasn’t sure myself. All I knew was
that I was not about to miss my meditation event over a TV interview. In a business like ours,
there was never any need to pander to the press. They’d be chasing us down for another
interview in a few days, regardless of whether or not I went tonight.With the greasy bag of cash
in hand, I made my way toward the elevator but stopped suddenly. I’d almost forgotten, thanks to
Kirby’s ten-figure revelation still swirling around in my mind, but the In-N-Out bag reminded me
that I had some important housekeeping to do. I turned back to the office and scanned the room,
looking for two employees in particular.“Chris? Emma? Stand up,” I yelled.They did.“You’re fired,”
I said simply.Their jaws dropped.“Don’t act surprised. You know exactly what for,” I said. “And
don’t worry about packing your stuff. It’s already out back. Next to the dumpster.” Their mouths
fell open a little wider. They were lucky that was all I’d done. “Borris? Make sure they’re gone by
the end of the day. And that they don’t take anything with them they shouldn’t.”Borris nodded
silently, and I turned on my heel and left. Those two had been stealing my pills and running their
own side operation, selling them on the beach. I couldn’t have that. I wouldn’t.Walking through



the office door, I stepped out into the unadulterated California sunshine. Venice Beach was only
a block and a half away, and the late afternoon breeze carried the faint smell of ocean air with it.
It was 1996, the rave and party scene was huge, and Venice was the epicenter of it all. Two-and-
a-half miles of coastline where every kind of subculture came together in a technicolor melting
pot: stoners, ravers, hippies, goths, new-age gurus, street performers, and sideshows all lovingly
called it home (and still do), and any night of the week you could find some underground party to
go to that was pulsing with bass-heavy music and unbridled energy. This was the perfect place
to set up a lucrative drug trade, catering to the ravegoers’ never-ending appetite for designer
highs, and that’s exactly what we did.Only, I was never too fond of the idea of going to prison. So,
instead of selling ecstasy—the biggest drug in the world at that time—I found a way to win over
ravers’ hearts and minds with a 100% legal product instead. Now sales were off the charts and
money was pouring in faster than we could count it. I looked down at the take-out bag clutched in
my fist. We were at the top of our game, and it seemed like there was nowhere to go from here
but up. What they never tell you, though, is how the altitude affects you when you’re at the top.
Less oxygen to breathe, your head starts spinning, then one misplaced step, and suddenly you
find you’re falling back down to earth. And the journey down is a lot faster than the way up.As I
walked over to my car, I bumped into a gorgeous young actress I’d met once before who lived in
the area. She was even more stunning than I remembered, and she must have recognized me
when she saw me because she immediately smiled and walked over.She was wearing cut-off
shorts that revealed her long, bronzed legs, and she gave off this breezy, carefree vibe that I
used to find irresistible. And that smell, my God. It was something like patchouli and rose oil. Or
was it peaches? Who cares. Whatever it was, she smelled amazing. I wasn’t sure whether she
was one of those types who simply gravitated toward anyone with money, or if she’d actually
liked me from when we met before, but at that moment, I didn’t really put too much thought into
it.“Where are you going in such a hurry?” she asked with a coy smile, then glanced down at the
paper bag in my hand. “Lunch?”“Actually, there’s a hundred thousand dollars in here.” She
laughed.I wondered what she would say if she’d known I wasn’t joking. “I was just on my way to
my beach house, if you care to join me?” I asked instead. “We could go for a swim?”“But I don’t
have my swimsuit!” she protested, with another one of those bashful grins.“Guess we’ll just have
to make do,” I chuckled. It looked like the meditation rendezvous would have to wait for another
day. I’ve always believed in following my intuition—a philosophy that, more often than not, has
managed to lead me to some of the greatest and most unexpected opportunities in my life. And
right then, my intuition was telling me that this was going to be a much more productive way to
spend my evening than going to the ceremony. Did I mention my intuition also sometimes got me
into trouble?The next thing I knew, I was blasting down the Pacific Coast Highway with my
accidental companion in the passenger seat of my brand new, jet-black Acura NSX and the bag
of cash stuffed in the footwell. I don’t think it would qualify as a “sweet ride” nowadays (maybe
more of a “classic supercar”), but back then, it was the epitome of cool—it even came complete
with speakerphone functionality, a feature which I remember blew me away for its technological



