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Introduction

			On the day Mac Miller passed, September 7, 2018, I penned a personal letter to him. What followed was a year-long endeavor to honor Mac’s music and memory entitled Year of Mac, published in the digital hip-hop magazine, DJBooth. I had been writing about Mac Miller’s music for years, but I did not know I was writing The Book of Mac at the time. Looking back on this opening letter, it makes perfect sense that my original parting words to Mac were the catalyst for this broader project. This book is the byproduct of over two years of writing, reflecting, and crafting interviews in adoration and celebration of Mac Miller. I hope you enjoy it.

			Thank You, Mac Miller

			I did not want to have to write this, or anything like this, ever. Now that I am writing, I cannot imagine doing anything but, and that is a gift you gave me. Ever since you were Easy Mac with the cheesy raps, ever since you flashed brilliant grins on Blue Slide Park, you gave me the gift of language and poetics in a way no one else ever has. I was seventeen and scared in a hospital bed, and you had my back, man. You and your punchlines and Big L impersonations and parties on Fifth Ave took my mind off brain tumors and possibilities of chemo, spinal taps, and surgeries. You took me to Pittsburgh and you rolled me a blunt, and you made me happy again.

			I was seventeen and thought my life was over, but with Blue Slide Park, you showed me all the ways life could be lived. I was woefully depressed and didn’t know the first thing about proper therapy channels, medication, or admitting I had something deeply wrong with me, and you got me excited about life again. In the hospital—and no one knows this, but since we’re one big Most Dope family now—I watched videos of you freestyling and tried to craft my own 16s whenever my room was empty. It was so grounding and therapeutic. When I hit the flowstate while the nurses were away, man, I thought I was finally anxiety-free. Here’s the thing about me rapping, though—I wasn’t very good. But you sure were.

			Then the surgery happened, and I was okay, and you were okay. I played Blue Slide Park as we left Columbia Neurology behind us. And we kept smiling like we do, like you said. Then the winter of 2015 rolled around, and I shut myself up in my bedroom, drew the shades, and wrote a letter. You know how it goes. On the emotional readiness scale, I would consider myself Tinkerbell. I feel too much too fast and then I implode. The beauty of Faces, then and now, was that it was twenty-four laborious, abstract, and deranged songs. You went from tripping to screaming to breaking down love and drugs. You had the words for me when I was my most confused.

			In the winter of 2015, I had this itch to kill myself, but I also had this convoluted spirituality. I wore a Kabbalah bracelet and a Star of David, and you must get it because you titled your album The Divine Feminine. In 2015, I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to live or die, so I tested myself. I put myself in dangerous situations and through dangerous acts and drank dangerous amounts just to know. If I was supposed to die, I would. I made it into a game because I had to. I gave myself “the Faces-rule.” The tape came on and I gave my mortality a stress test.

			This was all terribly ritualistic, and I was at my lowest, but every time the project came to a close, I was still alive. I had vivid, graphic nightmares and stopped sleeping. Faces gave words and sounds to my nightmares, and when I realized I could finally explain myself, I realized I could survive. Thank you, Mac, for reaching out from whatever plane you were on when you made Faces and showing me there was a life left for me to live in a kindred, cosmic sense that only made sense to us.

			I lived, man; we did it.

			Even soundless, Mac, you gave me my words. You gave me my life, man. I wrote myself out of 2015 with Run-On Sentences: Vol. 1 on in the background. It was February, and I was still sitting in pitch darkness, but I was finally back at that poetry business. I was writing the best poems of my life, and the first publication credit I ever earned was for a piece I wrote to “Birthday.” The poem was about living, somehow—just like all of your music and your legacy will be about living, somehow.

			I lived, man; we did it.

			In 2016, my life was feeling like it was mine again, and like clockwork, your music was right there with me. It was uncanny—it is uncanny—how we’ve managed to live through everything together year-to-year. It’s a Jewish thing, I think. In 2016, I was in and out of love and you were very much in, and I was feeling on top of the world somewhere in Bushwick, and you had it all figured out too.

			And then when life didn’t ask and pulled the rug out from under me, in the pockets of The Divine Feminine, you were still there, still understanding. I returned to GO:OD AM. I learned what fight and recovery sounded like. All these years, man, and you kept teaching me what life could sound like if I just gave it some time and elbow grease. When I began to settle into the reality of my depression, to accept that this is how I am going to have to live every day, Watching Movies with the Sound Off was the record that showed me exactly how sadness could be beautiful and beyond reproach without being glamorized. Your language was always fucking thrilling, but Watching Movies unlocked something in me that colors everything I write.

