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Introduction

The coolest thing in the world is finding something that’s rare. Something that might look like everything else, but it is absolutely one of a kind. It could be a baseball card or a limited-edition sneaker or a signed flyer or a snapshot. It could be anything. The value doesn’t come from some price tag put on it. It comes from being totally unique.

Over the years, I’ve collected all kinds of rare things. I have several favorite hats that sit on my desk in my room. A stack of autographs from different famous people I’ve met; my multicolored special-edition Nike KDs that I got online. Special pins and mementos, pieces of art I’ve made.
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But none of that compares to something that’s even cooler, which is the fact that every one of us is a unique person.

It’s easy to say that if you’re someone like my sister, Sarah Grace. She’s the youngest in our family and the only girl (with four brothers!). She’s funny and feisty and cute, and she was born with Down syndrome. She definitely is one of a kind.

People say that about someone like me, too, because I’m a kid who started rapping when he was seven years old, with lots of views on YouTube, who performs in concerts and gets to meet lots of folks. But when you really start to think about it, every single one of us is totally unique. God made us that way.

We’re all one of a kind.

I’ve been blessed to do some amazing things over the last five years, and I’m excited about the chance to spend some time with you and share those special moments. How I started to sing and rap and begin my musical journey. The things I’ve heard and seen and the places I’ve been. Some of the funny and crazy experiences I’ve had and the stories behind some of the songs and videos. Also to talk about my family and friends, and the important things that matter the most.

This book is also about you, because without the fans, none of this could have ever happened.

Most of all, I hope it’s a chance to inspire you to know and believe that you are absolutely one of a kind and priceless.



Part One

SEVEN YEARS OLD, BUT MY FLOW IS SO COLD




Beginnings

It starts with a dream.

My story begins with a guy singing and a girl overhearing him. It’s not me, though. I’m not in the picture yet.

This guy’s at work, at one of those jobs nobody daydreams about, mopping floors. But that doesn’t stop him from singing. Sometimes that’s the only thing you can do in a depressing situation.

The girl says, “You need to be singing. You need to go do something with that, like try out for a talent show.”

So this guy decides to give it a try. He has nothing to lose.

He’s already lost everything, and I mean everything.



Leap of Faith

If you want to go farther,

dream big and work hard

so you can play harder.

The Georgia Dome is packed with ten thousand amateur singers, all hoping to be the next winner of American Idol. My cousin Mars is one of them.

His full name is Charles Marshall Manning, but he’s always gone by Marshall. When he first began making music, his friends told him they’d never met anybody like him. “It’s like you’re from Mars,” they told him. Mars was a natural nickname for Marshall, so it stuck.

It’s January 13, 2010. Mars has been waiting for hours to go sing for thirty seconds in front of a judge at a table. There are six rows of judges on the field at the Georgia Dome, and groups of four have to go in front of them and perform. It’s tough to sound good when you just start singing on the spot.

It’s even tougher to go somewhere with ten thousand others and wait to probably get voted off. This is when you have to believe in yourself.

None of my family even knows Mars is trying out. He hasn’t told anybody.

Things have been tough on Mars, though none of my family realizes how much. We do know that his mother, my father’s sister, passed away recently.

Mars is definitely not in a good place in his life. He’s working as a janitor for a restaurant, and it’s there that a waitress setting up tables tells him he’s got a great voice and should try out for American Idol.

That’s exactly what Mars does.

He has hope. He also has faith. Those are the things you need to have in order to give it a shot.

My cousin borrows a friend’s car and drives to downtown Atlanta, where the auditions will be. Then, after all the waiting and sitting around, Mars sings and actually makes it through!

It’s the start of something really cool, but not in the way anyone expected.

My immediate family is not in the picture yet.

But very soon.



About Me

Know this, gotta be yourself

for the world to notice.

I wasn’t yet MattyB when I was born on January 6, 2003. I was named Matthew David Morris, and I have always been called Matt. My family, especially my dad, loves to come up with nicknames. MattyB was a childhood nickname because B (bee) rhymes with the ee sound in Matty and it just stuck. A lot of people ask me what the B stands for. I like to say it means “Be who you want to be.” Because that is what I believe in.

I’m really an ordinary kid. I mean, I feel normal. I’m in sixth grade and love playing football. I go to school and then have football practice and then come home and work on homework. And sometimes record a song. I guess the music is the not-so-normal part of my life, though it sure feels normal to me.

I’ll get to the music in a bit. But first, let me tell you about my family.

My father is Charles Blakey Morris, or Blake Sr. How would I describe him? Let’s see . . . Smart, cool, handsome, athletic. (That’s what he told me to say, anyway.)

My mother is beautiful, sweet, and loving. (That’s what I came up with myself.)

