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I want to dedicate this book to anyone who’s doubted me, thought my dreams wouldn’t come true, or told me no along the way.

Let your actions quiet the noise until your actions become the noise everyone’s talking about.





You Are a Failure.

All right, you did it. You got this book. You opened it up; you sat down to read it or turned it on in your car to listen to while you picked your nose and thought no one was looking. I saw that.

You came here because you’ve got places to go. Things to do. A new life to create. A new career to start. Money to make. People to impress. Ideas to launch. A burning feeling in your belly that you know you won’t be able to shake until you do something about it. Then you heard that I wrote a book about success, whatever that means. I mean, I know what it means; I wrote the damn book, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Right now, you’re hoping that you can get in on some of that success too. Whatever that might be, you want it. And I want it for you. We’re gonna do great things together.

But before we get started, there’s something you have to know:

You’re a failure.

I mean it. Repeat after me: I. Am. A. Failure.

I know those are some of the scariest words that could ever come out of your mouth. But now that you’ve said them, isn’t it a little freeing? Like, what were you so scared of? Letting yourself down? Letting your parents down? Letting some douchebag who works across the hallway from you down?

Chances are extremely high that you are actually a failure at something. Congrats on that—it’s officially the most interesting thing about you.

You probably even failed today. Not looking for a new job even though you’ve been promising yourself you would for months. Hitting the snooze button for your workout this morning. Yelling at your kids when you promised yourself you wouldn’t but they wouldn’t put on their shoes and get in the fucking car. And now that you’ve owned up to being a failure and you see that no one’s coming for you because of it, we can move on from here.

Our egos make it hard for us to accept not being able to do something we set out to do. We look at failure like it permanently defines us. As if once you fail, you couldn’t possibly try that thing you were doing again. Because you could never, ever do anything right again.

And forget trying to talk about failure. It’s like your parents getting a divorce. Or hair plugs. Or death. No one wants to come out and say, “You know what I did today? I really ate it.” But where does that get you besides therapy, or believing that high school was the best years of your life? So we’re gonna talk about it. Because if you’re gonna get where you want to go—in business, in love, in family, in sports, in art—then you’re gonna have to fail first.

You’re gonna fail so many times. I fail constantly. Songs don’t hit as high on the Billboard list as I thought they would; collaborations get weird; people don’t love what I’ve made for them; I forget a friend’s birthday. I’ve had small, everyday failures and massive failures. I’ve had years of failure when I wasn’t sure if I’d ever work again. And you just bought a book with my name on it, so you can probably guess that it all turned out okay.

Michael Jordan got cut from his high school varsity basketball team, and he’s the best basketball player of all time. Unless you think LeBron or Kobe are better, but don’t screw up this metaphor for me. Oprah Winfrey was demoted from a prime-time co-anchor role. Sylvester Stallone had to sell his dog for forty dollars outside a 7-Eleven because he was so broke while writing Rocky. (He eventually bought him back for fifteen grand.) You think every invention Thomas Edison made was 10/10? I don’t really know, but I’m guessing they probably weren’t. What were they supposed to do? Cry about it? No. They got up, and they tried again. Eventually, you do that enough times that it works out. Know why? Because those failures are what make success possible.

No one wins right away or all the time. That reality just doesn’t exist. We’ve been sold this really messed-up story that if you don’t get something from the jump, you’re a failure. And if you’re a failure, then you’re the worst. But what if, just for a minute, you let yourself see that failure is a part of life. That it’s supposed to happen. Would we have a single great novel or movie if the main character walked in page one, scene one, did exactly what they were supposed to do and left? No, they have to find their way through the darkest forest and take a wrong turn and get struck by lightning and fight dragons with one arm before they get the money and the girl. And we’re there, cheering them on the whole time because we understand on some level that failure is what made the hero stronger. Failure is what gives the journey meaning. Failure is what makes it all awesome.

When I first got the idea to write this book, I wanted to just hand you a sheet of paper that said:

Failure + Failure = Success

My editor told me to go fuck myself.

