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Praise for Brady Johns

“Brady Johns helped OneAffiniti expand into North America by building an outbound sales engine that way outperformed any of our expectations. His sales acumen and his ability to motivate sales teams are second-to-none.”

—Joel Montgomery, Founder and CEO, OneAffiniti

“If you’re like most of us, you’ve had it with fake experts parading around the internet, claiming to have the magic dust to make you rich. Brady Johns is the opposite—the only reason he isn’t a household name is because he’s busy actually doing the work! Brady is a great teacher, he’s generous with his knowledge, and he has proven steps to generate massive success.”

—Jonathan Sprinkles, Founder, The Connection Lab and two-time International Bestselling Author

“I have received Brady Johns’s counsel on real estate investments. He had the exact advice and direction I needed to succeed. Read, do, and follow through. And if you do so, I trust he can be a real boost to your learning as well.”

—Luther Gabriel Biondo, Author of Bridge of Fire

“Brady Johns’s financial wisdom was shared in a funny and approachable, yawn-proof way that kept me reading. I definitely attribute a significant portion of my own success IPOing two companies and the downstream financial wealth that resulted from it, to following his homespun Texas wisdom!”

—Sherri Manning, Chief People Officer of multiple technology companies
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INTRODUCTION

EVER SEEN A BILLIONAIRE SMILE? I mean really smile, right up to the corners of their eyes, so you can tell they’re not just mugging for the camera?

I haven’t. In fact, it seems to me that the world’s top earners tend to look haggard and pretty miserable. They’ve got all the resources and privileges in the world—access to things and experiences that we regular folks can only dream about—and yet they run around looking pissed off and stressed all the time. It’s almost as if they accumulated their wealth with a business-is-hell mentality, constantly seeking to crush their competition, and now that the money’s in the bank, they’re exhausted. Either that or the sheer pressure of hanging on to all that money is giving them nonstop migraines.

But here’s the thing: I’m worth tens of millions, and I smile constantly. I swear, if you ever meet me, you’ll think, “This guy? In the flip-flops and T-shirt? With the shit-eating grin? He’s a millionaire?”

I am. And unlike most high-profile millionaires, I use my wealth to enjoy my life. I mean, I focus on investing for the future and building stability for myself and my family, and I absolutely never throw my money away on luxury cars or obnoxious bling except when it is a reward for completing a project. But I also recognize that socking away cash just to have mountains of cash is . . . a little bit nuts. It’s a socially acceptable form of hoarding, really. Especially if the process of accumulating more assets and money makes you feel strung out and tense.

Unless you’re born rich, becoming a millionaire takes hard work, and lots of it. But that work shouldn’t feel like a nonstop grind. And once you’ve achieved financial independence, you should not look like an anxiety-ridden zombie. You should build a life that allows you to wander the earth wearing flip-flops if that is what your heart desires. You should earn and accumulate wealth in ways that energize you instead of draining you.

I’ve been building wealth for decades, so I can attest that those things are possible. But I’ll also warn you that, on top of all that hard work I mentioned earlier, you’ll have to commit to a lifetime of learning. This is no one-and-done situation; it’s a journey. A long one. I’m still on it myself.

Here’s some proof: A few years back, I was looking for some established or retired rich people to interview. I wanted to soak up the wisdom of older wealthy people, talk with folks who were living the type of life that I wanted to live when I was seventy or eighty years old. Now, I don’t know a ton of octogenarians, especially ones who maintain their net worth while traveling the globe, donating to worthy causes, and enjoying the good life. So I had to look outside my own natural friendship circles. Eventually, my search led to Chris Blackwell. (In case you haven’t heard of him, he founded Island Records, is credited with popularizing reggae outside of Jamaica, and launched the careers of Bob Marley, Grace Jones, and U2. So, you know, he’s a cool guy.)

Chris owns Goldeneye in Jamaica—the former estate of James Bond novelist Ian Fleming and now a luxury resort—and my family had rented there a few times in the past. So I sent Chris an email. I offered to donate a substantial sum to his favorite charity if he’d spend an hour with me, talking money and business advice. And I could not believe that he even answered. Most people do not. So I was doubly surprised when he said yes.

Allow me to geek out for a moment: I was thrilled to meet this man. I don’t tend to get starstruck around musicians or movie stars, but this guy was the actual living embodiment of everything I wanted to be at eighty years old. He was smart, savvy, wealthy, artistic, well traveled, generous, interesting, and full of curiosity. And he came walking down the beach, barefoot in his swim trunks, and he was everything to me. I was like, “Oh my God, this is Chris Fucking Blackwell. And he owns this entire spectacular estate and the entire spectacular beach it’s sitting on. How kick-ass is that?”