advancement. It was the 90s, okay?As we snaked along the coastline toward Malibu though,
even the company of a beautiful woman, her hand grazing suggestively over my knee and the
smell of her enigmatic perfume blending with the ocean air, wasn’t enough to keep my mind from
the state of my fledgling business. She was talking to me—something about how she’d always
loved the beach at sunset—but I didn’t hear a word she said. I was having my first major life
crisis, and I wasn’t even 21 yet.I had just started to get used to seeing the word “MILLIONS” on
TV and in print articles talking about me and the business, but even that still made me slightly
uncomfortable. My success was growing faster than I could keep up, and the more money we
made, the more critical the media’s narrative became. All I wanted to do was focus on running
my company, not perform on air so that CNN or whoever could get the sound bite they needed to
support their evening headline. That’s why I always ended up pushing Rob, my frontman CEO, in
front of the cameras on my behalf—that way, I could maintain some precious anonymity for
myself. But now that we were making S, not millions, there was going to be even more pressure
from the media for me to put my own face out there, and I didn’t feel ready to be thrust into that
limelight just yet.Things moved so fast in those days. If I stopped to think about it for even a
moment, it all seemed like just a blur of motion, circling around me too quickly to make any
sense of it. A fucking Billion? With a capital B! What the actual fuck? I thought to myself. Did I
really make that much? Holy shit, I might need to actually get an accountant. Maybe I need a
real lawyer now, too. Oh, this is going to get sticky. I nearly went off the road at one point, my
attention more on my own thoughts than the task at hand. Okay, Shaahin, don’t forget to
breathe.Where was all this money, anyways? I mean, I didn’t see it in my accounts. Was
everybody stealing from me? Was it all a lie? Or was it real? How long could I keep this up
before the whole house of cards came tumbling down?A Billion dollars. And I had made it in just
a few short years. Or had I? Where was the sense of satisfaction? Where was the relief, the
feeling of security I had imagined? Was this what the pinnacle of success looked like? It sure
didn’t feel like it. The optics were all right—awesome car, stunning woman, stacks of cash—but I
still felt like I didn’t belong. I was certain that the press, my friends and my employees were all
going to eventually find out that I was a fraud. Just a kid playing at being a millionaire. Do I even
deserve this? I thought.I pulled into the driveway of my beach house and pushed my existential
worries aside for the moment. It was an epic structure that looked more like a national museum
than a home, and it was right on Malibu’s famed Celebrity Row. I had bought this place on a
whim from the Beverly Hills Cop actor, Bronson Pinchot, who had spent millions designing it to
be a replica of the quintessential Italian villa, overlooking arguably the finest stretch of white
sand beach on earth. The waves were crashing rhythmically against the first-floor balcony, tinted
crimson by the setting sun, and I heard a little gasp from my passenger as she stepped out of
the car. “You live here?” she asked, looking between my T-shirted adolescent self and my
incongruous home with obvious disbelief.It was another piece of the perfect, billion-dollar-
company-owner image that I presented to the world; another thing that barely felt real. She
probably thought I was squatting in the place while the real owner was out of town, and



sometimes I found myself thinking the same thing. I had lived there for nearly six months and,
aside from my bed and a couple bean bags, I didn’t have a single stick of furniture in the whole
house.As I headed inside with the In-N-Out bag, I remembered that my date from the previous
night was still there. This was either going to play out very badly for me, or very well. I tossed the
greasy bag to Adan, a vegan chef I’d hired to cater to my diet (which was still a pretty obscure
lifestyle choice in those days). “Can you stick this in the fridge?” I said as he caught the package,
arching a quizzical brow at the logo.By the time I came back outside, my new arrival was already
on the beach and had made fast friends with last night’s conquest. The two of them were sipping
drinks and nibbling on some vegan tapas in their sun loungers, making me think I’d definitely
made the right choice in forgoing my meditation meet-up that night. I kicked off my shoes and
was halfway to joining them when my hippie attorney came running out through the front door to
intercept me. He seemed distressed, and more than just his usual, drug-addledand-in-over-his-
head franticness. Something big was up.Fame, drugs, beautiful women, fast cars, private jets,
celebrities, millions in cash, and now a billion… fuck. As I looked down and from where I was
standing, the fall seemed breathtakingly steep.Better not fall, then, Shaahin.

CHAPTER 1:AMBITION“Success is not final; failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that
counts.”Winston Churchill1Every boy has some ambitions, right?I had ambition in droves from a
very early age. Especially coming from the third world and then growing up in a place where
anything was possible (but where I also didn’t feel like I truly ever fit in). I trusted in my hunger for
success as the thing that would help make me belong. Mine was a lower-middle-class immigrant
family living in one of the wealthiest postcodes in the United States, and I always looked around
me and knew I wanted to be like all the rich people in our neighborhood one day. I knew nobody
was going to hand it to me. I was going to have to fight for it myself.Back in Iran, I’d led a
completely different life. I had been surrounded by people who looked like me, thought like me,
and spoke the same language. I didn’t feel like an outsider, and I’d been free to explore the world
in any way that I saw fit. My friends and I were largely left to our own devices. All of the
neighborhood kids would get together and raise hell during the day, and I usually assumed the
role of our de facto ringleader. Sources of amusement were few, so we had to be pretty creative
when coming up with things to do to entertain ourselves.Near my house, there was a dirt track
that went down a steep hill, and one day my friends and I got the idea to turn it into our own
downhill racing track. We took the shopping carts from the local supermarket and made helmets
out of cardboard boxes stuffed with paper bags and sweaters (for safety), then took turns
pushing each other down the slope. The cart almost never made it to the bottom unscathed. It
would hit a stone or a rut in the road, flip over and catapult its occupant down the hillside; but our
sprains and scrapes didn’t deter us. I remember looking over the edge at the top of the hill, my
face bloodied where the makeshift helmet had come flying off on my last ride and my arms
wrapped in duct tape to staunch the bleeding from my various other wounds; heart pounding
from the thrill of another death-defying launch. With one firm push from my accomplices, the cart