See, my first failure at this whole book thing, done. But it only would have been a true failure if I’d quit, and quit isn’t in my vocabulary, so here’s fifty thousand more words about it.

Failure doesn’t mean “Go home.”

No, it’s “Success: coming soon.”

It’s “Keep going.”

It’s “We’ll get ’em next time.”

It’s “Oh, if I change one thing around, it’s gonna work” or “Tomorrow, we’re gonna try this again, but maybe go left instead of right.”

Failure is one of the most powerful opportunities you’ll ever be handed in life. And life doesn’t exactly go around handing out opportunities. When you fail, you’re getting feedback. It’s like someone giving you a play-by-play of what you did wrong and how to do it better the next time. Maybe you need more experience or education. Maybe the idea needs fine-tuning. Maybe not a single thing is wrong, just the timing isn’t right. Then you use that intel. And you show yourself that there is no limit to what you can do. Because the worst-case scenario of trying anything at all, the complete apocalyptic endgame, is that someone else says no, and you get to come back smarter, stronger, and more determined.

Failure is just another rehearsal for your opening night.

Failure is just more practice for perfection.

And soon enough, failure will start to feel good.

Once you realize that failure is freedom, you’ll never look back. You’ll realize that you don’t have to be embarrassed anymore. Failing is by far not the worst thing that could happen to you. And everyone else is too wrapped up in their own shit and their own failures to really care.

Seriously, if someone in your life is keeping a running list of your failures on a whiteboard in their bedroom, they’re a weirdo. Find a new friend.

The only real failure is something that keeps you from trying again. Anything else is just one more shot. It’s doing everything you possibly can until there is no other option but to succeed.

Take Bruno Mars. I’ve known him since around 2008, and he is the epitome of not giving up. He’s been hustling since he was basically a toddler—you can find clips of him on the internet working as an Elvis impersonator at like three years old. In 2004, he finally got signed to Motown Records. They dropped him the same year. That’s not an uncommon story in the music business, but what’s special about it is what happened next. After being dropped, he reinvented himself as a producer-songwriter and gets a publishing deal. Eventually, he met his musical soulmate in Philip Lawrence, who at the time was working as Donald Duck or something at Disney World. In 2006, two years after Bruno was dropped, they met the guy who would sign them to Atlantic Records, my friend Aaron Bay-Schuck. But it wasn’t so straightforward. It took Aaron three more years to convince Atlantic to sign them, because everyone at the label said Bruno wasn’t ready. Eventually, Bruno and Philip made demos for “Nothin’ on You” by B.o.B. and “Billionaire” by Travie McCoy, which they hoped would help them finally get signed. Initially, an A&R executive at Atlantic wanted to replace Bruno, who was singing on both songs, because he was an unknown artist and this guy thought it would be better to put on someone who was already signed to the label. But Aaron wouldn’t give up on Bruno. He played the demos for the chairman of Atlantic, who then decided that not only should they keep Bruno on the songs, but they should sign him—and then use the songs to help break him as an artist. The songs became hits, Bruno released his debut single “Just the Way You Are,” and he’s never looked back since.

It would have been so easy for him to have given up. On paper, it probably would have made more sense for him to move on. But he didn’t take no as the final answer—mostly because he knew that at some point, he’d get the only yes he’d ever need. One hundred and eighty million singles, some Grammys, and a Super Bowl say he was right.

Success isn’t defined by a Lamborghini and a fancy penthouse apartment. It’s the grind. The come-up.

You want success? You gotta fail better.

Take it from me, a person who has succeeded, then failed, then succeeded, then failed, then succeeded again. I’ve learned a few tricks along the way. And all of them have to do with turning fucking up into an art form. So even though, technically, there are no shortcuts to success… there kinda are. Because if you’re nailing the fail part, success is gonna follow.