Eventually, we sat down to talk about my finances, and he said, “Did you really come down here for this?”

Like he couldn’t believe I’d fly all the way to Jamaica and rent this house for several thousand dollars a night just to get financial advice from him for an hour. (And now that I write that out, I can see what he means because it sounds unusual.) At first, Chris seemed sure I was there to sell him something I hadn’t pitched yet, but I wasn’t. I was there to learn. And I’m at a stage in my life and investment career where I don’t care what it costs to get the knowledge I need. I know that I simply won’t get it if I don’t seek it.

So I started sketching out my financial life on a cloth napkin at the bar. My wife, Sherri, was there with me, and we painted him a picture of our real estate holdings, stocks, investments, cash, the whole deal.

When I was just about done destroying the napkin with a Sharpie, he asked, “How do you think I can help you?”

Which, in itself, should have been a compliment. But it felt as if I was staring into the abyss.

So he followed up and asked, “You’re already a very wealthy and accomplished man. What are you looking for?”

I blurted out, “How did you do this?” And I lifted my arms, gesturing around us. Because it looked to me as if he owned about half of the Jamaican coastline.

Then I asked, “How would I do this?”

And, my good people, he told me something that I’ve heard six times from three other mentors, but it blew my mind wide open coming from him. I needed to hear this particular advice from the lips of someone who was living my dream in order for it to sink in. And I’m gonna be that guy and make you wait until chapter eleven to hear the actual advice itself—but that’s not even the point!

The point is that, even now, with millions in the bank, I am still learning. I seek advice and wisdom from mentors and do my best to model what they teach me. I will never feel like I know enough about finance or investment or market strategies. I will never rest on my accomplishments.

And neither should you.

Instead, you should plan on continuously learning about money and how you can make it work for you. You should envision the life you want in your heart of hearts and make a plan to build it.

That’s how I got to where I am today. I never wanted to be the richest person in the world, but I wanted to travel and see the things I read about in National Geographic. I wanted financial freedom. I wanted to be able to do big, generous acts for the people I loved. All that adventure and philanthropy would be expensive, so I needed to find a way to make some serious money.

I did. And now I’ve got my dream life and a pretty freakin’ impressive fortune, which I built over the years through strategy and hard work. I’ve made an agreement with myself to work for four years at a tech job, then take an entire year off for travel and learning. This allows me to have incredible experiences in long stretches, then go back to the industry I love once I’m rested and have once again found my passion. I’ve set insane, lofty goals for myself and have nailed most of them. I’ve met fantastic people, seen some of the most gorgeous places on Earth, and learned a wide array of skills from global masters. I dreamed the life I wanted, and then I built it, brick by brick.

You can, too. It won’t be easy or fast, but if you enjoy challenging yourself, it will be fun. And I can teach you how to do it in a way that will set you up for security, happiness, wealth, and joy. Because the world’s already got enough frowning, cutthroat, hypercompetitive billionaires.

Oh, before you turn the page, I should warn you that I’m from Texas, and this book will have stories from my life. Loads of them. It is my experience that storytelling is a way to both teach and capture the imagination. If you’re looking for checklists and worksheets, or a dry instructional textbook, this ain’t it. Though I will point you to simple and publicly available sources of information that I use every day.

I know full well that my experiences are just that: mine. But I also know that learning works a hell of a lot better when it isn’t boring, gives readers emotional entry points, and offers lessons that the heart and mind can latch on to together. So, in the interest of helping you good people actually retain the knowledge I’m about to lay on you, there will be stories. No way around it.

Sound good? Are you ready to learn investment strategies to help you build wealth right now so you can retire early and enjoy life? Awesome. Let’s do this.




CHAPTER

1

Why I Did It

LISTEN. I GREW UP WITH a schoolteacher single mother who went back to college at nearly thirty years old and worked two jobs most of her life. I got the message early: if we want more, we have to work more. My current net worth is in the tens of millions. And I’m here to tell you that you don’t need to have money to make money.

I failed college math three times. I currently own dozens of investment properties and buy more every year. Making money is something anyone can do.

My first string of investments ended in bankruptcy. Since then I’ve sought advice and support from financially gifted people on a regular basis, getting help from people who are a hell of a lot smarter than I am. And I’m here to tell you that no one makes millions alone.