was off, barrelling down the hill, and the only thing I could hear was the wind rushing past my
ears and the sound of my own wild cries of victory.In a way, I guess you could say my story is the
perfect example of the great American Dream made reality. I was born in the 1970s, in what were
pretty turbulent times in the history of Iran. A fundamentalist revolution was brewing in the
country, and the circumstances surrounding this upheaval were totally unique. It lacked many of
the customary elements generally associated with revolutions: defeat after a war, financial crisis,
rebellion by the poor and disenfranchised, or a disgruntled military. In fact, a wholesale rejection
of Western influence was at its core. It was an astonishingly profound change, which took place
at lightning speed. Iran was on its way to becoming a theocracy under the guardianship of the
Islamic Jurists that persists today. It was in these unorthodox circumstances in 1975 that I was
born into a Jewish family on the outskirts of Tehran, the capital of the country. By 1979, the
revolution had run its course, and my family—with me in tow—fled Iran for fear of
persecution.There were no long goodbyes and no time even to realize that I would never see
any of my friends again. My parents simply said we were leaving, and I threw everything I owned
into six suitcases in the middle of the night—just to be told that there was only space for me to
bring one. My whole family snuck out of the house like furtive criminals, and we literally ran
through the streets with our bags to get to the airport and board the plane that would take us to
the West as refugees.Overnight, everything changed. The week before I left, it had been my turn
on the shopping cart with my duct tape bandages, hurtling down a dirt hill in Tehran. I didn’t
know that anything else existed aside from that state of perfect independence, or how suddenly I
was about to be ripped away from it. One moment I was in the club, paying my dues, and then
the next, I was out on my own in the world.It’s incredible how a person can be thrown into a
completely different life just by a twist of fate. Ronald Reagan starts his book An American Life
by reflecting on how luck played a similar role in shaping his life. “If I’d gotten the job I wanted at
Montgomery Ward,” he writes in his first chapter, “I suppose I would never have left Illinois.”
Similarly, if it weren’t for the revolution, my family would never have moved to Germany and later,
like so many other Iranian immigrants, to the United States. At the end of the day, I guess it all
worked out for the best for my family and me. Who knows what kind of dreary work I would have
pursued and the sort of colorless existence I would have lived, had I not come to the United
States? From being destined for obscurity on the outskirts of Tehran to building a fortune worth
millions of dollars, my life reads like an excerpt straight out of a rags-to-riches fantasy tale. Only,
it really happened, and calling it a crazy journey is an understatement.But my transition to life in
a new country wasn’t exactly smooth. It’s always astonishing to me how unforgiving life can be to
those who refuse to change it. As a little olive-skinned foreigner from the Middle East, I was
bullied mercilessly as a kid by my Californian schoolmates—mostly for being a “towelhead,” or
some similar uninventive slur. I could have let them beat me down and ended up with all the
ambition kicked out of me. But I didn’t. I’d gone from being the head of my gang in Iran to a third-
rate citizen in L.A. Now I had to adapt and figure out how to fight back.When I was being bullied
at school, I discovered the films of Bruce Lee, who I really believe was one of the ultimate life



hackers. Lee was a thin Chinese man, a minority like me, who, despite all of that, managed to
kick ass in the most badass of ways. I remember watching him thinking, Oh my god, I want to
learn from this guy, just to discover he was already dead—he had passed away in 1973, two
years before I was born.When I was older, I bought Tao of Jeet Kune Do, his posthumously
published collection of writings, which was a formative book for me, because it taught me about
Eastern philosophy and Bruce Lee’s personal philosophy of life—for instance, being like water,
in the sense that water can move around other objects or take the shape of anything that it’s in.
That really spoke to me; that need to be agile and flexible and persevering in the way I
approached the world. I later went on to read a lot of different self-improvement and business
gurus’ books (like The Greatest Salesman in the World, Think and Grow Rich and The Trick to
Money is Having Some). The process of absorbing all of those ideas and incorporating them into
the way I lived my life played a significant role in molding me into the person I am.Reading all of
this had a dramatic impact on me psychologically, mostly because I saw that there were people
who, despite coming from a lower economic background, despite being bullied, despite being
disabled—despite all that stuff—managed to make it. They had this real stick-to-it-iveness that
gave them the ability to just not quit, to persevere no matter what. That spoke to me and inspired
me, as a scrawny immigrant kid who was determined to carve out a path for himself in the world,
even if it seemed like there were insurmountable barriers in the way of achieving that. I didn’t
want to be just another person who was marginalized or bullied—I wanted to be relentless and
aggressive about going after what I wanted, but also fair. Reading those books taught me a lot
about how to do that. And Bruce Lee was the start of that whole journey for me.That all came
about somewhat later, though. At first, the immediate problem I had to deal with was getting the
stuffing kicked out of me regularly at school and on the playground, by guys who were usually
five or six years older than me and quite a bit bigger than I was. I was a small kid, but so was
Bruce Lee, and watching his movies had given me the idea to learn more about self-defense so
that even when I was up against someone twice my size, I’d be able to hold my own. At first, I
practiced martial arts by myself, just imitating the things I’d seen in movies and the techniques
Lee had written about. Then I signed up for a weekly martial arts class in my neighborhood.For
me, it was the empowerment of having that skill set and of knowing that I could now defend
myself physically, which added to my physical and mental well-being in general. As a child in
school, it helped me immensely, giving me the confidence to stand up for myself and the know-
how to back up my inborn fighting spirit.Before learning martial arts, I’d been in a fair few fights,
all waged in a graceless blur of flying fists and feet, and I had always ended up just as bloodied
(if not more) than my opponents by the time the dust settled. That never stopped me, though. Oh
no. When faced with the option of fight or flight, I always chose the former. I could never stand
the idea of letting someone get away with injustice, or allowing myself to be the target of it. But
once I knew how to handle myself a little better, it meant I wasn’t risking my young life every time
I decided to go toe-to-toe with a teenage bully who stood head and shoulders above me. And
once the bullies figured out that I wasn’t such easy prey, they quickly left me alone and went in



