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INTRODUCTION
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I’M A 28-YEAR-OLD black kid from a bankrupt family. A decade ago I was an 18-year-old university drop-out, shoplifting food from the corner shop in an attempt to thwart the throbbing pain in my unfed stomach.


Today, the social media company I founded just listed on the stock exchange, valued at roughly a quarter of a billion pounds. I am sitting on a first-class flight from Sydney to Hong Kong reflecting on how a very normal kid with bad grades at school, who was born in a village in Africa, raised in a bankrupt home, kicked out of school and dropped out of university managed to get here … To get here quickly, to get here in love and, most importantly, to get here happy.


I guess the story starts 10 years ago at 18 years old when, three weeks after I dropped out of university after just one lecture, my friend Marc gifted me a diary. On the front page of that diary I wrote the following: 


My personal goals: 




	‘Technical millionaire’ by 25


	Range Rover will be my first car 


	Hold a long-term relationship 


	Work on my body image
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When I look back at this page, I was essentially telling myself that I wanted to be a sexy millionaire by the age of 25, with a girlfriend and a fancy car, and the reason I aspired to be a sexy millionaire is ultimately because I believed that would make me happy.


I couldn’t have been more wrong. 


Not only was I wrong about how having all of those things would feel, but I was also completely wrong about how you attain those things. This book wasn’t written to tell you not to become sexy and rich (I’m honestly a fan of both) but I am going to tell you what nobody told me about these goals, the life-changing revelations over the last 10 years that have made me reconsider everything I thought I knew and, most importantly, I’m going to tell you everything that will ultimately matter more once you achieve all of the above.


If I don’t tell you this now, there’s an incredibly high chance you’ll either never get there, or you’ll end up somewhere else thinking you’re there and with a series of mental health problems – at least that’s what the science says.


I was a victim. A victim of today’s media narratives, social media fallacies and societal conventions. Conventions that, if followed, risk leading us down a dangerously miserable and unfulfilling path.


I know that people aren’t telling you this stuff because many of them don’t have an incentive to do so – they certainly didn’t tell me when I needed to hear it the most. 


This is a book that aims to suck all of the bullshit social brainwashing out of your mind and replace it with a practical, scientifically proven set of unconventional ideas that will help you find the fulfilment, love and success that we’re all craving and searching for. This is everything I wish someone had told me when I started my journey, in easy-to-understand, bullshit- and jargon-free language.


Let me just say … I didn’t want to write a fucking book. What a waste of time, I thought. I intentionally swerved the publishers and the book agency (sorry, Adrian) for the best part of two years. The social media-obsessed, attentionless millennial in me that no longer valued depth and had no patience would rather have just tweeted or posted an Instagram story to explain my thoughts and absorb the instant likes, retweets and comments, rather than spend years of my life pouring my heart into something so meaningful.


That is exactly why I had to write this book. 


I’m writing it as a desperate plea to you – our attentionless, pleasure-chasing, lost, instant gratification-led, mental health struggling generation who are obsessed with money, changing the world, being considered sexy and being happy – so you can tell your followers what you did, be your own boss and have it all … Yesterday. 


We are a generation that has more information than any other in history but are seemingly further from the right answers than any that have come before; a generation that I genuinely believe are going to be fucked if someone or something doesn’t aggressively intervene.


I apologise in advance for every instance where this book offends you. That wasn’t my intention but some of the things I believe, and how I say them, aren’t always politically correct. There are no ghost writers, no one telling me what I can and can’t say here, just my honest uncomfortable truths.


Consider this my intervention.


‘HAPPY’ (FULFILMENT)


When I talk about ‘happiness’ in this book, I’m not referring to a mood. I’m talking about happiness in the context of what the word means in our society – an internal feeling of fulfilment. When people ask: ‘Are you happy in life?’ – they don’t want to know if you’re in a good mood. They mean: ‘Are you fulfilled?’.