But first, I’m gonna tell you why I decided to get rich.

After serving in the US Air Force I moved to Austin, Texas, to use my veterans benefits to finish college. (Personal note: The military offers college benefits and even helps you buy a house. I often encourage young people to at least talk to a recruiter about all of the opportunities the military can provide.) I dedicated a lot of mental space to trying to figure out what I was going to do after graduation.

I’d been working various jobs since age twelve, so I knew that work would be part of the deal, but I also knew that I didn’t want to just get a job. I wanted to find ways to make money that didn’t involve trading dollars for hours, the way I’d seen my granddaddy do years before he invested a few spare bucks in oil wells. And, honestly, I didn’t just want a job; I wanted security. I wanted flexibility and freedom. I was more than happy to work hard, but I wanted the work I did to lead to independence, not just to more work. So I schemed and researched and daydreamed.

I also eavesdropped a little.

Austin is a music town, and one of my college jobs was doing nighttime catering for Austin City Limits back when it was a small-potatoes TV show. (Yeah, I know. Sweet gig, right?) I got to meet many of my heroes in that six-and-a-half-year period. It was undeniably awesome. But I also got to spend a lot of time around artists and managers, and I began to surreptitiously tune in to some of their business conversations. You may have heard the cliché, “There is a show and there is a business.” I got to see and hear some of it, and it was very interesting. (What? Catering gets boring. I couldn’t help myself.)

I soon found out that in addition to making money on ticket sales and merch and album sales, musicians earned royalties every time a song was played on a radio station anywhere in the world. It was just pennies per play, but for a global hit with real staying power, that adds up over time. I also learned that musicians licensed their songs for use in commercials, movies, and TV, making yet more money off songs they may have written decades prior.

My granddaddy had talked about the idea of passive income when I was young, though he called it “mailbox money,” since it involved getting royalty checks in the mail. He told me it meant doing research or work up front and getting paid over the long term. I knew that people earned passive income from investments such as dividend-yielding stocks and profits from their oil wells, but I’d never thought about the passive income side of the music industry before. If there were royalties to be earned off long-shelved records, there had to be other ways to earn passive income that I wasn’t seeing.

Hello, I Hear You’re Rich!

Being gregarious and a natural-born Texan, I began interviewing rich people. Basically, I asked my college buddies who around town was wealthy, set up some informational interviews, and picked the brains of a handful of Austin-based millionaires. Some of them were fancy people, some of them looked super average, and one looked like he earned less than I did as a broke college student.

His name was Tom, he was a regular at the restaurant where I worked and the brother of one of my professors, and he represented everything I love about Austin. He had long hair, was usually wearing cutoff shorts, and always had his dog with him and a beer in his hand. Total hippy, avid music lover—laid-back and happy. But it turned out he owned about 135 rental houses in Austin and was raking in the cash every month. Investing in real estate had come up two or three times during my rich-people interviews, but Tom was the first guy who seemed to be a real expert on this type of passive income.

I sat down with him one day, and I asked, “Tom, give me the truth. Do you really make this money every day without even getting out of bed?”

“Yes, I do, but I have to pay all my bills first,” he said. “Just because somebody pays a thousand dollars a month in rent to live in one of my houses, that doesn’t mean I’m getting a thousand dollars a month from each tenant. I have to watch my money very carefully and make sure all of my bills get paid. Then whatever’s left over is actually mine.”

He took a pull of his beer.

“It’s a long game, though. Because, over time, the mortgage gets paid off by all that rent money. And all the equity that went into the mortgage is mine to keep forever. Plus, once the mortgage is paid, then I actually do get that thousand dollars every month.”

If you read what Tom told me and thought, “Well, duh,” then you are way ahead of where I was then.

At the time, I could just barely grasp what he was saying. I could tell, though, that he had deep knowledge about real estate, passive income, and making smart investments. And since he hated monkey suits as much as I did and led a low-profile, relaxed, truly independent life, I decided he was the guy. He needed to be my mentor. Tom was the person to teach me how to earn my mailbox money.

But when I asked him to show me the ropes, he flat-out refused.

“No way, man,” he said. “I’m not your guy. I don’t really fit the bill for a millionaire, do I? I just take care of my properties, and I fish and I water ski and I fix stuff that’s broken. I don’t get tied up in all that millionaire shit, and I don’t think I have anything to teach you.”

