Chapter 6: Have the Will to Win
Life doesn’t hand you victories on a silver platter—it’s not some damn buffet where you stroll up and grab what looks good. It’s a wrestling match: gritty, sweaty, one-on-one. You’re out there on the mat, just you and the other guy, and it all boils down to one thing: who wants it more? I learned that early, growing up in Virginia Beach, and it’s hauled me through every muddy crawlspace, every sweltering attic, every moment I wanted to say screw it and quit. That fire’s why I’m here today—why a beach bum with no college degree turned a garage startup into a $50 million business. It’s not about talent or luck. It’s about will.
Dating back to junior high school when I started wresting, I remember the non-stop conditioning, sweating, and grinding in a gladiator environment. I wasn’t the biggest or strongest, but I had something else: a hunger that wouldn’t quit. One match still burns in my memory. Junior year, regionals, up against this kid—taller, broader, built like he’d been lifting since diapers. I was gassed, bruised, one takedown from losing. Crowd’s yelling, coach is barking, my arms feel like lead. But I wanted it more. I dug deep, found that extra gear, locked his shoulder, and pinned him with seconds left. Coach slapped my back after, grinning, “That’s not skill, Chris—that’s guts.” He was right. Winning wasn’t about technique that day. It was about refusing to lose.
That lesson stuck. Years later, it kept me going when I was dragging HVAC pipes through the muck under houses—rats scurrying past my boots, my back screaming, the air so thick with damp you could chew it. It sucked, plain and simple. Glamour? Zero. But I’d learned something on that mat: surviving isn’t enough. You’ve got to want to win. And winning doesn’t always mean a trophy or a fat check—it’s getting up, showing up, pushing past where most people fold.
When I hit rock bottom—broke, burned out, staring at a company I’d built that didn’t even feel like mine anymore—that will kicked in again. I could’ve quit. Plenty do. But I remembered that kid on the mat, the one who wouldn’t back down. I walked away from the mess and started over dropping nuts and bolts into baggies in my garage with the belief I could do it better to support the troops on the front lines. That garage startup? It’s ISL today—$50 million strong. Not because I’m a genius. Because I had the will to win.
Here’s the deal: you’ve got that will too. It’s not about where you start or what you’re handed—it’s what you’re willing to fight for. Do more than survive. Step onto the mat of your own life and decide you’re going to win.
· What’s the “match” you’re facing right now? What’s the thing that feels bigger or stronger than you?
· When have you pushed past wanting to quit and found that extra gear?
· What does “winning” look like for you—not someone else’s version, but yours?

Continuing the Story
That wrestling win wasn’t a fluke—it was proof I could do hard things. But life’s got a way of testing that will over and over. If you’ve read the first five chapters, you know the grind: beach bum days in Virginia Beach, sweeping floors, partying too hard, chasing something I couldn’t name. By the time I hit Charleston, it all came to a head.
Rock Bottom in Charleston
Charleston was my breaking point. At that point, I had been promoted to district manager in a company that was now sucking the life out of me—values didn’t line up, hours were brutal, pay barely kept the lights on. Then there was the meth-lab disaster I had to clean up, on top of laying off good employees. Cutting back people’s hours to the point where they couldn’t even make ends meet... I’d stand there, staring at the wreckage, thinking, “How the hell did I let it get this low?” Broke, burned out, trapped. But the real gut punch? Fatherhood. Surviving wasn’t going to cut it anymore—not for me and my family. The competitor in me started stirring and I knew I had to make some adjustments and life changes—fast.
I quit the job, walked away from the chaos, and said screw it—I’m starting over. No business plan, no investors—just me and a hunger to build something real. The wins were small at first—a client here, a referral there—but they stacked up. That garage became the birthplace of ISL. I was fighting my way out of the hole, one gritty step at a time.
Blinded by Loyalty
I’d spent years at Fastenal, gave them everything I had for 13 years—my blood, sweat and tears, my soul. But when I left and started ISL, they fired my whole crew—my cousin Bob, both my brothers-in-law, everybody. No warning, no severance, just spite. Bob was a district manager they’d shipped to Puerto Rico to fix a total dumpster fire of a district. No one knew how anything worked down there—chaos, top to bottom. He was miserable—wife and toddler daughter waiting for him, health shaky from a heart attack years back. They cut him loose anyway, left him with nothing. My brothers-in-law got the same raw deal. It was a cheap shot that lit a fire under me.
I couldn’t let Bob sink. He was like a brother—same age as my own, my best friend growing up. We’d scrapped over dumb stuff, sure, but we were tight as hell. So I brought him onto ISL. Thirteen years ago, we moved to Virginia Beach, and he helped me found the company from scratch. Those early days were raw—grassroots hustle, no safety net. We were like two scrappers building something out of nothing, and it started to take shape.