In that context, happiness, or the lack thereof, are both extended states; they’re not fleeting moods. I can be angry (mood) at someone but happy (fulfilled) at the same time. A mood lives on the surface. Happiness lives deep inside. Our society has told us an appalling amount of lies about how to achieve happiness and what it is. This book endeavours to dismantle the most popular, unaddressed lies that most of us (including 18-year-old Steve) choose to believe and redefine the truth.


‘SEXY’ (LOVE)


I don’t mean sexually attractive (wrong book). Here, I’m using the term ‘sexy’ as a culturally common phrase to speak to the underlying reason why we all want to be sexy: love; the pursuit of love, the pursuit of becoming loveable, the desire to form romantic relationships and the value that a partner can have in our lives.


‘MILLIONAIRE’ (SUCCESS)


Again, in our culture, for some reason – probably because of books with titles like this one – becoming a ‘millionaire’ is seen as a cultural benchmark and measure of ‘success’. We’ve glorified the pursuit; we have shows provocatively titled Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? When I say millionaire, I don’t mean the attainment of one million £$€, I mean ‘success’. Success is a subjective concept based on what you aim for and determined by what matters to you.


This book is about fulfilment, love and success.









Chapter One


DON’T ANTAGONISE THE SPANKER
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I RAN OUT of the exit doors of my primary school, looking across the playground through the crowds of shuffling parents, and there she was, stood at the school gates, my 35-year-old mother, with a satisfied smirk sprawled across her face, waiting for me wearing little more than her underwear.


‘Fuck.’


On that particular day, my flamboyant African mother had decided to pick me up from school in her bra in order to ‘send a (still undetermined) message to the other English mothers’. This is just one story from a library of embarrassing episodes that I dealt with growing up, including the day she made my sister stand in the street for hours holding a sign that read ‘I am a thief’ after she was caught stealing a cheese string from a supermarket, and the day she decided to give me a bare-arse spanking in front of my childhood crush, Jessica, after I was caught climbing on a roof.


A word of advice for anyone that might find themselves being spanked in front of their first love; it’s actually really hard to look ‘cool’ when your arse is in the air being spanked vigorously by a furious African woman. Also, don’t look at your audience. On reflection, I’m sure that my attempts to make eye contact with Jessica to let her know that I was doing okay over here just made the experience more traumatising for her. Lastly, don’t act like it’s not hurting to seem like a tough guy. That will only antagonise the spanker, prolonging the unpleasant experience for everyone involved.


We were a poor family living in a middle-class neighbourhood in a rural area in the south of England. The youngest of four children, I was a black kid going to a middle-class school full of 1,500 white kids, desperately trying to fit in. The comedian Dave Chapelle once said, ‘My parents did just well enough so that I could grow up poor around rich white people’. That sentence resonated with me so much that I can still remember where I was when I heard it.


My mum is black, uniquely colourful, horrifyingly eccentric, firm, loud, overbearing, Nigerian and naturally entrepreneurial – she must have started more businesses than years I have lived: there was an estate agency, a supermarket, a café, a beauty salon, a restaurant, a property renovation business, several hairdressing salons, a few corner stores, a furniture shop, another café, another estate agency. The list goes on. Many of these businesses never saw it past their first anniversary or achieved any real success, and with every new business my mother launched the worse our financial position became as a family. By 2007, it had all come crashing down and I could tell by my dad’s stressed demeanour, sporadic and angry comments and his heated arguments with my mum that we were now flirting with total bankruptcy. My dad is the opposite of my mum. He’s white, modest, soft, quiet, submissive, English and he’s worked the same 9–5 job for as long as I can remember.


We lived in a dilapidated house in a middle-class area. Our back garden was decorated with fridges, VCRs (for you younger ones that don’t know what a VCR is, imagine if Netflix was a big box and in order to watch a movie you had to slide a smaller box into it) and other miscellaneous objects littered throughout the waist-high grass. My parents optimistically started a building project when I was seven years old that they never had the money to finish, so the back of our house remained a semi-demolished building site for the best part of two decades.