The biggest thing about my parents is how protective they are with me and my siblings. They want the best for all of us, and they surround us with love and wisdom. Even in my own crazy journey the last five years, Dad and Mom have always asked what’s the best thing for me as a kid—not as a performer or a brand—whenever making any sort of decision.
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I think it’s fitting that Dad has four sons. He loves sports. All of us are different, but we’re all competitive, too. Since I’m the baby of the sons, I often get picked on.

It’s completely unfair, because I never do anything to deserve it. I’m never bothering my brothers or whining or tattling on them. I’ve never snuck in their rooms while they weren’t home or borrowed their stuff without telling them, and I have definitely never stolen their Xbox controller batteries.

Never.

Really!

If you’re not believing me, you should try to be more fair.

Okay, okay, but seriously, it’s natural for my older brothers to sometimes pick on me, but it’s in a good-natured way. We’re all very close.

Sarah Grace? It’s impossible to describe her quickly, but one word that comes to mind is joy. Not just the joy that she carries inside of her, but the joy she gives to me and so many others.

Sarah Grace makes me happy, and she makes me laugh.
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I have to add Mars to the mix, since he’s the older brother we sort of adopted. He and I are the most alike. Not just because we love music, but in the way we think. Sure, he’s older than me, but he often tells me our personalities are similar.

Mars likes to say that I’m his little buddy, and we’re in this thing together. The music thing. It’s cool and crazy to see what’s happened with it. Together, Mars and I keep exploring what it all looks like.

So this is our family. We have no pets. As busy as we are, Mom and Dad have decided that something like a dog would be a little too much at this point in our lives. All of us kids are usually going in different directions, so it’s hard enough for my parents to keep track of everybody.

I still think it’d be cool to have a really big dog. Like a German shepherd or, better yet, a Saint Bernard. We used to have a dog in the neighborhood named Charlie who would come over to play with us. My brothers and I would be playing basketball and see Charlie lying on his front porch. To protect Charlie from wandering into the street, his owners had an invisible electric fence and a collar on him that would warn him if he got too close to the property line. It would actually shock him if he went off the property.

When Charlie saw us outside playing, his tail would start wagging and he would pace back and forth, getting up the courage to run past the invisible electric fence. Eventually, he couldn’t take it any longer and started running through the line to come over and play. I don’t think the collar was on many times, or maybe he just didn’t care, since he never hesitated to break through and circle the block and then come back for playtime with us. We’d reward Charlie by playing with him and giving him a snack for his bravery, then send him home when we heard his owner calling.

We live in Gwinnett County, Georgia. It’s just north of Atlanta and is one of the largest counties in Georgia, with lots of fun towns and neighborhoods to grow up in.

My favorite things to do in my hometown are play golf, fish in the ponds, go to Town Center Park (a place you’ve seen in a lot of my videos), and hang out with neighborhood friends. We spend a lot of time in our backyards playing basketball and football and lacrosse.

And making the occasional music video, too.
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Love at First Sound

This must be the feeling that they call love.

I didn’t know dozens and dozens of rap songs before I started to sing them. Mars would be the one I’d watch and listen to, and eventually learn from. I’m still learning from him today.

There was one song that I can remember loving. I can still hear it in my head:

The beat kicks in. The drum machine.

Then the “yeah” followed by four low “bum-bum-bum-bum”s on the piano as the rapping starts. So natural, so cool, so smooth.
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Next the chorus comes, followed by a soaring female voice.

The song is “Empire State of Mind” by Jay Z and Alicia Keys. It’s the first hip-hop song I remember listening to. The clean version, not the explicit one, of course. I loved it!

There’s a video of me singing this song when I was around six. Not online, just one that Mars recorded. I’m not exactly singing, more like mumbling the words. There are lots of words to that song—it’s not the easiest to rap when you’re six. But I was loving it and really feeling it.

That’s when the love first began. That’s when I said, “I want to do that!”



Let’s Make Some Music

In the beginning it was Mars in the booth

And a microphone and a beat

That was to capture the truth

That was spilled out of the heart of a young man

in his youth

—“Welcome to Mars,” by MarsRaps

I can’t imagine life without my parents. It’s impossible. But my cousin Mars can, because he lost his mom.

In October 2003, Melinda Manning, Mars’s mom and my aunt, was diagnosed with cancer. She received treatment and the prognosis was good. Two years later, in 2005, Mars moved with his family from Texas to Atlanta, because his mother was going to be working with my father. The following year, during spring break, they received some terrible news: the cancer had come back.

Mars went to college in August of 2006, and while he was home for Christmas that year, his mother passed away. When he returned to classes, Mars tried to deal with his mother’s death. One way he did this was to write songs. He loved hip-hop and rap, so naturally he began to rap about everything he was going through. The hurt and the pain. He tried to express his feelings with music.