Wrestling with Bob’s Demons
I was uncertain about sharing this part of my story, but I’m going to share a little bit because I want people—more than anything—to feel comfortable grappling with depression and anxiety. I’m really proud of how we worked through it. Instead of getting mad—like I used to before I really understood what was going on—I took an empathetic approach and tried to get him help. It’s important for parents to understand the power of depression and anxiety. I had never experienced anything remotely close to what I saw Bob going through.
Bob was brilliant—sharp as a tack—but he carried heavy stuff I didn’t get back then. Anxiety, depression, battles I couldn’t see. I’m the guy who’ll run through a brick wall, no hesitation. Bob? When the going got tough, he’d shut down—right when I needed him most. Starting a grassroots business with a partner who’d crash at the worst time was a recipe for disaster. I’d get pissed—frustrated as hell—and we’d butt heads hard. “Bob, we’ve got a deadline, man—where are you?” I’d snap, pacing the office while he was MIA. Caused a ton of tension. But it forced us into real, gut-punch talks.
One night, over beers at the house, he broke down. Tears streaming, voice cracking, he said, “Chris, there’s no one I don’t wanna let down more than you. I’d never do that on purpose.” Stopped me cold. Hit like a freight train. He wasn’t slacking because he didn’t care—he couldn’t get out of bed. Physically, mentally, he was stuck. I went from anger to sympathy, then empathy. Took me a while, but I got there. Changed how I saw him, how I saw a lot of things. Thirteen years ago, I didn’t know squat about anxiety or depression—never felt it myself. Watching him struggle taught me. It wasn’t negligence; it was a fight I couldn’t join.
We worked at it—talked more, got real. I propped him up when he couldn’t stand—covered his slack, kept ISL rolling. It strengthened us, made us tighter. For a while, it felt like we could take on anything. ISL started climbing in Virginia Beach—small wins turning into big ones.
The Downward Spiral
Then life swung hard. Bob’s mom passed from cancer, and it broke him. He couldn’t shake it—started medicating, drinking too much. I’d see him with a bottle, eyes glazed, and think, “Man, we’ve gotta pull you out of this.” But I couldn’t. By early 2021, he was sick—really sick—in and out of hospitals for months. Put a hell of a strain on me and the business. I sat him down one day, firm but calm. “Bob, you gotta go get healthy. No responsibilities, no email, no laptop—I’m taking it all off your plate. You’re still getting paid, still an owner, but take 60 days. Figure out what you want at ISL that’ll make you happy. Fix yourself—exercise, eating, whatever it takes.” He’d been stuck doing finance—good at it, hated it. I wanted him to come back with something he’d love, something to light him up again.
I checked in—called, texted. “You good, man? What’s the plan?” He’d mumble, “Working on it,” but I could hear it—he wasn’t getting better. The day he was supposed to come in and lay out his next step, he didn’t show. I was watching out the window, gut sinking. Bob was never late. I grabbed a coworker, CR, and said, “We gotta go to Bob’s—now.” Found him on the couch—gone. November 2021. He’d turned 50 in August; I’d hit 50 three months later. His daughter—13, same age as my middle son—was left without her dad. They were tight. He was divorced, but he and his ex had were doing well coparenting. No will, no trust—just a mess for his family and ISL. This was a terrible loss. Tore me up.
A Collision of Losses
It didn’t stop. November 2022, my dad, Jim, passed—exactly a year after Bob, same damn day for his service. Total coincidence that still messes with me. Then my stepbrother-in-law, Ryan, got ALS right after Dad’s death. Two years older than me—played baseball together growing up—he’s fading fast. Speech slurring, eating through a straw, deteriorating daily. My stepsister, Carolyn, lives nearby. She’s a schoolteacher, quit work to care for him. He worked for Verizon, but they’re drowning—medical bills stacking up. I’m raising cash through GoFundMe for their trips between Johns Hopkins and UVA Medical, keeping them afloat. My stepmom, Barbara—been in my life since ninth grade, 35, 40 years—is still a wreck from Dad. She’s reeling, watching her daughter go through this.
Then there’s this other mess. My high school best friend—guy everyone in Virginia Beach loved, no enemies, lit up every room—turned out to be a monster. Engaged to a close friend, we found out he’d taken advantage of a family member and was videoing his fiancée’s son since the kid was eight. Hidden cameras in plants, laundry baskets—the works. Blew everybody apart. Fooled us all, a narcissist. Did two years, got out, and was spotted at the mall last weekend—March 2025 now, by the way. We thought he’d vanish to the mountains as a registered sex offender—well-connected guy, figured he’d bolt. Nope. He’s back, screwing with people’s heads. It’s a collision of past and present—sadness and ISL’s success crashing together.