The front of our house wasn’t much better – a smashed window stayed that way throughout my childhood. And the interior of our house looked like a hoarder’s dream – broken doors, damaged walls, filthy carpets, rooms crammed to the ceilings with a diverse array of junk, and thousands of my mum’s lottery tickets overflowing from drawers.


None of the kids at school ever knew the truth. Not one of my friends ever set foot inside my house in the almost 18 years that I lived there. I always told friends to drop me off at a different house down the road in an attempt to avoid the shame and embarrassment of them seeing the state of our house. I slouched as low as I could in the scruffy, run-down van my dad dropped me to school in, praying that the seemingly unempathetic traffic lights near my school would turn red when I was as far from it as possible, so that I could avoid the shame of being seen in such a contraption. 


Despite how hard my parents worked, we never seemed to have money. We never went on holidays, and by my teenage years birthdays and Christmases were apparently unaffordable. On top of this, the vast majority of daily screaming matches between my passionate African mum and my subdued English dad seemed to stem from money issues. At 12 it became obvious to me that having no money was the cause of much of the inadequacy in my social life and most of the animosity in my home life. To me, it was the reason I couldn’t have proper friendships or a girlfriend, and why I spent so much of my life acting, living a lie and feeling ashamed, the reason why Christmas Eve was always a rehearsal day for me, the day I practised the lies I would tell my privileged friends about all the Christmas presents I received.


By 14 years old, I had announced to my friends that I was going to be a millionaire. I told my high-school crush, Jasmine, that I was going to ‘leave for the city, get rich and come back for her’. Deep down I thought that if I became a millionaire, Jasmine would finally want to be with me. I was convinced that success and money would make me the happiest man on earth. I was convinced they would make me the sexiest man on earth! 


So off I went, leaving my small town at 18 years old and travelling to the big city some 300 miles away, with £50 to my name and one clear goal in mind: I was going to become a happy sexy millionaire.


MAKING IT


Fast forward just seven years and I was the 25-year-old CEO and founder of a public company that listed on the stock exchange for some $200,000,000. I had millions in the bank, millions of followers online, I lived in New York and I travelled the world three or four times a week on business. I stayed in fancy hotels, travelled first class and ate the best food. I had the ability to do anything and go anywhere. 


Everything had changed. To the outside world I had become that ‘happy sexy millionaire’ I had always dreamed of being.


But, as disturbing as it felt to admit to myself, nothing had changed inside.


I wasn’t … ‘happier’. 


This mind-bending revelation hit me like an unpleasant tonne of anti-climactic bricks at 25 when I found that diary I had written in when I was 18, stating the goals I wanted to accomplish by 25. I had achieved all of them, and ahead of my schedule. So where was the confetti and the marching band, the feeling of immeasurable euphoria and the wave of unceasing ecstasy that 18-year-old Steve had told 25-year-old millionaire Steve he would be greeted with upon arrival?


Someone or something had lied to me.


I felt the same as a rich, accomplished 25-year-old as I had as a confused 12-year-old, longing for birthday presents. I felt the same as a rich, accomplished 25-year-old as I had as a broke 18-year-old university drop-out, living in the worst part of Manchester in a partially boarded-up house, stealing pizzas and leftover food from takeaways to ease the hunger pains. I genuinely was as happy then as I was at 25. How the fuck is that even possible? 


All the movies, the Instagram images of rich influencers smiling on their endless holidays, and celebrity culture – they all made me a promise. They had all told me that if you become ‘a success’ and make bucketloads of money, you will be the happiest person on planet Earth. I felt lied to – lied to by the societal narrative that existed everywhere I looked, and lied to by myself. 


The truth is that I was totally wrong about happiness, in every single way. It wasn’t until I attained all of the things that I believed would make me happier that I realised some life-changing truths about the true nature of happiness – life-changing truths that made me sit down and write this book.


The first life-shaking revelation that I’ve come to learn was that I had always been ‘happy’. I was happy this whole time! When I was broke and when I wasn’t, when I was single and when I wasn’t, when I had no followers and when I had millions. 