			You made “I Am Who Am,” which I’ve vowed to get tatted down my arm just as soon as I know this writing thing is going to work out. You made a song about the Jewish Diaspora and how you don’t want to be chosen, you just want to be left alone. You made a song talking to a void, while talking to yourself, while talking to me, while I talk to myself, and it was slick and avant-ish and brilliant. You made my favorite song, Mac, the one I play for people who want to get to know me.

			In 2017, my grandfather passed away. The same day I found out about his passing, I bought a three-foot painting of you because I was distraught and that seemed like a reasonable coping method. As I’m writing this, I have that piece of art framed in my living room right beside me. I look up at it whenever I have a writer’s crisis of faith. Some people have an everything-artist. Some people have a mentor-artist. Shit, Mac, you were a light. You were transcendent to me.

			Then there was Swimming. You didn’t release that album, Mac; you gifted it to me. ’Nother year, same shit. One-to-one, you and I. It was 2018, and I was fucking terrified, man. I was scared and excited and at peace. All at once. I woke up in the middle of a panic attack damn near every day; some days I didn’t know how to help myself. Swimming was the first album I put on every morning. I mumbled bars to myself when the breathing got tough. All of the nameless evil that plagues me lived on Swimming, in this stunning, heavenly package I could never have articulated without you. People might think you saved my life, but you did something so much more important: you showed me exactly how I could save myself.

			In 2018, I found out you read my writing—a lot of my writing—and you liked it. That means the world to me. At the time of writing this, over thirty people have reached out to me to see how I am. I’m happy to be part of your legacy in that way, to be known in my corner of the internet as That Mac Miller Girl while you go down as a legend who touched so many people’s lives.

			Thank you, Mac. Thank you for your love and for reading my writing. Thank you for teaching me that I can keep living so long as I keep writing, so long as I keep creating. Thank you for explaining the Jewish Diaspora to me in song. Thank you for Macadelic, an album that sounds like my specific brand of day-to-day. Thank you for growing with me and showing me that I am not crazy. I promise on everything, I am going to write my heart out for you, just like you showed me time and time again for a decade.

			There truly has never been a motherfucker iller, Mr. Miller.

			





2010

			K.I.D.S.





			“I just started rhyming every day. By fifteen, I was sure this is what I wanted to do with my life . . . Bars, bars, bars, recording. I just fell in love with everything . . . Kids, the movie, that is real shit . . . That’s what I wanted my mixtape to do: tell it from the perspective of a real-ass, regular-ass kid.”

			—Mac Miller1

			





 

			Quentin Cuff (tour manager and dear friend): I went to the same high school as Jimmy [Murton] and TreeJay. Jimmy and TreeJay were good friends with Malcolm. We weren’t that close, just acquaintances through school. My senior year, I saw on Facebook there was this person named Malcolm McCormick, but the [profile] picture was Big L. So I thought Mac was Black. He would get into these rap battles with people on Facebook forums—he would just write a whole verse battling back to another person. I thought that was cool; here’s this Black dude from Pittsburgh that was an online battle rapper.

			I met Mac at a party. [He] was freestyling in Brandon’s kitchen. I was seventeen, Mac was fifteen. After hearing his raps, I was a fan of his music. He spilled beer so I gave him one of the extra shirts I had, and we became friends after that.

			Will Kalson (friend and first manager): I knew him from when he was a little kid. I went to school with Miller [McCormick, Mac Miller’s older brother] my whole life. So I knew Malcolm from a young age, hanging out in Point Breeze, playing basketball. He would be down at the courts causing a scene ’cause he was ten, eleven years old. He was a memorable person. When I was a sophomore in college, my friend Brian [Beedie] had started to rap. We had been good friends since high school. He sent me Malcolm’s music because his little brother was one of Malcolm’s best friends at the time. We were messing around, recording songs, and at the same time, Malcolm was messing around and recording songs.

			Ian “Rex Arrow” Wolfson (music video director): The first time I met Malcolm, I was shooting a feature film in Pittsburgh, and a good friend of mine who was in the film recommended Malcolm as someone who could play the role of a high school drug dealer. Malcolm showed up to my house dressed for the part: a polka dot Yankee baseball hat and a hoodie that said “Pimps, Moneys, Hoes.” It was quite an introduction. It turned out my mom was his Sunday School teacher eight years prior. Classic Pittsburgh thing. He was in my film for a brief scene, and then we reconnected a year later. That was when we shot the first music video we ever did.

			Big Jerm (friend, producer, ID Labs cohort): I met him, probably, through MySpace, honestly. It was probably 2008. He was sixteen, and I think he might’ve heard stuff I did for Wiz [Khalifa]. He was still Easy Mac at the time and I didn’t really take him seriously at first. He got a beat off me back then for something off The High Life. A little later, I interned at ID Labs as an engineer. Around 2008, 2009 I would see Mac around, working with other people. We kinda connected, and he was persistent, so we started working like that. We became closer, and I understood that he was more talented than I originally thought. It just evolved from there.