search of richer pickings elsewhere, as is usually the case with bullies.Learning how to control
my body and mind was incredibly beneficial for me in other ways, too. Martial arts represented a
practice of intense self-discipline that had an enormous impact on other aspects of my life,
particularly when it came to pursuing my young dreams of success.I may not have had many
opportunities handed to me early on in life, but I did have grit. Growing up in the streets of
Tehran, I’d learned to be independent, and the streets of California had given me a fascination
with wealth and the various means of achieving it. Then martial arts gave me the self-discipline
to pursue that goal relentlessly, no matter what it took.“I’m going to have my own martial arts
empire one day,” I told my parents one morning over breakfast when I was about 12 or 13. “Just
like Bruce Lee.”“You’re only a yellow belt,” my brother said tauntingly.I shot him a defensive sneer
and stuck out my tongue. “I’ll get better, stupid!”“Don’t call your brother stupid,” my mother
automatically chimed in, her chiding an in-built response by now. “I don’t think you should be
dedicating your life to violence, Shaahin.”“I told you we shouldn’t let him watch those fu-kung
movies,” Dad grumbled from behind his newspaper.“Kung fu,” I sighed exasperatedly. “It’s called
kung fu, not fu-kung. And it’s not about violence. It’s about discipline,” I said, with a matter-of-fact
nod.My father snorted. “Discipline! That’s something I doubt you’ll get better at.” I glared at the
front page of his paper, but he was too absorbed in it to notice what was going on beyond the
bifold.Mine was a fairly traditional, nuclear, immigrant Jewish family, although relatively poor.
Despite running a business for thirty years, my dad was always something of a failure financially.
I also dreamed of having my own business—just not the kind he had. In fact, my number one
goal was never to be anything like my father when I grew up. I guess you could say that he
inspired me in all the wrong ways, and showed me exactly what I didn’t want to do with my
life.My dad’s formula for everything was simply to get by. Take two parts religion, one part
culture, one part “I’ll just go to work and hope that everything turns out okay”—that was the
formula for how he led his life. Meanwhile, my mom was a dutiful mother. She took care of us;
she cooked, she cleaned, she did her own version of the neurotic Jewish housewife thing. We
were the typical immigrant family. The highest hopes that my parents could have had for me
would be that I end up becoming a doctor, because they thought that the height of success was
to be a doctor, or maybe a lawyer. But I had different plans.We were a poor family in an affluent
part of town, and even though I didn’t know first-hand what it was like to be rich, I saw wealth and
success all around me. People in the Pacific Palisades, where we lived, had money, and even
some of our family members who had left Iran with money were doing quite well for themselves
in America, but we weren’t one of them. My mom had been a secretary for a big company in Iran
before the revolution, and she became a stay-at-home mom after we emigrated. My dad had
been an accountant in our previous lives and now worked at the dry cleaners he owned in town.
Neither of them understood the wild ideas I had, like building a martial arts empire. It was all a
little too bizarre for the now-safe world they lived in.The life we lived was comfortable enough,
but frugal.I was never allowed to buy clothing new, from a store. Instead, the clothes that my little
brother and I wore were always two or three sizes too big for us, because we would have to wait



for a customer to leave their clothes behind at my dad’s dry cleaners and forget to pick them up,
at which point they became viable hand-me-downs for us. We used to pray that a kid would
come in, like a cool surfer guy with great style, and forget to pay his bill or come collect his stuff,
so that we could wear it ourselves.I didn’t even know what a real restaurant was until I was about
15. We ate at home—whatever my mother had decided to cook that day—and maybe
occasionally went to a McDonald’s or something as a treat, but the idea of sitting down at a
restaurant and being able to order whatever you wanted was totally foreign to me.Meanwhile, my
friends in the Pacific Palisades were immersed in a totally different kind of lifestyle.I would go
over to their houses, and their parents would have fancy cars in the driveway of a big mansion,
and they’d order takeout for dinner from anywhere they chose. I was awed at the idea of eating
exotic Italian food when they ordered pizza. It wasn’t just that I hadn’t been used to eating stuff
like that before, it was the sheer number of possibilities that they had to choose from—Chinese,
Italian, burgers, whatever. All of the choices on offer simply amazed me.This high-flying, pizza-
eating life gave me a sense of looking at the world and wanting more than just oversized hand-
me-downs and the defrosted burgers my mother slid onto our plates at dinnertime. But I also
knew that I would have to get it for myself. Nobody was going to hand it to me. I was never naive
about that reality. That was where my dedication to self-discipline and self-education would have
to come into play.So, with all of my hours spent reading, I set out at an early age to understand
the kind of mindset and systems I’d need to develop if I wanted to have the level of wealth that I
aspired to.I think that drive to succeed is something that you have to find inside yourself, and I
had an interest in doing that through entrepreneurship from the time I was young. As I got older,
that desire just grew and grew. And it wasn’t until I set off on this journey that I really learned how
far I was willing to go to achieve it.I was what you would call a “weirdo” in school. I had few
friends and was always engrossed in thoughts far beyond my age: how to build a business, how
to invest wisely, how to exercise self-discipline, and influence others—things which no other 11-
year-old would ever contemplate. Other kids didn’t understand me because I sounded too old to
them, while adults simply thought I was strange for not acting my age. Nevertheless, I still
wanted to fit in.The only problem was that I was culturally clueless, so my attempts at
assimilating into American society were frequently misguided. MTV was just getting popular at
that time, and I soaked it all in, fascinated by the style and energy that these huge stars had. I
loved the music of guys like Michael Jackson and George Michael, and I knew they had to be
cool since they always appeared on this cool TV program. I figured if I could emulate people like
them, I was bound to be popular, right?Summer 1985.My mission: to be like the cool kids. My
toolkit: a doctor’s prescription, two 2-liter bottles of the brand-new Cherry Coke, Twinkies, Kit
Kats and 12 hours of uninterrupted TV time, spent studying MTV, VH1 and the hits.12 hours
turned to 24, and days turned into weeks. I had locked myself in my room in an absolutely
obsessive fantasy world, soaking in all the coolness I could. Eventually, my long absence failed
to go unnoticed. My friend, Sep, called.“Dude, where have you been? You missed my soccer
game.”“Come on, man. It’s not exactly like we were going to get any chicks or glory at that game,