I’m not one of those bullshit motivational speakers who’s just gonna give you some big abstract ideas to believe in, then take my publishing advance to the bank while you figure the rest out. What I am going to give you are actual tools that you can use in your own life. Tools that don’t require you to go anywhere or buy anything. Tools based on real stories and real problems I’ve had—and that some of my friends have had. How we got into them, and how we found our way out. And how that led me here. “Here” being a New York City apartment overlooking Central Park, realizing that there are way too many people walking around so terrified of failing that they’ll never, ever do anything that sets them up to actually succeed. And I can’t have that.

My job as a collaborator and a producer—like, my actual job—is to pull success out of someone. When an artist comes to me, it’s because they’re missing the perfect song or a piece of their album. For whatever reason, they’re stuck. Maybe on some level they feel like a failure. And they know that, no matter what, I’m going to help them get unstuck. But it’s not because my superpower is cranking out hit songs. My superpower is helping people tap into the success that’s already inside of them. Sure, I can offer a swig of the magic potion that gives people everything they walked in wanting in the first place, but at the end of the day, it’s all them. And always has been.

One time I was working on a song with Ed Sheeran. It started out like any other session. Except usually when we write together, Ed is touching on his own experience. But in this case, he was trying to tell a story about sleeping with a MILF inspired by The Graduate—not something pulled from his own life. I immediately paused what we were doing and said, “What’s going on? Why aren’t we writing about something real?” We listened to the playback, and he was like, “Yeah, you’re right; this sucks.” I said, “Well, what’s going on in your life? Why can’t we just write about that like we always do?” And he said, “I broke up with a girl, and I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing that I’m thinking about her all the time, enough to write a full song about it.” To which I said, “So let’s write a song about that.”

And I didn’t wanna write a song

’Cause I didn’t want anyone thinking I still care

Those were the first lyrics we put down for what eventually became Justin Bieber’s “Love Yourself.”

This will sound like the cheesiest bullshit, but I promise you it’s not: Everyone can be successful. I know it. But you have to know it.

If you don’t plan on reading any more of this book, do me one favor: Remember that table of contents a few pages back? I want you to rip it out and put it in your pocket. Or if you’re going to lose that, roll it up and tuck it in your tushy for later.

These are the non-shortcut shortcuts to success:


	Shut up. So many people are going to shit on your dreams on your way to success. Don’t be one of them.

	Dream big. Like BIG. Let’s make a beautiful mess.

	Live like it’s real. Nothing to see here but hard work. I never said it was gonna be easy. Get strategic, make a plan—but never a plan B.

	Fail until it feels good. Crash, burn, repeat, and never, ever quit.

	Don’t be a dick. Conflict is a waste of energy and the best idea wins, period.

	Be nice to yourself. You only have one chance at this life, and you’re kinda all you got.

	Relax. Let it ride. There’s always tomorrow.



That’s it. Those are the steps. The rules. The commandments. Whatever you want to call them.

It doesn’t matter what you did yesterday, this morning, an hour ago—if you want to make a difference in your life, this is how to live now. It’s what made me successful in all aspects of my life. It’s what taught me how to go after the absurdly big dreams that I’ve had since I was a kid and to never accept less. It’s what helped me survive in a cutthroat industry without being a scumbag. It’s what gave me patience. It’s what helped me understand my partner and give her what she wants and needs, while also getting what I want and need. It’s what helped me process a complicated relationship with my dad. It’s what helped me become best friends with my mom. It’s what helped me show up better for myself. All these things, to me, are success in every sense of the word. And it comes down to these seven ideas.

If you let it, this book can change your life. But I want you to know something: Even after you’ve read it five times, even after all of your dreams have come true, even after you start climbing that next mountain…

You are still going to be a failure.

And that’s great.





[image: Chapter] 1 Shut Up.

All this talk of success probably has you getting a little foamy at the corners of your mouth. You’re counting all the ways you’re about to level up. All those New Year’s resolutions you’re finally gonna make good on. That vision board that you made at the bachelorette party with the rose gold Bentley and a golden retriever will finally come to life.

That’s great. You know I’m here to make your dreams come true. But what would you do if I told you to put this book down and first go tackle one pivotal thing that will change your life forever? Seriously, go. I’ll wait.

Ah, you’re still here. Thank you for proving my point. I got a little nervous about that gamble.