			E. Dan (friend, engineer, ID Labs founder): My first experience with him was him coming in and trying to give me a turntable—like a CD turntable—for studio time. I’m like, “Dude! Where are you even getting this shit?” My homie that was doing sessions with him is like, “Oh, he gave me a TV last week.” I’m like, “What!” We’re not a pawn shop, you know? So my first impression of him was, “Who’s this kid giving me stolen shit for studio time?” I accepted the CD turntable, which may or may not have been legally purchased, but then the next session . . . He showed up and paid, via PayPal, from Karen’s photography business. It was like, “Alright, with this kid!”

			Rex Arrow: When I met him, he was sixteen years old and my feeling about him was that he had an infectious personality and that he was a great person, but what could I actually learn from someone that’s nine years younger than me? It was a decade of discovering that it really doesn’t matter how old someone is, you can learn things from every person. With Malcolm, I could not see him for six months, and the moment I saw him, it was always “How are things going in your life?” It felt like no matter where he was in his career, he would always take the time to actually catch up and there was always a moment where he would take himself outside of whatever was going on in his life to listen to your problems and to just be a friend.

			Wiz Khalifa (rapper): First time I met Mac was probably at ID Labs. He was just a young kid, still in high school. I probably just graduated. I could see the potential in him. I [could] see him working hard. I was impressed with how he was putting [his career] together. I always enjoyed his music. Being from Pittsburgh, we have a certain sound that we all carry. To hear him coming up and being consistent with the sound, it was like he was ahead of his time. He knew exactly what pocket he was in.

			Benjy Grinberg (founder and president of Rostrum Records): I had been working with Wiz for a couple of years, and I had moved from New York back to Pittsburgh because I couldn’t afford to live in New York anymore. I was trying to get Rostrum off the ground—and I was intent on getting Wiz off the ground. I moved back to Pittsburgh and was spending essentially every day with Wiz at ID Labs where we recorded. I just started seeing Mac around. He would have his own sessions, or he would just show up and hang out with people.

			Every once in a while, he’d say, “I have some new music, you wanna hear it?” We would sit in the second studio room, which was tiny, and he’d play me a couple songs. I would give him a little bit of advice. It was arm’s length at that time. I don’t think either of us knew where it was headed. He was just looking for some advice, and I was happy to meet up with him, listen, and tell him some moves he should make. We did that more and more, and it developed into a relationship that solidified into him coming over to Rostrum.

			Rapsody (rapper): It was 2010; he and Khrysis and 9th [Wonder] had connected on Twitter and they were actually on tour. It was the first tour they did, and they were traveling in a station wagon and it was the core crew: Mac, Jimmy, TreeJay, Q, Clockwork. He came to the studio, and he just worked! Mac has always been who Mac is from the first day I met him to the very last time I saw him. Always been this fun, energetic kid who was filled with so much love. That’s just what it was, and you feel that soon as he came in the door. He loved hip-hop. You knew he loved the music, and he was gifted, and you knew he wanted to have fun with it and share that positivity.

			He went right to work. He talked to 9th, he joked. We recorded “Extra Extra” that first visit that he came. And he left, and I think maybe two or three days later, he hit 9th like, “Yo, I wanna bring Rapsody on the road with me.” Just like that! Nobody really knew me at that time from a can of paint, so from day one, you just knew what kind of person he was.

			Skyzoo (rapper): The first time I heard him was when he and his team reached out to me to get a verse. This was 2009, MySpace days. I got a message either from him or his manager, a dude named Will [Kalson]. I can’t remember who reached out. I checked what they were doing and was like, “It’s dope!” You could tell he was young. I think he might’ve been seventeen. He had this hunger to him. This excitement. When you’re young, you just wanna rap. You just wanna go, go, go, go all day. He was at that phase of his evolution as an MC. He was dope! I gave them my email and they sent the record, and we did [“Pen Game.”]

			We kept in touch on MySpace, and then my debut album came out. A week or two later, he dropped the record. I was like, “Oh, word, good move!” I knew the strategy behind it. So that was cool! I would’ve done the same thing. Mac hit me and was like, “Yo, we just dropped the record. Thank you so much!”