anyways,” I told him, crunching on a Kit Kat.“Really, wise ass? Beth plays soccer!”“She’s a
lesbian, you idiot! I mean viable girls. Like the ones the jocks are dating! Look, I have it all figured
out.”Sep was not convinced. “Really? Do share, butthead.” (Our teenage vocabulary was rather
limited).“No, really, hear me out—who is the one guy no female at the school can resist?” I asked
him.“Johnny Nazran?” Of course, Sep’s mind jumped instantly to the school’s future prom king
and quarterback.“No, dumb nut,” I sighed, exasperated that I really had to spell it out for him like
this. “Johnny’s only popular because his dad is rich and has all that oil money from Iran. If he
didn’t pretend to be American, none of the cool kids would even hang with him. Anyways, he’s
small fries. Think bigger. Not in our school.”“No clue. But if this is another one of your wacky,
bullshit ideas, I’m hanging up.”“No, dude, hear me out. Faith.”“What?” Sep snapped, clearly not
following.“You gotta have faith, a-faith, a-faith.…”I sang (somewhat) melodiously.“George fucking
Michael?”I grinned when he finally got it. “Exactly.”“But he’s a fag. Everyone knows it,” he said
flatly.I scowled into the phone receiver. “Okay, first off, that’s not true. And second, just watch his
music videos. Dude gets pussy like it’s no one’s business!”“So your big, ingenious plan is to…
become George Michael?”“Well, ish. I have the black leather jacket, torn jeans, and the earring. I
just need the haircut and a really nice cologne, and I should be able to pull it off.”“Pull what off?
Cologne? You have no idea what he smells like. You idiot. I’m going to ignore you if you show up
at school looking like a fag. Just saying.”“No, it’s going to be awesome! And when the females
swoon, I’ll be the one to say ‘I told you so,’” I smirked, and I could almost hear Sep rolling his
eyes at the other end of the line.And so, my strategy began to take form. I was too scared to
pierce my ear, so I got a fake clip-on earring (a cross, of course). I had to hide it from my folks, as
they would surely have freaked. Not about the gay thing, but about the Christian symbol.The
appointed day arrived.Leather jacket? Check.Fake earring? Check.Cologne? Check.Lots of hair
mousse? Check.I squeezed on some fake designer, torn blue jeans I purloined from my dad’s
cleaners, and I was ready to go. I just had to make sure I had them back before the customer
came to claim them next week. They were a couple sizes too small, so I could barely move when
I put them on (a far cry from today’s stretchy jeans).I walked into homeroom, cocksure and
arrogant, yet incredibly fragile at the same time. I sat down. I could swear I was dizzy. Maybe it
was the tight jeans, maybe it was anxiety about my newly-gained identity and how it would be
received. Nerves over how I’d deal with the hordes of women about to mob me.To my surprise,
though, it was very quiet. In fact, no one said a word.I guess this is the new normal. Finally, I fit in.
My plan worked, I thought hopefully.That is, until someone threw a bag of spent sunflower seeds
(spit and all) at my head, and the whole class broke down laughing.“I told you, dumb fuck,” Sep
whispered at me before he hid his head in his book in embarrassment.As I exited homeroom, a
gang of jocks was waiting for me in the alleyway I had to pass through to get to my next
class.“Hey, faggot. What’s going on? Halloween came early?” one of them jeered at me.“Oh, no,
I’m not gay,” I assured them with an uneasy laugh.“Who the fuck are you trying to be? George
Michael?” Johnny Nazran himself broke in, looking at me like I was totally revolting to him.“No. I
mean… No, that would be crazy,” I chuckled nervously again.“Well, everyone knows he’s a



faggot. Just like you.”“Leave him alone, Johnny. He knows kung fu or some shit like that,” one of
the girls with them said, eyeing me suspiciously from over Johnny’s shoulder.I could take one or
two of them perhaps, but these boys were much bigger and stronger, and my clothes were far
too tight for me to be able to get any decent movement in. I never learned how to do martial arts
while wearing skinny jeans. They must have seen the worry on my face and deduced I wasn’t
much of an actual threat, because the jocks just all exchanged a smirk and then looked back at
me.Shit!The next thing I knew, my earring was being pulled off while one of the boys quickly
jacked my leather jacket. Then, another jock pulled out a hot glue gun that had recently been
plugged in during wood shop. The tip was still hot. Two of them held me down while Johnny
pushed the gun into my bicep, causing a burn that looked like they’d put a cigarette out on my
arm. The rest of them just watched and laughed.Thoughts of Bruce Lee in Fists of Fury raged in
my mind. I thought about fighting them all off with a kung fu scream, only to become the hero of
the school and have my memory live on in glory forever. But all I could do was grab the hot glue
gun and throw it somewhere where they couldn’t get it, while not breaking character one bit.
They might have hurt me physically, but they were not going to make me cry, scream or squirm. I
wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.“Is that all you got? All of you, against just me? Guess
you guys are pretty tough, huh?” I taunted them, staggering to my feet. I knew they were going to
beat the crap out of me, but I was still egging them on, regardless.There was no way I was going
to let them break me. I retreated into my most stoic thoughts and awaited the inevitable
onslaught.“I’m gonna kick your—” Johnny began.But just then, a teacher appeared, and the
boys dispersed quickly and quietly, all wearing guiltily innocent looks as they marched by under
her beady stare. One or two of them paused to glance back at me on their way out of the tunnel,
and I could see by the look in their eyes that something had changed in how they saw me.I
hadn’t won this battle, but I hadn’t lost.So, Sep was right. Far from being touted as the new
coolest guy in the 5th grade, I had nearly got the crap beat out of me by a group of boys, and the
whole school started calling me “faggot” after that. Nowadays, I probably would have been seen
as brave for doing something like that, but in the 80s, people were a lot less accepting of little
boys who imitated gay icons.2After that, I came to the slightly melodramatic conclusion that I
would never fit into “normal” society. When you’ve had your expectations dashed like that, it’s
easy to start thinking in absolutes. All I wanted was to fit in, and it sucked to think I was never
going to succeed at that—that I would always be stuck at the fringes of regular society and
would never truly belong in the way I had amongst my homogeneous friend group back in
Tehran. But in time, I gradually came to realize that standing out from the crowd wasn’t such a
bad thing, after all. In fact, my weirdness was actually my greatest strength. While there were
certainly complications that I faced as a child for being a weirdo, I found out there were some
noticeable perks to my outsider status, as well.For one, I had more time on my hands, meaning I
could focus more on school and on developing my own knowledge in the library. I learned faster
than most people, both when it came to books and life. Being different also meant I had the
liberty to think outside the box. So, after several failed attempts to fit in with the school’s “in”