Success Amid the Storm
ISL’s hitting milestones—million-dollar deals, growing fast. Business is good; quality of life for my family’s solid. Amy and our three boys—17, 13, 11—are in a great spot. Been in Virginia Beach 13 years, built something real. But I’ve let myself slide. A year ago, I was peak—ripped like Rocky stepping out against Ivan Drago in Rocky IV. My trainer, Billy Yancey, had me take my shirt off one day. “Holy shit, man, you’re crushing it,” he said, jaw dropped. Worked out at 10:30 a.m.—break up my morning, get to work at 6:30, knock out the best hours, hit Nabo, come back fresh. Loved it, couldn’t wait to go. Sneaked extra sessions at night—Billy said, “No one does this twice a day, Chris—you’ll burn out!” Didn’t listen. Pedal-down, one-speed mode. Got me there fast.
Now? I’m a four out of that 11. Over 215 pounds—crazy when I was 190 at my best. Cocktails are too present—beer, whatever. I’ve earned the right to relax after all this, but it’s cutting my time with my family. Half of me says, “I don’t give a crap,” the other’s like, “You’re better than this—get in the gym.” Devil and angel on my shoulder, cartoon-style. I’m fighting those demons with everything else—Bob, Dad, Ryan, the business. “You’re being selfish, shortening your life,” one side says. “You’ve earned a damn beer,” the other fires back. Tug-of-war.
Looking in the Mirror
I want to be around for Amy and the boys—hunting, fishing, surfing, paddleboarding at sunrise with saltwater and birds. My happy place. Around my 50th—May 2023—I was chewing on this, talking it out with a friend helping with this book. Bob’s death, Dad’s, Ryan’s ALS—anniversary months piling up. But the first chapter draft fired me up. Flowed well, felt like something I’d read if it wasn’t me. “This could motivate people,” I thought, “show ‘em it’s possible.”
So I looked in the mirror and flipped the switch. Set my alarm for 6 a.m., no snooze crap. Day one: paddleboarding. Hit the water, sun rising over Virginia Beach, sent a pic to my friend—didn’t fall in, thank God. “If I don’t send it by noon, yell at me,” I said. Didn’t need to. The win? Conquering the morning. No beer, no material junk—just the feeling. Setting an example for my boys too—they’re smart, they see it. Oldest works at ISL after school now, middle’s tight with Bob’s daughter, youngest is sharp as hell. They know when I’m slacking. I want them to see me fight, know I’m doing it for them.
Circle of Good
I’ve flipped that switch before—fast. Three months, I could be an eight, easy, if I go full Chris mode. Told Billy, “I wanna work out twice a day.” He laughed, “You’re nuts—no one does that!” Well, I did anyway, didn’t tell him. It’s a circle of good: cut the cocktails, sleep better, work out, feel sharp, repeat. Amy’s a health nut—always training, eating right—boys are following her. I’m the odd man out. Sleep’s decent lately, but breaking 200, cutting beer calories, getting strong—that’s the goal. 
It’s on me—no excuses. Used to think, “I can flip this anytime,” and put it off. Dumb Jedi mind trick. But I’ve done it—$50 million proves it. Beach bum to this? Against all odds. If I can, you can. Step onto your mat. Fight. One win snowballs. Starts with that first foot on the ground.
Think About It:
· What’s your “rock bottom” moment been—where you had to decide to fight or fold?
· Who’s counting on you to show up, like my family did for me in Charleston?
· Where are you coasting right now that you could turn into a win?
Call to Action:
Pick one area of your life where you’ve been coasting or surviving. Write it down. Then write one step—however small—you can take this week to fight for the win. Do it. Don’t just think about it. Skip the beer. Step onto the mat.  Send me a pic if you want—I’ll cheer you on. Let’s win this together.
GET TACTICAL
[image: Bullseye with solid fill]  Push Beyond the Breaking Point
Find that extra gear when you’re down and out. Whether you’re exhausted from a long day or facing a wall of doubt, dig deep and keep moving. The moment you refuse to quit is where victories are forged. 
[image: Bullseye with solid fill]  Break Free and Build Anew
Walk away from what’s draining you and start fresh. If the job’s a grind or the situation’s a dead end, grab what you’ve got—skills, grit, whatever—and create something better. Your next chapter starts when you stop clinging to the old one. 
[image: Bullseye with solid fill]  Connect with Compassion
Step into someone else’s shoes when they’re struggling. Don’t just see the surface—listen, ask, and offer real support. Lifting others up doesn’t just change their day; it strengthens your own foundation. 
[image: Bullseye with solid fill] Zero In on What Matters
Slash the clutter and lock onto your priorities. Life’s chaotic—work, family, dreams—but you can’t do it all at once. Pick the three things that’ll make the biggest dent today, and hit them hard before the noise takes over. 
[image: Bullseye with solid fill]  Act Fast and Own It
Move now, not later—waiting kills momentum. Want to kick a habit or chase a goal? Skip the excuses, take one small step today—drop the drink, hit the pavement—and watch how fast the wins stack up when you commit.
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