			Fast forward a year later, South by Southwest, at this point . . . Mac is outta here. You know K.I.D.S. . . . I’m walking down the sidewalk and across the street is Mac with a crowd of fans, talking to them. He sees me and runs across the street in the middle of traffic. “Yo, yo, yo, Skyzoo! I’m Mac! I’m Mac Miller!” He was like, “Yo, we finally meeting! We was talking for a year on MySpace.” So we dapped it up and [exchanged numbers]. Every time Mac would see me, he would say the same thing: “I was seventeen with a Skyzoo verse! Can’t nobody tell me shit.” It was a testament to the way he looked at me as an MC. I thought that was cool. Obviously, seeing his growth as an MC, as a musician, as an artist, was great to see.

			Will Kalson: When I met him, I don’t think he had put out But My Mackin’ Ain’t Easy, yet, but he had been working on it. I just thought it was fun and funny, and I just saw instantly he was gonna be a star. I don’t know if other people saw that yet, but I had a feeling about him. His early music was fun. It was hilarious, but he was actually rapping. He was fucking around, but he wasn’t. It was serious. I was impressed as someone who was already very, very into hip-hop.

			





How Mac Miller Taught Me to Be Comfortable in My Queerness

			Some time ago, when I was much younger and a lot less well-read, I imagined the queer life to be a depressed one. All media taught my baby gay self was that the life of a lesbian was tragic, and all my family seemed to telegraph to me was that I would never find peace while queer. As I spent ages eleven and twelve coming into consciousness of my queerness, I vacillated between great highs and greater lows. I felt the joy of finding an answer to my feelings and a community for my yearning. I also quickly realized that who I was did not fit the mold of my Russian-Jewish culture. Giddy moments wherein I could finally place my affections were replaced with shame. For the better part of my childhood, I felt so guilty. I was so tired of myself—my queer self.

			How is it that I was tumbling through pre-adolescence and already exhausted? The burden of self-discovery and self-affirmation was already weighing on me. I knew fully I was gay on a family trip to Maine where I read a lesbian novel—Julie Anne Peter’s Keeping You a Secret. I checked it out from the local library to confirm my suspicions. While reading the book, everything came into almost laughable focus. It was the “of course” moment of the decade. It was also terrifying. As I churned through the pages of Keeping You a Secret, I came to realize I was different in all the “wrong” ways.

			I wish I could tell my harried younger self the things I would later experience. Your fiancée will read the same novel on your lap, and you will giggle at how trite the work’s dramatics are. You will love yourself. You will be free, clutching the Star of David around your neck and gazing past her eyes into your happy life together. Instead, I was twelve and afraid. I thought being gay was an emotional death sentence. In the novel, the family abandons the protagonist. In my own life, already familiar with my parents’ homophobia, I realized bitter solitude was a genuine possibility.

			Of course—I have to say “of course”—I had my music. Most importantly, I had Mac Miller. Vividly, I remember the moment queerness changed for me; it was Malcolm’s doing. I was thirteen or fourteen, on another trip with my parents, listening to “Knock Knock” and other select cuts off K.I.D.S. At the time, most of Mac’s music centered on his youthful wiles, his desire for women, and the grand fun of being a young man. The way Malcolm’s music was structured, images of pursuing women were presented as punchlines. Or they were just plain sweet in their innocence, as on “Senior Skip Day”:

			“Supposed to be in class but I ain’t goin’ / Let’s chill on the couch / See what’s on the telly / Girl, we won’t leave the house”

			Every mention of a girl was met with spry candor. Mac was a grinning ladies’ man. His aura was infectious, and it made me feel good. “All the pretty little girls come and flock with me,” Mac rapped on “Knock Knock.” “And I like my rhymes witty, all my dimes pretty,” he continued on the second verse. I remember running around the beach in blue strappy sandals, earbuds firmly in place, knock-off iPod in hand, feeling like I could just lift off and fly. The world was mine. This was what it meant to like girls: this endless fun and jive.

			My self-hatred and fear were replaced with the notion that liking girls could be a carefree and fulfilling exercise. I had spent my youth petrified, knowing that the moment I came out to my family, our entire dynamic would change. But here was this rapper who seemed to have as much zeal and pep and gleeful lust as I did, and he sounded over the moon. Mac Miller—especially in his early work—sounded thrilled to be alive and in like with every passing woman. He became my own personal wingman. Whenever I’d dwell on my Otherness, I’d recall Malcolm’s joy and make it my own.

			“Mirror, mirror hangin’ on the wall / Who the flyest white boy of them all? / Got your girlfriend screenin’ all the calls / She bubblin’, we fuckin’ then you cuddlin’”

			—“The Spins”

			Mac’s happiness also took the form of a wellspring of confidence. Every line about a woman was met with an equally pulpy line about himself. For a relentlessly-bullied oddball, listening to Mac Miller made me feel unstoppable. While in school, my queerness was maligned, but in my own Mac Miller-filled world, my queerness was celebrated. It was a mirror effect. He was the most fly; I was the most fly. He was worry-free; I was worry-free. All the girls flocked to him; perhaps all the girls would flock to me.