I knew he was wrong. He was a humble man who just didn’t see himself as the mentor type, but he had so much knowledge and wisdom. And since I was stubborn, I kept hounding him.

“Just let me shadow you for a while,” I begged. “I don’t think you understand what I’m after here, Tom. All I wanna do is ride my mountain bike and own my own barbecue restaurant and have a bunch of rental houses and go tubing down the river. Oh, and chase a fresh crop of waitresses every semester. I want to do what you do. I want to be you, man.”

He’d scratch at his stubble and look away. But he let me tag along a few times while he worked on his houses. And, eventually, Tom agreed to mentor me on an informal basis. In exchange for his input and guidance, I’d work one day a week fixing roofs or raking yards with him, lending a hand on whatever odd jobs he needed to tackle at his properties. He’d show me the ropes. It was education on the job—the best way to get it.

I expected Tom to talk endlessly about negotiation. Every real estate book I’d ever read was packed with advice on how to negotiate for the best price and avoid shady deals. But Tom wasn’t a wheeler and dealer; he was an entrepreneur. He simply had a calculation for evaluating the financial health of a property. If the property price could fit that calculation, then he bought it. He taught me how to observe and run a business in a structured and calculated way.

I remember when I found the very first property I wanted to buy for myself and brought the deal to Tom for his input. I was so damned excited about the contract and thought we would talk about whether I got the right price for the house. And we sure as hell did not do that. Tom sat me down and said, “Okay, what do you think your maintenance costs are going to be on this property?”

I looked at him blankly.

“How about management costs? Don’t manage that property yourself, Brady. Remember you wanna be an investor, a boss, a moneymaker. Let somebody else be a manager. That’s not what you’re trying to be when you grow up.”

“I . . . uh . . .”

“Do you know how much rent you can get off this property?”

“I don’t. I don’t know, Tom,” I said apologetically.

“That’s okay, I’ll teach you.”

And he did. In an age long before Zillow, he showed me how to price a property in the market. He taught me to look at all the costs, including taxes, maintenance, management, and mortgage payments, and work backward from there. It was always nuts and bolts with Tom, God bless him, and this was his way of introducing me to a budget and teaching me about finance and operations. It was not sexy, but, damn, it was helpful.

Eventually, I started to realize that I wasn’t going to be able to make serious money on one or two properties. I couldn’t even do it with eight. Tom showed me that it was going to take twenty or more properties for me to live off my mailbox money, which was an overwhelming idea at first, but he encouraged me to pursue it. He gave me hope and a direction in which I could point myself.

“You can do this, too, Brady,” Tom told me. “You can buy up and rent out houses right here in Austin.”

Let me tell you, that excited me. Learning from Tom and getting that kind of encouragement from a man I respected lit a fire under me. I was going to be a real estate guy, too. I could feel it in my bones.

My First Big-Boy Money Goal

While he was mentoring me on real estate investment, Tom encouraged me to get serious about goal setting. He instructed me to read some books, do some research, put pen to paper, and commit to a solid number on a reasonable timeline.

“If you want to travel as much as you say you do, and still be a total music-head, and do it all on passive income streams, you need a plan. And you need it soon,” he told me.

Now, here’s the thing: Zig Ziglar, the legendary motivational speaker, was my Sunday school teacher. No kidding. When I was in high school, a couple friends and I would go out to his Sunday school classes in Dallas, just about every other week. He was so nice to us and even invited us over for lunch. And even though his books made little sense to me as a teenager, those classes were the first place anybody ever told me I needed a goal.

So, by the time Tom came around, I was an expert on goals. I’d been setting goals and crushing them since I was nineteen and joined the military to pay for college. But somehow I was struggling to set this big-picture, lifelong goal that Tom had asked me to set.

And here’s why: I did what most humans do when they set goals. I imagined the thing I wanted to do, and when I didn’t start making measurable, significant progress toward it right away, I started to beat myself up. I decided I was a failure.

Here’s a little 20/20 hindsight on goal setting: When you set a new goal, remember that you’re about to do something you’ve never done before. You’re a rookie. And that’s okay! But you should think of your goal as a direction or intention, not as a hard, bright line. Think to yourself, “This is where I want to be. It’s as far out as I can imagine, and I’m going to move toward it.” But give that goal some fuzzy edges so you won’t get mad or give up if you can’t do everything perfectly on the first try.

Did you know that most of the planes taking off from the mainland United States for Hawaii take off in the wrong direction? Most runways go in every direction but east–west, so just to get started, pilots have to go
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