After dropping out of college, Mars soon found himself alone and barely managing to survive. That’s when the waitress told him he should go on American Idol. He had her encouragement, and he also had nothing to lose.

Around this time he connected with my father. My dad was going through some tough times, as well. He’s in the automobile industry, and his business was really struggling. He’d made some real estate investments that didn’t turn out the way he wanted. The twenty-year-old family auto business was tanking, and he was at a pretty low point in his career.

It’s cool to see the great things God can do when we’re at those low points.

After competing to be a finalist on American Idol and writing some songs, Mars went to lunch with my father to see if he had any advice. Mars knew Dad was a good businessman, so maybe he’d be able to give him some ideas and encouragement.

“I made it to Hollywood week on Idol,” Mars told my father.

Making it to Hollywood week meant he was among the top singers considered to be on the show. Mars then explained how he’d been writing songs and how he really wanted to do something with his music.

“I’ll give you one of the CDs I made,” Mars said. “It’s got my songs on it.”

After listening to his music and hearing my cousin’s story, Dad ended up asking Mars if he wanted to move in with our family. Dad saw some potential and wanted to work with him on the music. My father’s an entrepreneur, someone who likes to build things and start businesses. This music stuff was a lot more creative than the automobile industry, so he said, “Why not?”

Also, my parents could see that Mars needed a family. Mars basically told my father in their first meeting that he wanted my father in his life. So Mars moved in with us, taking a room in the basement.

I was six when Mars moved in. He was twenty-one. We all thought that maybe he’d be with our family for a couple of weeks.

Two weeks eventually became four years. And my cousin became my fourth brother, as well as my musical mentor.



Paving the Way

If you believe in something hard enough

You will go far reach for the stars

and I believe in you

—“I Believe in You,” by MarsRaps

If you want to do something well, you need to learn as much as you can about it. This is exactly what Mars and my father did.

Mars had written and recorded some songs, and he wanted to do something with them. Dad was the businessman and entrepreneur, so they made a set of plans and steps. My father likes to call himself an excavator. He’ll ask people things and might even be asking the wrong person the right question. But he’ll keep asking and finding the right questions to ask the right people. Digging, digging, and digging, until he finds the best thing to do next.

The first thing was to figure out the industry and the music business, so they hired an attorney to help them learn about things like intellectual property and publishing and writing.

They quickly learned lots of things, like the basics of copyrights. There are lots of copyrights for music and they involve everything from the writing of the song to the actual recording of the music—the melody and lyrics. Writing and recording a song isn’t always so simple these days, especially when there are lots of people involved in the process.

Dad and Mars learned how songs could be valuable for a long time and how they generated money in the form of royalties. When you hear that word, just think of the sound cha-ching.

They learned about the various roles that we would soon all find ourselves in: the “artist” and the “producer,” the “songwriter” and the “label.” How would all of these people work together to make the songs and then get the songs out to listeners?

Mars needed an online presence, and everything told them that YouTube was important. By 2008, they had watched Facebook get bigger than Myspace, so by 2010, they figured that YouTube was the place they needed to be.
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Dad and Mars knew they needed content to put on YouTube—videos to go along with the songs. So Mars researched what kind of camera to get and how to edit videos and the right sort of equipment required for shooting.

On January 22, 2010, MarsRaps was the name my cousin gave himself. The first video he uploaded is called “Pants Up,” and it’s hilarious. It’s got an Eminem-sounding melody and funny lyrics. The video was introduced with this message:

Marshall “Mars” Manning is a Hollywood-bound rapper and singer who was shown with his “Golden Ticket” during the January 13, 2010, “Atlanta Auditions” episode of American Idol.

Mars was there when “General” Larry Platt performed his notorious “Pants on the Ground” sensational hit and was inspired by the general to heed his wise words, thus quickly writing and recording a parody version entitled “Pants Up.”

Mars was once a victim of SPS, “Sagging Pants Syndrome,” but since the general’s impartation, Mars has decided to “hike up” his attitude on the subject.

American Idol had shown the “Pants on the Ground” video during the Atlanta auditions, and the song became a craze for a while. So Mars did his parody of the whole idea. He celebrates belts and suspenders:

Y’all act like you’ve never seen a belt or suspenders before,

just a plain white tee and capri.

No, Mars, those are shorts.

Little known fact: the guy in the black cap and shades wearing a shiny belt buckle and Beats headphones around his neck happens to be my father.

A week later, Mars and my father uploaded “Romeo,” an original song by Mars. This one was more of a serious love song. With each song released, they were learning things. What to do. What not to do. Some things they got right, while others they didn’t. They were learning and making mistakes and figuring things out.