			Surely, this young man had no idea what it meant to be a repressed queer kid, but he did know what it meant to have a good time. That’s what I needed: the promise of good. Everywhere I looked, my shame was affirmed. I had no models for queerness. Every book I read ended in misery. With Mac Miller, liking women was a source of joy and laughter. In his happiness, I found solace. I discovered the queer existence could very well be a happy one because there is no shame in liking and loving women, whether you’re Mac Miller, or me, or from any other walk of life.

			That day at the beach was special because it marked the moment I realized my identity did not inherently mean punishment. Mac Miller’s seemingly endless cad-like persona gave me the gift of forgiveness. The project of me loving my queerness began that very day when I took flight with K.I.D.S. as my fuel. I gave myself the budding gift of self-love.

			At one point on “The Spins,” Malcolm makes a playful (if not tacky) joke out of oral sex: “She gave me head with my concussion.” Not his best bar, but to this day, I rap along with smooth, bubbling delight. Malcolm did not show me how to be queer, but he did show me I could be queer and happy. He showed me shame was a waste of time. Guilt, too, was a pittance. Mac Miller gave me the foresight to begin rejoicing in my queerness, and so I did.

			





 

			Quentin Cuff: When Mac was a sophomore, I started hearing his But My Mackin’ Ain’t Easy tape. Jimmy has verses, TreeJay, [locals] . . . That’s when I was like, “Yo! This dude has bars!” I started working with him when he was in the middle of doing the project with Beedie as The Ill Spoken. Him and Beedie were doing that project [How High], and Will Kalson was managing the group. This was before E. [Dan]! But My Mackin’ Ain’t Easy are the inaugural bars before Jukebox.

			The maturation was so crazy. I was like, “Man! He has something.” He was allowing me to say my ideas, and he would take some of them. The shift between Ill Spoken and Jukebox was he produced multiple beats on Jukebox. He had this massive keyboard he would make beats on, and it wasn’t some crazy technology, but he was making crazy-ass beats on this keyboard. That’s when I understood where he could go with his music. I thought his hooks were fire. And he had bars!

			Nadirah Simmons (editor-in-chief, The Gumbo): I love soulful hip-hop songs, and I can’t remember what tape it is off the top of my head [The High Life], but he sampled “Just My Imagination,” and I was just like “Wow! This white dude is sampling this old, classic song, and doing it justice.” Then, just seeing the way he interacted with dudes so early on in his career. He’s on a song with YG, and he’s hanging out with Chance [The Rapper] and bringing Chance on his tour. Something about him just having respect for the culture . . . The fact that he, and it’s so weird to say “was,” so respectful and he was so in tune, and he was a student of the genre and of the culture. That sold me.

			Phonte (rapper of Little Brother fame): 9th [tells me] he got this “Kool Aid & Frozen Pizza” joint, and that joint is going up! I had never heard of him, so I pulled it up on YouTube and I see it’s him rapping over the Lord Finesse “Hip 2 Da Game” instrumental, and I’m like: “What the fuck!? Are you serious!?” In a good way! I was like, “How old is this kid?” It would’ve been one thing if he rapped over a hit-hit. That “Hip 2 Da Game” record was no big, monster record. Even by underground rap standards. It was a dope joint, and if you were a head, you knew it, but it was no big record everyone would’ve known. The fact he chose to rhyme over that blew me away.

			Skyzoo: Man, he was super generous and welcoming. Super cool. Stayed humble always—I’ll give you a story on that. 2011, me and my DJ, DJ Prince, were in Pittsburgh doing a show. The show was on a Friday, and we were supposed to dip out. There was a huge storm back in New York, to the point where they shut all the travel down. We got stuck in Pittsburgh. We had to extend the hotel a couple nights; we didn’t know when we were going. We met some people at this clothing store/record store. We got cool with them, and Sunday night was the VMAs. They were like, “Yo, come kick it at the crib, we got the VMAs, we gon’ be hanging out.” I was like, “Word.”

			Me and my DJ go to the crib, as soon as we walk in the door . . . Mac’s sitting on the couch rolling an L! Mac looks and he’s like, “What the fuck is Skyzoo doing in Pittsburgh on a Sunday night!” He was like, “Yo, we could’ve been fucking hanging out. Come sit down, have a drink, here’s an L.” We was drinking, watching the VMAs, and he just kept looking at me: “I can’t believe Skyzoo is in Pittsburgh on a Sunday night.”