My beliefs about the world led me to believe otherwise, led me to believe that I couldn’t possibly be happy yet and that led me to believe happiness was coming, sometime, soon. If I just kept chasing …




 


Maybe you’ve always been happy, but the world, social media and external comparisons have convinced you that you can’t possibly be.
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Chapter Two


HAPPINESS IS NOW OR NEVER
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THERE ARE TWO kinds of games we play in life: finite games and infinite games. 


A finite game is played for the purpose of winning and therefore ending the game, like football, bingo or poker. These games are played within short time frames and they have winners and losers. An infinite game is the opposite. It is designed for the purpose of continuing the play and with the purpose of bringing more players into the game. There are no winners or losers – just an ongoing experience. There is only one infinite game: our lives.


And here is the problem. I spent the first 25 years of my existence believing life was, and playing life like, a finite game. 


I saw happiness as something I could ‘win’ by adding more and more points to some imaginary scoreboard of success, wealth, fame and accomplishment. But how can you ‘win’ a game when the only end to the game is when the player (you) dies?


Happiness – fulfilment – is an infinite game. You cannot ‘win’ at being happy. You can only ‘be’ it, and be it until the player is no longer in the game. In this infinite game, you’re not playing within a time frame; the confetti never rains down on you no matter how rich you get and the podium never appears regardless of how successful you become. 
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It’s a perpetual, ongoing infinite experience that only ceases when you die. Because it’s constant, you have to play it without expectation of a finish line, without believing in a mountain top and without what I call a ‘destination mindset’. All that really matters is now. 


Until you give up on the idea that happiness is somewhere else, and that your happiness depends upon any kind of tomorrow – in a new relationship, a new promotion, a new dress size, a new sports car or, in my case, in becoming a millionaire – it will never be where you are.


It’s no surprise that philosophers like Lao Tzu frequently alluded to the fact that much of our happiness could be attained just by detaching ourselves from a destination mindset, that living too much in the past or the future would make us miserable. He wrote: ‘a good traveller has no fixed plans and is not intent on arriving’. To become a happy traveller on the journey of life, I had to realise that all of these destinations, these milestones and anything that I could ‘arrive at’, were never going to make me truly fulfilled and happy. 


If life was to be an infinite game, and if there was never going to be some magical moment where I ‘won’, there was this earth-shattering, confusing and somewhat terrifying revelation I had to embrace: happiness is now or never. Despite the influence of social media, society, magazines, marketing and childhood social comparisons working overtime to convince us otherwise, you do not need that promotion, sports car, mansion, Rolex, bag, shoes, followers, that recognition, or external validation. Believe it or not, the liberating and therapeutic truth is that you are already enough.


At the time, these words didn’t feel liberating, they felt utterly terrifying, confusing and flawed. What is the point in life then? If I don’t have any progress to make, or anything to prove, then why get out of bed in the morning? 




 


I saw happiness as something I could ‘win’ by adding more and more points to some imaginary scoreboard of success, wealth, fame and accomplishment. But how can you ‘win’ a game when the only end to the game is when the player (you) dies?
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I finally realised that the reason I was playing the game was wholly wrong and the rules I’d been playing by were incorrect and the big trophy I was told I was playing for didn’t exist.


IT STARTS WITH SELF-WORTH


This is one of the great paradoxes of happiness: you have to call off the search in order to find everything you’ve been searching for. Marisa Peer, the world-renowned transformational therapist, had some answers for me. She asserted that: 


‘In 33 years of being a therapist, I’ve worked with everyone from long-suffering movie stars to anxious Olympic athletes to depressed schoolteachers, and they all have the same problem, they almost always don’t believe they’re enough. I’ve worked with thousands of drug addicts and I’ve never met one that thought they were enough.’


She went on to explain that when someone knows they’re enough, they don’t lie around doing nothing – in fact, you see the opposite reaction. Knowing you’re enough is the realisation of your own worth – which drives people to strive for things even greater than their current circumstance. It’s the difference between feeling you need something (often to satisfy an insecurity) and feeling you deserve something (to satisfy your sense of self-worth and your own ability).