crowd, I quickly realized the error of my ways and decided to start my own group instead. I
wasn’t alone—there were other misfits, just like me, who were also lacking a place where they
could belong.This was my big chance at leadership.I rounded up all the other weirdos, social
misfits, and malcontents at my school and began sharing my ideas with them. There was Kal, a
tiny Greek kid who was my closest ally in the group; Raj, a lanky Indian boy with the same hand-
me-down clothes my own family made me wear; Marcos, a perpetual prankster from a Mexican
immigrant family; and Mike, a soft-spoken African-American boy with an intense love of comic
books. We were, without a doubt, the most culturally and ethnically diverse group in school.We
looked like an all-male United Colors of Benetton kids ad (except for our complete lack of
fashion sense).We became fast friends, united by our shared abnormality. We used to entertain
ourselves with all the usual, rebellious activities that young nonconformists get up to: drinking,
smoking, stealing, skipping class—anything that was a little dangerous or proved how edgy we
were.I was the informal leader of this rag-tag band, and alongside my role as mission
commander for most of our disaffected plots, I also slowly started to influence them with all my
talk about building wealth and being a self-starter. Eventually, I convinced the group that we
should set up our own middle-school criminal enterprise, selling nudie magazines, candy and
liquor from the boys’ bathroom (all stolen, of course). Unglamorous as it was, this was my first
foray into the business world, and I actually learned some interesting lessons about distribution
and the importance of customer satisfaction from our little bathroom stall start-up.My primary
accomplice in this venture was Kal, who, at 4 feet tall, was just short enough to fit under the theft
detection devices at the liquor store, making him an invaluable link in our supply chain.
Moreover, he was too adorable for anyone to suspect him of doing anything nefarious, including
stealing. Kal would sneak into the local liquor store (aptly named The Blind Duck), and on each
visit he would purloin some fine literature, booze, and a pack or two of smokes to add to our
stocks. It took about a month to accumulate a substantial enough cache of product to get our
enterprise off the ground. It was like something out of a Hunter S. Thompson book, if all his main
characters were pre-teens.We had Playboy, Penthouse, and Hustler magazines; a vast stockpile
of mini-bar-sized liqueurs; an enormous assortment of stolen candy; bags of whiteout, VCR
head cleaner, paint thinner, and super glue (to be used as inhalants); a galaxy of over-the-
counter meds pilfered from our parents’ medicine cabinets; a quart of scotch and some beers.
With this wide range of products on offer, we opened our doors for business and were an instant
hit amongst the student body. Once the social rejects, now we were suddenly everyone’s best
friends. Apparently, if you can’t become popular by socializing, you can always do it by
controlling the supply of smokes.Soon, we had made quite the name for ourselves at school,
and our customers even branded our little business for us; they called us “The Retards,” and we
unofficially branded our business as “Project Retardo.” It was silly, but to us it was about owning
our weirdness. As I later discovered in life, that’s how you win in the face of adversity. When your
critics and competitors are trying to sabotage you by calling you names or shaming you for being
different, you have to meet them head-on. You can’t back down or stop doing the things that



make you unique. You just have to own it. So that’s what we did. We proudly called ourselves The
Retards, and doing that took the sting out of other kids’ attacks on us pretty quickly.Now, we
were officially hustlers. Our fame—or rather, notoriety—continued to spread around the school,
and soon our little business wasn’t so small anymore.However, it didn’t take long before a
“business dispute” arose with a customer; the end result being that we got ratted out to our
teachers. We managed to rush the evidence home before they had a chance to search our
lockers, but Kal and I both got called into the principal’s office the next day. We were put in
separate rooms while they tried to sweat a confession out of us.Now, normally, this kind of
pressure would have brought two pre-teen boys to their knees, but I had been preparing for just
this type of scenario. While the other Retards were busy partaking in our purloined collection of
low-grade 80s porn magazines, I had been reading up on game theory and the prisoner’s
dilemma, and I shared this acquired knowledge with Kal. Somehow, I’d known it would come in
handy one day.Game theory is a field of study specifically concerned with how rational people
strategically interact with one another. It looks at the decisions that we make, why we make
them, and how the decisionmaking process can be impacted by the influence of other rational
agents we come into contact with.The prisoner’s dilemma is one of the “games” commonly
examined in game theory, and the scenario is exactly like the one that Kal and I found ourselves
in that day: two prisoners, placed in different rooms and pressed for a confession, have to
decide how much they’re willing to trust one another not to rat out the other.Incidentally, just a
few weeks prior to this, Kal and I had been talking over this very problem.“Imagine you and your
partner get caught for stealing, but they have no evidence,” I explained to him, sitting cross-
legged behind the school gymnasium one afternoon, with a stack of books haphazardly spread
out around us. “The only way you’ll get caught is if one of you confesses. If you both say nothing,
you both go free.”“Right—but how do you know whether the other person is going to turn on
you?” Kal asked, giving me a somewhat suspicious sidelong glance.“That’s the kind of
fascinating part. It’s in both of their best interests not to say anything, right? But in practice, most
people in the prisoner’s dilemma crack. They turn on each other.”“I wouldn’t do that,” he declared
confidently, still looking at me like he wondered if I’d really do the same.“Neither would I,” I
assured him with a toothy grin, giving his thin shoulder a friendly shake. “We trust each other. But
still, you never really know how you’ll react until you’re in that situation for real. If the cops were
promising that you wouldn’t get in trouble at all, as long as you rolled over on your partner, that
could seem like a pretty attractive option.”“Especially if they say they’re going to throw the book
at you if you don’t say something,” Kal mused.“Exactly! It becomes about self-interest and doubt.
If you know the same offer is being given to your partner, then you might start to wonder: ‘are
they going to accept it? Will they turn on me to save themselves?’ Even if your friend has zero
intention of confessing, you don’t know that because you’re locked in another room, right? And
usually, cops tell you the other person has already told them everything, even when they
haven’t,” I said, rolling my eyes a little.“So let’s make a pact! I swear that I will never, ever turn you
in, Shaahin,” said Kal defiantly. Then he spat into his hand and held it out for me to shake on