			Rapsody: It wasn’t about celebrity or how big he was becoming at the time; it was just two people that were homies that had love for each other, just wanting to make dope music. It was just raw like that. I remember he was like, “You want some hummus, man?” He was like, “Rap, how you don’t eat hummus? You gotta try this.” I went and tried it, like, “Nah, bruh. I’m not fucking with no chickpeas.” Those are the memories I remember. And just watching Most Dope. How much love they had for each other; they were really brothers. That’s what I remember: him always joking. The dude never stopped laughing.

			Quentin Cuff: Definitely magnetic. He had all the confidence in the world in his talent. Things just happened for him quickly, bro. He had a destined path of what he was supposed to do in his life and in his career. I still don’t think [I’ve] met anyone that has dedicated that much time to music, or been close to anyone that talented. His personality . . . He was just hilarious! We hit it off from a perspective of liking similar albums—we connected on listening to OutKast and [watching] comedy movies.

			Will Kalson: He transferred to [Taylor Allderdice High School] his junior year. That’s when he changed his name [and] started to take things a lot more seriously. I knew I wanted to keep working with him. I knew that Malcolm was gonna do big things. I knew it. He was just focused, even in high school. He didn’t care about school—all he cared about was music. He just had the drive to do it. The Jukebox was supposed to be a prelude to the Class Clown album, but he changed projects by the minute. He was such a creative force, always coming up with new ideas. Constantly! He was always excited about them. When I was in college, he would hit me up on iChat all the time, and he would play me songs.

			Quentin Cuff: Mac had a studio setup, and he let us come record once or twice. A month after that, Mac was pretty much like, “Yo, I know you’re trying to rap and shit, but I’m trying to take my stuff more seriously and if you would help me . . . I feel like you have a good mind for ideas and music business ideas.” I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing—we were learning stuff together. He allowed me to be part of his career, his life, and [to be] his friend.

			Will Kalson: One of my most vivid memories of him is the way he would look at you while he was playing you a song. He tried to look you right in the eyes to see how you were feeling about it. He wanted to know what you felt about it, good or bad. It was important to him, for everything to be—I wouldn’t say he was a perfectionist, necessarily, but he was a very, very hard worker. He had what it takes. He had the work ethic.

			K.I.D.S. was an exciting time because he was working on that mixtape the summer after he graduated high school. We knew that shit was gonna happen, because his views on YouTube were going up, and it was all organic.

			We were going down to ID Labs every night that summer. This was the old ID Labs. It was pretty small, but it was intimate. He was definitely in talks with Benjy and Rostrum, and they were trying to work things out, but to me it was clear either way: With or without a record label, he was gonna take off. It was his choice to sign to Rostrum; he wanted to do that. We were just having a lot of fun in the studio every night. At that point, E. Dan and [Big] Jerm had fully embraced him. When he first started going around ID Labs, they were like, “Who the fuck is this kid, coming in here trying to act like he runs the place?” But that was just his personality! They realized how talented he was and what a good heart he had.

			





Healing Power

			There was a point in my life where I was so paralyzed by fear that I could barely leave the house. The thought of going to the grocery store set off a bone-deep panic in me. When I eventually forced myself to step into the store, my body tensed. I got dizzy. The lights blinded me; I sweat through my clothes no matter how many layers I was wearing. As soon as I got home, I hid under the covers, sometimes crying, sometimes panting. A ten-minute trip to ShopRite knocked me out for an entire day. It was the fall of 2018, and I was at the height of my unmedicated mental health struggles.

			My anxiety that October was peaking. I knew deep in my bones that what was wrong with me was more complex than what I knew of at the time. The symptoms of my depression were abnormal and manifested themselves physically and wantonly. My anxiety took many forms, and my triggers seemed endless. I was fixated on taking my own life. Somehow, though, I had some fight in me, some energy rattling inside, telling me there was more to life than how I was miserably living. This energy, too, manifested in many forms and without warning. I lived for this energy as I lived for the patches of sunlight kissing my cheek on a cold, windy day.

			Energized days—stable days—were few and far between, but over time, I found a way to summon them. I had to. My crippling fear of leaving the house was starkly contrasted by my need to get out of the depressed hole I had dug in my apartment. Outside is healthy, running errands is therapeutic, and you cannot live life cooped up. You’ll go mad. I know this. I lived it. When getting in my car on a Sunday morning to run errands would make me nauseous, I found there was one solution to ground myself and get me through the simple tasks: Mac Miller’s 2010 breakout, K.I.D.S.