No baby has ever been born believing that they weren’t enough, no baby has ever held off crying because they didn’t feel they were deserving of attention. No baby has ever felt inadequate because of the colour of their hair, eyes or skin. Societal brainwashing, everywhere you look for as long as you have lived, has worked tirelessly to convince you of the exact opposite – that you are not enough. 
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How can corporations sell you shit you don’t need if they don’t first convince you that there is something you don’t have? How can schools and universities inspire you to work hard and climb the corporate ladder if they don’t first convince you that there is something up there worth climbing to? How can someone build social status online without convincing others that their life is full of things that yours isn’t – but should be?


This is one of the great paradoxes of happiness: we have to call off the search to be able to find everything we’ve been searching for. The narrative that I had chosen to believe – that I was missing something – was the thing causing my unhappiness.


Social media doesn’t help us. It is a status war zone – billions of people showing you things you don’t have (possessions, knowledge, fame, wealth, beauty) with braggadocious captions, in the aim of building more status for themselves by doing so.


And the algorithms are on their side. If you post a selfie eating a pot noodle, in bed, looking like death, you will be awarded very few points (likes, reach, comments, followers) by the algorithm. If you post a selfie on a beach in the Maldives, wearing designer clothes, looking skinny, the algorithm will figuratively clap for you, pat you on the back, scream ‘well done’ and show your selfie to as many people as possible. 


People who do this are playing status games, and status games are zero-sum games. In a zero-sum game, you can only gain something by taking it off another person. In social media bragging games, you’re gaining social status by ‘proving’ to the world that you are apparently better, richer, smarter, more successful or prettier than everyone else. 


We get a new material possession or boyfriend or holiday and we brag about it to all of our friends and followers to increase our status, and in doing so we’re convincing everyone else who doesn’t have it that they need it too to achieve the apparent (but usually false) sense of status and apparent (but usually false) happiness that these things have given us.


Social media is lying to you – it lied to me. That sports car, that designer bag, that luxury pile of meaninglessness isn’t making people happy; they’re playing the wrong game. They’re treating life like a finite game. 


And if you dare to play that game, you’ll spend your life chasing after empty fleeting pleasures, mistaking them for happiness and, just when you think you’re going to finally get to where you think happiness appears to be, you finally get that promotion, those millions, that car, the relationship, the fame, it seemingly vanishes. It will seemingly evade your grasp at the last moment, moving further into the distance, like the end of a rainbow. 


There’s nothing that kills more people than a meaningless life. And the toxic society we live in is slowly urging us to trade meaningfulness for material abundance, followers, likes, isolation and shallowness. They call us the connected generation because of the rapid proliferation of high-speed internet, but the data shows that even in the most densely populated internet-connected cities, meaningful connection is at an all-time low. For 150 years, the life expectancy in the United Kingdom and the United States has increased but shockingly, and for the first time in modern history, it’s started to fall. Suicide is now at record rates in the modern era, and addiction is killing more than it ever has. 


There’s a crisis of meaning in the Western world and it’s destroying our lives.




[image: Image Missing]












Chapter Three


CONTRAST: GREAT FOR SURVIVAL, SHIT FOR HAPPINESS 
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I FUCKING LOVED my big Nokia brick phone when I was 12. It had Pac-Man, Snake, one of those polyphonic ringtones, and the ability to send 160-character text messages (providing I had topped it up) on its tiny black and white screen – it was mind-blowing and marvellous in equal measure. Owning one made me a ‘cool’ kid in my social circle at school and I felt like the dog’s bollocks every time I pulled it out in front of my friends and proudly hoisted its antenna into the air. 


Fast forward a decade and we now have millimetre-thick, ultra-fast, gazillion-megapixel genius phones that perform tasks without us asking them to and that are capable of high-definition video calls from one side of the planet to the other with no delay. My Nokia brick phone is exactly the same as it was then, but if I still had it today I would be deeply embarrassed to own it.