My guess is that when I tell you to go, right fucking now, do one thing that you know would make your life better and happier and full of all the stuff you want—you freeze. You doubt. You talk yourself out of it. You make excuses. There’s probably a reallllly good one you’ve been milking for all its worth.


I don’t have the right education.

I don’t have the right experience.

I don’t have the right body type.

I don’t have the time.

It’s not the right time.

I’m too old.

I’m too young.

There’s already someone out there doing what I want to do.

I’m tired.



No really, I’m exhausted just from making that list.

Look, I’m not judging you. I can’t expect that telling you fifty times over the course of fifteen pages that failure is cool and necessary will be enough to change your mind. I mean, for the sake of being done with writing this book, I wish it was. But I know it’s not. And that’s fair.

So let’s try this another way: You’re standing at the starting line. You’re about to go on this epic adventure that is guaranteed to take you somewhere other than where you are right now. In the best possible way. The only thing you need to do right now? Shut up.

Seriously, shut the fuck up. Turn off the voices in your head telling you, No, we shouldn’t do that. I don’t care if you don’t think you’re good enough yet at what you want to do. I don’t care if you’ve never done it before. I don’t care if you think your time has passed. Bill Withers was thirty-three when he started making music. Julia Child was forty-nine when she published her first cookbook and in her fifties when she filmed her show. Harland Sanders founded KFC at sixty-two. There isn’t one thing that you can tell me, not one excuse you can list, that could possibly make me say to you, “Okay, fine, your dreams are dumb.” So why are you telling yourself that?

When you’re a kid and you have a dream, you just have that dream. If you decide you want to be an astronaut, your next thought isn’t, Well, but I have allergies and my nose is gonna get all runny in my helmet and I’m actually a little claustrophobic and I’m not the best at math.

No, you’re imagining yourself flying through the Earth’s atmosphere and seeing stars and floating outside in space and that’s the end of my examples because I didn’t dream about becoming an astronaut. The point being, you gave yourself permission to have these big goals based on nothing other than the fact that they sounded cool or fun. And, in your own five-year-old way, you’d chase them with zero hesitation or regrets. That’s what I need you to do now. Because a dream only stays a dream if you don’t put it in motion.

The most important thing you can realize is that until you ignore those voices saying that you can’t get there eventually, none of this is going to work. And that is failing. The bad kind. So what other reason do you have left not to try?

None.

The best advice I ever got about irrational fears of failing came from my therapist, Dr. Barry Lubetkin. I would talk to him, for hours, about my intense fear of crashing to my death in an airplane. It’s my number one fear. To the point where, to this day, I would rather pack up all my stuff and take four days to drive cross-country in a tour bus just to get between Los Angeles and New York or take a boat between the United States and Europe than get on a plane for a few hours. Because back in 2009, just hours after Sully landed his plane in the Hudson River, I got on a flight from New York to Atlanta where the turbulence was so bad that even the flight attendants looked like they were done for. At one point one of them accidentally pressed the intercom button when asking the pilot, “Are we going to be okay?” We got to Atlanta, but then I had to get on this tiny ten-seater that was taking me to Panama City, Florida, and for the entire hour-long flight, we were tossed around in this crazy lightning storm. I took a cross-country train home. That experience stirred up some deep-seated neuroses/control issues/existential dread that I fell deeper and deeper into. I attempted to fly every now and then, until, while I was on a flight to London to see my at-the-time girlfriend, we hit a huge turbulence surge and my television screen broke off the hinge connecting it to my arm rest, and I promised myself I’d never fly again. It’s the one thing I can’t crush. I’d never tell you I was perfect; I wouldn’t trust anyone who is. So for me, that’s my thing. The one failure I’m still trying to take my own advice on.

During one session, my therapist said to me: “Do you think you’re so important that God is going to take time out of His busy schedule to make sure that you fall out of the sky and take down 150 other people with you? You’re not that special.”

Damn.