			Malcolm’s fourth mixtape, and the one that would put his name on the map for all time, saved me. There is a spry energy to the tape. His youthful face adorning the cover; his jeering voice spitting sometimes passé, sometimes involved raps; his cad-like reflexes; his joy—it flipped on a light in my spirit. It is impossible to feel anything but unfiltered happiness as Mac raps his breakfast order on “Senior Skip Day.” You feel like the man when he details his sexcapades on “The Spins.” You feel alive as Mac walks you through his life as a fly Pittsburgh teen. It’s not about retreading your old memories; it’s about stepping into Malcolm’s moment and living life to the fullest alongside him.

			The first time I ventured to the bookstore by myself, I spun K.I.D.S. as I swept down the highway. I had spent the entire morning talking myself up. I cannot stress enough how the simplest tasks, even the ones I enjoyed the most, choked me out. The thought of getting out of my cave and seeing other people made me ill. When stepping into a public place, my vision immediately blurred. I lost my ability to speak. Whatever space I was in got dark and tight. The walls collapsed on me, and I was beset with the need to throw up.

			None of this happened when K.I.D.S. was on. None of it. The drive was a breeze, a blast. The sun beamed and the trees were turning colors. Liberated from my dark apartment and taking in the sights of a windy highway, I felt at peace with myself. Walking through the store with my earbuds in, I was too preoccupied with Malcolm’s world to get sick. His bubbling and classic beat selection, his wordplay, it was all so enchanting. K.I.D.S. wormed its way into my psyche and put out all the fires that lit within me each time I left the house. I browsed the store until the tape came to an end. Then I played it once more. I stayed out all afternoon, listening to K.I.D.S. again and again as I did the simplest things I could never bring myself to do: Order a drink, sit alone in a cafe, chat with strangers.

			K.I.D.S. has a hidden healing quality. Unlike any other project in Malcolm’s deep catalog, K.I.D.S. is untouched by vices or murkiness. The darkest moment is a eulogy to his “Poppy.” The mixtape is a bright light, an encouraging nudge, and welcoming smile. You find yourself lost in the way Mac laces up his shoes, how he rides around town searching for fun. That afternoon, that fall, “Traffic in The Sky” became my anthem. The hook (“I ain’t got a damn thing on my mind”) puts life into perspective. As Malcolm watches the clouds, you feel your own stress melting away. Suddenly, the anxiety becomes auxiliary, and you start to wonder why you paid it so much attention in the first place. You snap out of it and snap into life, reminded that it’s worth living.

			When you’re depressed, they tell you to practice smiling and saying nice things to yourself. The goal is to internalize the good until it replaces automatic negative thoughts. K.I.D.S. is “the good” of life distilled. Every bar and every beat speaks to the highs of our human existence. Something as basic as “Kool Aid & Frozen Pizza” is elevated. From K.I.D.S., we learn to make our own joy out of the most mundane things. Life becomes bearable. Where happiness can be considered “corny,” Mac finds a way to bring joy to the mixtape circuit without coming across as constructing a cardboard kingdom.

			K.I.D.S.’ simplicity is its biggest victory. Malcolm does not waste time proving himself or vying for anything. He simply loves to rap and wants to share his goings-on with the world. There’s a purity in his approach, which cannot be manufactured. Immediately, people believed in Mac Miller, the artist and the young man. His conviction and love of hip-hop were infectious. There was no grandstanding. In 2010, hip-hop was being sucked into Mac Miller’s orbit. Sure, the tape was just Mac Miller, and you could take him or leave him. But admit it: You took him, didn’t you?

			Eight years later, it was K.I.D.S. that got me through the fall of 2018. K.I.D.S. got me out of the house, got me taking care of myself. K.I.D.S. carried me to the finish line while I searched for a doctor who finally diagnosed me with Bipolar II, among other things. The tape brought me back to life on days where I outright rejected living. The tape taught me how to smile in the face of discomfort. And the tape kept me smiling as I drove to the pharmacy to pick up my first dose of anxiety medication. K.I.D.S. was there for me as I got my life together. That’s what Mac Miller does—he smiles and he saves.

			





 

			Quentin Cuff: I came up with the acronym, but in retrospect, I don’t think that was the coolest acronym . . . We were just smoking weed at Miss Karen’s house in Mac’s old room, and me, him, TreeJay, and other homies would be talking about a bunch of different concepts. Mac Miller’s Day Off was the only alternative name. We realized reality is much more serious than a Ferris Bueller [movie]. What Mac had to say on “Poppy” and “All I Want Is You” . . . it was a lot darker than Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. I’m not saying K.I.D.S. was dark; it has a lot of bright moments. It was obviously the New Hope in his trilogy. It was what let people know this guy is a jedi. To his fanbase, he’s the chosen one. It also did have darker moments, especially on “Poppy” and “Traffic in The Sky,” they’re very mature.