The phone hasn’t changed, but the world it exists in has. Isn’t it crazy that the perceived value of anything can change with just the introduction of something considered better, shiner, prettier? Think about that – the value the human brain attributes to something can completely change based purely on the introduction of something better – not based on the true and inherent value of the object itself. 


One of the great illusions in life is that we are in control of our decision making – that we make rational decisions by weighing up the facts at hand, all of the time. This, put simply, couldn’t be further from the truth. A plethora of scientific research has proven that the human mind is deeply irrational and largely driven by subconscious impulses, hormones, survival instincts and the emotions they create. 


As frightening as it may be, we are not ‘in control’ most of the time. Our brains are designed to be incapable of constant rational thought – we simply don’t have the time or mental capacity to calculate the statistical probabilities and potential risks that come with the tens of thousands of choices we make every day, so we live largely in an unconscious autopilot state, allowing instinct to be the CEO of our lives.


This CEO is very lazy and a particularly lazy decision-maker. Your CEO makes decisions about your life at lightening speed, usually using a single key factor rather than analysing every tiny detail. Not only is the CEO of your life lazy, they’re also a little bit racist, sexist and ridden with other social biases of which you’re probably not proud. These biases have been programmed into the CEO that lives in your head based on your past experiences, the media narratives you’ve been exposed to and your innate desire to survive – after all, when a lion ran towards your ancestors on the savannas of Africa, spending more than a second making a decision on whether they should leg it or not could have had fatal consequences. 


As part of their duty to keep you alive, when the lazy CEO in your mind doesn’t have enough information on something, it will make a quick decision based on something called relativity – by comparing and contrasting one thing to another. This means that when your CEO doesn’t have enough information, it will make judgements relative to and dependent on the context in which they are presented. 


IF YOU MURDERED EVERYONE ELSE, MAYBE JUST MAYBE …


Scientific studies show that the choice your mental CEO will make can differ, even when the facts at hand don’t change. For example, if a chef puts an expensive steak on their menu it’s known to drive popularity for the second most expensive steak on the list. With three TVs on sale at different prices in a store, people often pick the middle-priced option because the cheapest TV is presumed to be a bad choice and the most expensive one to be unnecessarily fancy. The middle price-point is presumed to be the safe and best choice – your lazy CEO is at work with their presumptions again. 


Consider this question: would you rather drive 10 minutes out of your way to save £10 on a new £20 jacket? Or to save £10 on a new £200 jacket? The vast majority of us would be more willing to drive the 10 minutes to save on the £20 jacket. But why? Isn’t £10 worth £10? Isn’t 10 minutes of your time worth the same regardless of the overall cost of the purchase? 


Our judgement of the inherent value of £10 seems to change because we determine the value of things relative to the circumstances rather than in absolute and logical terms. We are fundamentally irrational when it comes to fast-track decision making and our assessment of the value of all things. The truth is that nothing in life has any intrinsic value without context. 


For us humans, gold is extremely valuable – some people commit crimes and risk life sentences to get their hands on a small piece of the stuff, but to the other 8.7 billion species of animals on planet Earth, it’s just a heavy piece of nothing. Within the context that gold is socially desirable within society, we attribute tremendous perceived value to it.


Your lazy CEO loves to make short-cut, comparison-oriented decisions that would have saved you from the jaws of a charging lion 10,000 years ago but, in the context of the social-media oriented world we live in, this approach will inescapably present everyone as being apparently prettier, apparently stronger, apparently sexier, apparently happier and apparently more successful than you, and will almost certainly make you unsatisfied at best. At worst, you’ll feel like the worthless inferior and inadequate old brick mobile phone in the presence of 8 billion apparently happy, sexy and rich iPhone owners.


If by some miraculous biological impossibility you were the only person ever born and alive on Earth, you would be free of the physical insecurities, life anxieties and worries about how successful you are or aren’t that we’re all riddled with now. In your mind, you would already be ‘enough’ – because you would be the richest, happiest, prettiest, skinniest, smartest, sexiest, funniest, most successful person alive. You would be the standard of ‘enough’ in every conceivable way.
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