Dad and Mars say that while doing all this, spending time and money on the music Mars was making, God was planning and preparing for something else. They’d been working together a year and a half before something came along and surprised everybody.

That something was me.



How You Learn

Knowledge is power, so I am learning by the hour.

Learning isn’t just something you do in a classroom listening to a teacher. You can learn at any moment of any day. Here are some lessons I’ve gotten from my parents and Mars and, yes, even my siblings:

1. Be curious. We should keep our curiosity, and not just for the things we love. Have a sense of wonder and interest in everything: a place you’ve never been before; a weird type of food; a hobby you’d never do; a person who seems odd. There’s always more to discover, and the only way you’re going to find it is by staying curious.

2. Listen. So many of us, including me, don’t listen very well. We’re so used to being able to share our opinions online somewhere that we don’t usually wait to hear what others have to say. Let people explain things to you and ask them questions. Try to find out why things happened and how things are built and what causes one thing to lead to another.

3. Don’t be afraid to look stupid. Sometimes asking questions makes us appear foolish, and sometimes stepping up and doing things makes us look completely dumb. But how will you ever know if you can do something if you’re unwilling to try it out?

4. Read. There’s just no better way to fill your head with knowledge and stories.

5. Participate. Do things with others—your family or friends or church or schoolmates. Get out in your neighborhood. Build and create and discover and just do something. Experiences allow us to learn.

This is my top-five list, but there is one more thing that I would say trumps all of these and that is to GIVE. When we are first starting out, we want to be successful. We want to succeed, and we want things to go our way all the time. But that is not life. If you work hard and believe in yourself, there is no limit to what you can achieve. When you reach the goal, it feels great. However, what you give back is what counts the most. The only thing better than reaching your goals and accomplishing your dreams is the giving that you do along the way.

I’m not saying I do all these things perfectly all the time. Sometimes when my parents talk to me I don’t hear a thing they’ve said. Sometimes Mars spends all this time explaining something about the business and I sort of zone out on him. I should read more and ask more questions.

One thing I am great at, however, is being willing to look like a fool in order to learn something.

That is how I ended up making the first song I ever released online.



Let’s See What Happens

It’s not all about you,

I think I can rap, too!

I remember the moment well.

It was a Saturday, and my best friend, Carson, and I went downstairs, where we found Mars playing Xbox.

“Will you listen to my song?” I asked him.

Ever since Mars moved in with us, I’d been going down to the basement to see him and hang out. Sometimes I would go into his room and show off some new dance moves. I’d listen to all his songs, and not only did I try to sing along with them, I wanted to perform them.

“Hey, Mars. Can I dance for you?”

So Mars would put on one of his songs and I’d bust out my little-kid moves. Mars would just be sitting there laughing. Sometimes he looked genuinely surprised.

“Let me see you do that again,” Mars would say.

So on this day, I wanted to show him one of my songs. It wasn’t the first time I’d done this. I’d written a few of them and had occasionally shown him the lyrics or even rapped a little for him. Mars nodded and paused his game to watch us. Carson started hitting a book to make a beat while I began to rap. I had my cousin’s attention, and he even started moving his head to the beat.
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I’d mixed together Taio Cruz and Justin Bieber and a few other songs to make my own original song. Mars recorded me on his iPhone while I rapped.

“Matt, that was really good,” Mars said when I finished.

“I want to do it,” I told him. “I want to make a video and put it online.”

I was totally serious. I’d never been more serious in my long life of seven years.

Mars and my father weren’t the only two people who’d been learning lots in the last eighteen months. I had been learning, too: seeing how Mars wrote lyrics and made the music on his computer. Listening to how he rapped. Noticing how he would weave together his own words to make a cool song. Studying the way he made a video and then edited it together.

“I want to put something up on YouTube,” I said.

Mars just smiled. Eventually, he’d call my father and ask him what he thought.

“He really wants to do this,” he told Dad.

My dad loves ideas and has a big imagination. He also likes to try things out. In this case, Dad liked the idea. Both of them thought that maybe this would be a great way to promote Mars’s songs and videos.

“Okay, go for it,” Dad told us. “But if you’re going to do it, do it right. Get the 7D camera.”

That meant plotting out the video and editing it and making sure it sounded as good as possible.

“Let’s see what happens,” Dad said.

So Mars recorded me with his Canon 7D SLR camera as I was rapping lyrics over a kid-friendly parody of “Eenie Meenie” by Sean Kingston and Justin Bieber.

I was seven and happened to be missing my two front teeth. I just rapped with some of the lyrics Mars and I wrote together. The video consisted of me rapping into the microphone with my headphones on.

The music started, and I announced my arrival to the world.

Then I began to talk and set the stage:
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