			Skyzoo: I loved that he flipped the Kids movie because it’s one of the dopest fucking movies. What it also says is—Mac probably didn’t see Kids when it first came out. Kids was my life—to an extent, I lived like that in high school. For Mac to be so much younger and go back and dig into the crates and pull that out and introduce it to a bunch of kids his age, that was the coolest shit to me! It’s gonna make kids go back and do the research.

			That was Mac! He was so about the culture and hip-hop. He respected it; K.I.D.S. showed you that. The beats he would freestyle to, the instrumentals he would pick, being a Dilla-head. All that shit was him reaching back because he respected the culture so much. It speaks volumes.

			Quentin Cuff: Everyone played their part. I would try to place as many beats as I could, even though I didn’t know what A&Ring was. “Good Evening” was a beat I found. I felt like it was a huge thing for him to be sampling a record Drake sampled. B [Dot] Jay also made “The Spins.” I found both of those beats. I’m pretty sure Will found Wally West and the Lord Finesse beat.

			The intro to K.I.D.S. was epic. The same way [Mac] put My Morning Jacket in the “Nikes on My Feet” video, he had an ear for shit I didn’t know about before him. He put me on to all the Brainfeeder stuff before we became friends with Thundercat. He was a real fan with music as a whole.

			Sayez has two different joints on there: “Paper Route” and “Outside.” Me and Mac were listening to beats at my old apartment. I watched Mac hear seven of those beats and start writing immediately and just [start] making incredible music. Willisbeatz [“All I Want Is You”] is a friend of Mac and his older brother. The person [Dru-Tang] that produced “Cruise Control” is Mac’s friend from childhood as well.

			I heard the Drakes [of the game] and Kush & OJ had already been out, and we knew what we were up against. There’s a direct correlation between “The Spins” and “The Thrill” by Wiz. Both Empire of the Sun samples. With “Good Evening,” there’s the Drake [influence]. But there wasn’t no rapper that was seventeen years old doing a “Kool Aid & Frozen Pizza.” He’s doing a “Poppy.” We’re doing an eclectic mix of sounds. It was just original. [Mac] wasn’t trying to be anyone else or imitate anyone else. He had his own flow and wave.

			E. Dan: My initial impressions were skeptical. Jerm had just started working at the studio. I just happened to hear [Jerm] working on something [he] and Mac had done. It was drums Jerm cooked up and this guitar stuff Mac played. He was singing the chorus, rapping, and it was super groovy. I’m like, “This is really good!” It was right around that time Benjy swooped in and got involved and signed him. The other side of that, too, was I was really, really busy with Wiz. That all culminated in the “Knock Knock” session. Then we knocked that song out, and it was fucking awesome, and we loved it. I was like, “This kid is so much fun to work with.” Immediately, I was into it from that moment on.

			Quentin Cuff: Whenever Mac signed with Rostrum, he got an unlimited budget to work at ID Labs. E. Dan had already shown him love by recording for pretty much free after Malcolm had went through phases of selling TVs for studio time. Benjy came in and was like, “I believe in this too.” Everyone at ID Labs started to believe in Mac. That’s where the turn in K.I.D.S. happened, because you have E. Dan going in there and doing the final touches on the album, and they make a song like “Knock Knock.” I believe Benjy found that sample. Once [Benjy] got all-in on Mac, he helped refine what songs had that tempo, what would go.

			Benjy Grinberg: It was the beginning of K.I.D.S. recordings. He sat me down: “I’m working on a new tape, and I wanna play some of the records for you.” When he played them—early versions of some of the records—I was like, woah! These are way better than what I had heard before! The amount that he had progressed in that little time was impressive. And the music was dope. Fuck. That’s what turned the tide for me to say, “Maybe we should be looking at something a little bit deeper.”

			Quentin Cuff: We had this natural relationship with the guys at Rostrum. Benjy liked his music and [is] the reason Wiz did a verse on “Cruise Control” on High Life for free. Artie had sent out the songs to get more people listening on all platforms. After that, Benjy was like, “Hey, I would be interested in helping you guys release music.” At that point, it was a no-brainer, because we had a great relationship with them. Benjy is a good guy that made a lot of key decisions at the beginning of Mac’s career that put us in a great position as a team.

			E. Dan: [“Knock Knock”] was, in fact, the first time I remember us working together. We had met before that because he was in and out of the studio. The setup at that studio was . . . It was a rectangular building with a door in the front and my room was at the back. The only bathroom in the entire place was in the larger control room, which I used. So, people would have to come through there to use the bathroom. You meet a lot of people. That was probably the first time I met Mac: he wandered back there to use the bathroom. Talking to him in later years, apparently, he was intimidated, because I was the man in Pittsburgh with a studio. He had just signed his deal with Benjy at Rostrum. It was our first time sitting down to work on anything together.
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