it.Sitting in our separate interrogation rooms a few days later, I remembered that pact, and I
knew that Kal did, too. We were loyal to one another, and we had the discipline not to crack
under pressure. The principal and the vice-principal attempted to play on that inherent self-
interest that the prisoner’s dilemma highlights: they swore up and down that I wouldn’t be
punished as long as I told them what Kal and I had done. They thought I’d be selfish enough to
throw my friend under the bus to escape a little detention, and I’m sure it would have worked on
anybody else. But not us.No matter how hard they tried, we both flat-out refused to turn on each
other. We denied everything, although our peers knew damn well that we were the ringleaders of
The Retards.So, due to the fortunate lack of evidence and our loyalty to one another, the
punishment we received was relatively mild. We were essentially given a summer of detention,
and our principal made it clear that we were both on his “shit list,” as he called it, from now on.
For me, the part that stands out the most in my mind was when this middle school principal told
me that, with my attitude, I was never going to amount to anything worthwhile. I had seen an
opportunity, an untapped market that was crying out to be served, and had come up with the
ideal distribution method for conveniently supplying them with profit-rich products. And this, to
him, was a sign I wasn’t going to make it in life? Clearly, he couldn’t see the bigger picture like
we 12-year-olds could.Granted, we did get momentarily sideswiped in this case by our failure to
provide excellent customer satisfaction, but we were quick to learn from our mistakes.
Furthermore, with our indefinite detention sentence to serve out, we’d found an even better
avenue for distribution than selling our clandestine wares from a stall in the boys’ bathroom
during break times.Detention business was infinitely better.We had a captive audience,
composed of our perfect target market, and could be open for business for hours at a time,
rather than a few stolen minutes. Word quickly got around that The Retards were still available
for trading, and our sales continued to grow and grow. Kids would intentionally get themselves
caught for some minor offense, just so they could visit their favorite underground store in the
detention hall. We were still not “normal” kids, by any stretch of the imagination, but we outcasts
had certainly gained a new level of respect on the playground. We stayed true to our misfit
values, but we also managed to build a place for ourselves within normal, middle-school society
by relying on our business instincts.Seventh grade came and went, and we had plans to restart
our enterprise—bigger and better than ever—once eighth grade rolled around again in the fall.
We spent what felt like the shortest summer in history plotting strategies and restocking our
supply of stolen goods; but before we had a chance to restart the business, it all came to a
crashing halt. Kal and his family moved to some godforsaken, suburban hellhole on the outskirts
of the San Fernando Valley, and our partnership was officially ended. Now, once again, I was on
my own.Nevertheless, my time with The Retards had been a great learning curve for me. It had
given me a taste of independent life and made me hungry for more. Most importantly, it also
showed me that I had what it took to succeed (despite the principal’s attempts to convince me
otherwise), and gave me a newfound belief in my own abilities to build a better life for myself.So I
moved on through junior high and, like any self-respecting nerd, found new, weirder friends to



associate with. I dedicated my free time mostly to practicing martial arts while listening to Pink
Floyd and The Police and reading everything I could find in the science fiction and self-help
sections of the school library, all the while planning my next big idea. When the first affordable
Walkman came out, I took every last cent I had left over from my portion of The Retards’
revenues and bought myself one. I had only enough money for one tape, and the one I chose
was Michael Jackson’s “Beat It,” I can’t even count how many times I listened to that tape, but it
helped me shut out the outside world while I gorged my curious mind on information for the next
stage in my journey.Like most kids at that age, I was feeling the very teenage need to fit in with
my peers. I desperately wanted to be cool, but no matter how hard I tried, I never seemed able to
fit the mold. It felt like I was doomed to forever be the Project Retardo faggot.Situated in the
eclectic, affluent Los Angeles Westside, my school was a well-known incubator for aspiring drug
addicts. In the late 80s, the social requirements for being considered “cool” included ingesting
copious amounts of narcotics (purchased with lunch money) and having unprotected sex in
strange places while on said drugs.Although I had no profound moral objections to the idea of
doing drugs, and would have loved to have come within 2 feet of a female without being hit, I
simply did not have the money or the time to enjoy either. So, finding myself automatically
precluded from most of the typical social activities that were taking place around me, I focused
instead on the mission at hand. All my hours in the library had instilled in me a hunger—a
passion to achieve greatness—and The Retards had served as an enticing teaser of what that
greatness might look like. I had decided that I was goint to make something of my life, even
though at the time I still had no firm idea how to go about it or what that something would be,
even.How ironic that it would turn out to be drugs. 1 Although unconfirmed, this quote is
commonly attributed to Winston Churchill.2 Although there were already rumors about his
sexuality in the late 80s, George Michael didn’t actually officially come out until his famous CNN
appearance in 1998.