What he meant was that we all think we’re some kind of exception to the rule. Or that our circumstances are somehow different from everyone else’s. Is flying a perfectly safe and trusted mode of transportation for millions of people every single day? Of course. Is there a non-zero chance that something bad could happen? Sure. But what is it about me or you that would make that an even bigger probability? Absolutely nothing.

There’s not one thing about you in particular that makes failure more likely. It feels good to believe that there is. A little too good. Because if you’re dead set on the idea that you’ll always fail, then you never have to try. Right? What’s the point?

That’s the saddest, most depressing reality you could ever make for yourself. If you’re here to make things happen in your life, the fastest way to set that on fire is to believe you’re screwed from the jump. It’s another voice in your head that needs to be left on read.

Maybe you’re worried that everyone’s out there watching your every move like when you were in middle school and got a pimple on your nose and thought it was going to be announced over the loudspeaker. Yeah, maybe some asshole made fun of you for it, but it’s more likely that everyone was too busy worrying about the pimples on their own noses.

Think about what you could get done if you thought more about the very real things that you have the unique ability to do versus what you’re imagining people think you can’t. No one cares, because you’re not that special. Doesn’t that feel kind of great?

Right now you’re standing at the starting line I just told you about. The one where just a single step forward is moving you closer to everything you want your life to be. It’s gonna take a bunch more steps to get there, and there’s gonna be all kinds of nonsense that comes up along the way—and we’ll deal with that. But right now, that first step is all you have to worry about.

So do me a favor, shut up, and do it. I love you.





[image: Chapter] 2 Dream Big.

One night when I was five years old, I ran out of my bedroom, naked, holding a portable CD player in one hand and a speaker in the other, dancing and screaming the words to Prince’s “Sexy MF.” I got to the end of the hallway, huffing and puffing, looked up, and saw my mother and all her friends in the middle of a dinner party. I stared her right in the eyes and said, “I’m gonna be the biggest artist in the world.” Then I ran away.

That was my astronaut dream. While other kids were in their Superman pajamas, lying in their bunk beds imagining themselves fighting bad guys or putting out fires or eating mountains of Jell-O, I was dreaming about music. Listening to it, making it, being around it. I didn’t know any of the particulars. I didn’t have some kind of plan to get a degree in musical theory or take lessons or apprentice with a professional. I was five. But from as early as I could remember, I knew that music would be a part of my life. I would go to the record store with my big brother, Jeremy, almost every day. I would study the liner notes of the albums before I could even read and listen to all the tapes my parents would let me buy, starting with Nas’s “The World Is Yours” and All-4-One’s “I Swear.” I became obsessed.

At thirteen, instead of hanging out with my friends during lunch, I’d be in the Langston Hughes Middle School library, logging into my Myspace account and writing every record label and every person in the music industry whose information I could find online. There wasn’t anyone in Reston, Virginia, who could help me, so I had to make my world bigger. Social media meant that there was a chance that I could reach out to someone and they’d actually write me back. It made my dream feel tangible, even though my friends couldn’t understand why I wanted more for myself than Snack Packs and kickball, or how I felt like I already knew everything I needed to know from school—and that I was ready for the next step of my life. So I sent hundreds of messages a day to producers, artists, label execs. If I did happen to get a meeting—which was usually canceled after I’d already driven the four and a half hours to New York City in my friend’s car—I’d camp out at the twenty-four-hour McDonald’s in Times Square, wake up the next day, and start all over again.

One time I looked up which record label Jay-Z was signed to so I could cold call the label president. I told the assistant that I was Jay-Z’s attorney Michael Guido and that I needed to talk about Jay-Z’s contract right now. She said, “Right away, sir,” and patched

















What Even Is Success?
















Make a Mess






















	Finish this book.

	Write and develop a limited series TV show. Maybe a movie too.

	Launch a TV/film production company and marketing company.

	Write two albums.

	Pre-record podcast episodes for next year’s launch.

	Write another cookbook. This time with my wife.












So What’s It Gonna Be?


















Build Your Stool





	Something about relationships (family, friends, pets, etc.)

	Something about career

	Something about yourself (health, hobbies, etc.)
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