CHAPTER 2:BURN BABY, BURNBy the time I reached my junior year, I was fed up with
everything. I wasn’t learning any of the things I wanted to learn in school. On the other hand, my
personal books on business and self-empowerment provided me with infinitely more useful
information than what was getting meted out to me daily in my government-issued textbooks and
by my underpaid high school teachers. So I dedicated my time to completing my self-assigned
curriculum while listening to George Michael, rather than bothering with the pointless homework
I needed to do to pass my classes. Parents and teachers both started noticing, and neither
group was very pleased.But while I may not have been learning the things they thought I should
be, I was actually getting a great education. I was teaching myself the skills and mindsets that
would help me build a business one day, if not become a doctor or a lawyer as my parents had
envisioned. As Elon Musk says, “you don’t need college to learn stuff.”
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Joseph Panetta, “READ THIS NOW!. This book will sit alongside Think and Grow Rich; Blue
Ocean Strategy; The Tipping Point and a host of other “must read business books.” Correction –
it will sit above them. This book is a personal tale that actually incorporates the learnings from
those business brains. It shows the HOW vs just the theoretical ‘what.’ It’s a brilliant, engaging
tale (the literal ‘could not put it down’) and if you are old enough to remember the advent of
lollapalooza and EDM – this will speak to you. Inventive. Irreverent. Insouciant. Billion should be
required reading for any entrepreneur, business leader or would-strategist.”

Jagatjoti Khalsa, “I found myself awestruck and Inspired at once. As I didn't know anything about
the author, this book was purchased when I saw someone reading it. I loved the cover and it
reminded me of one of my favorite photographers, David LaChapelle (and it turned out that it
was his work). I started this book, moved to a more comfortable chair... a couple hours later to
the pool.. and a couple of hours after that back inside my house to finish 90% of the book in my
first sitting. I wanted to finish it the same day, but I also greedily wanted to experience it one
more time the next day. I loved this book, the story, his perseverance and the inspiration
watching a beautiful mind see things in his way and how they create success and at the same
time he grows into a gracefulness and humility as he ages. The story is amazing and very visual.
I saw the book as I read it. And to make a perfect book even better, the forward is written by this
amazing man I watched in the Master Class videos, Chris Voss. I hope that you enjoy this as
much as I did.”

G.M, “So glad I read this. I had no idea what to expect when a friend recommended this book to
me, and I can confidently say this is one of the most captivating books I've ever read.As an
Iranian American myself, I relate to Shaahin's story of wanting to pursue life in ways no one
could have imagined for him. His tales of struggle and perseverance catapulting to success in
the '90s made this memoir a thrill to read. Not to mention, his life lessons are timeless and
valuable for everyone. Whether you're a budding entrepreneur or just a human looking for new
inspiration, do yourself a favor and read this book!Can't wait for the movie version!”

Miles N, “Incredible but true story. I read it in one weekend. You've heard the expression truth is
stranger than fiction? That is definitely the story of Shaahin Cheyene, the Iranian-born
entrepreneur who invented Herbal Ecstasy in the 90's and became a teenage millionaire, and
then later became the force behind the vaporizer. He's not yet 50 and has created generational
wealth for himself and his family. In this book, he explains how he did it (hint: guerrilla marketing),
as well as some mistakes he made along the way and how the reader can harness their own
entrepreneurial spirit.I read it in one weekend, and I'm usually a slow reader.”

Been Jamin, “WOW. Fascinating and super engaging read.. Could not put this book down.



Shaahin's story on how he built his multimullion dollar business while still in his teens is a rags to
riches story that is inspiring. He shares many of the trials and tribulations he went through to
succeed in building his herbal ecstacy empire back in the 90's. I remember when his product
was everywhere in the mid 90's. Fascinating to learn about the details on how the product came
to be, his experiences and how he made it into the huge success it was.”

Andrew Strassner, “Mixed the Medicine with the food perfectly. I've been lucky enough to know
Shaahin through training Jiu Jitsu. I reached out to him regarding maybe learning a little about
how to sell on amazon. He suggested I check out his new book. Its safe to say I was blown away.
How could my mild mannered training parter at jiu jitsu have lived this crazy story! Yet the pages
kept turning and I was more and more drawn in. And I wasn't only taken by the entertaining
story... I was completely immersed in the simple in depth wisdom Shaahin gained through his
experience with his first big company and the journey it took him on. This book is packed with
valuable information about life and business. The timing couldn't have been better for my own
life.I am a huge fan of the saying "Mix the medicine with the food" ...Meaning if you have a
powerful message, you can't just hammer it into someone. You have to make it palatable. The
way you do that is mix it with something enjoyable. This book is completely packed with
medicine, and mixed proportionately with delicious page turning stories. After you are done you
will feel inspired and refreshed. This book is well worth the read for the medicine and the food
and will leave any reader satiated on all levels.”

Bob L., “Trip down memory lane and pick up some entrepreneurial skills along the way. Great
book. I remember the raves back in the days with herbal XTC associating it with the entire scene.
The stories and anecdotes throughout the book brought back great memories and provide
insight into experiences I had and decisions I will make. The author's approach to business and
life are the same and his boldness in life and the stories he tells keep you reading more.”

Brian, “Billion Captivates the Human Spirit... Was hesitant to purchase this but when I read about
the story of Shaahin, I knew I needed to hear it from the persons our mouth. A person's voice
really helps brings the feeling of where you are along the ride. This story grabbed me not
because I was looking for another book about ones aspiration to be a Billionaire. That's boring
and doesn't bring fulfillment; it's the journey ... the trials and tribulations. The BIG wins and the
fantastic losses that keep us humble.I remember first reading about Shaahin when I was just
starting in the music industry. I said to myself at the time "God I wish I could be this guy" ... and
oh what a life he has lead. He was the first person I can recall that the Goverment wanted to shut
down; the real story of a modern day Willy Wonka.You got to hear this ... you won't be
disappointed. Wish I could give 6 stars! Cannot wait to see the movie version ...”

M Taylor, “Great book. Brilliant and inspiring. This is a real underdog turned top dog story and a



great read. Shows what Knowledge action and courage can do”

The book by Anne de Courcy has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 46 people have provided feedback.
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