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I
f you were to go to my parents' house today, nestled just beyond the vibrant city of Boston, you’d find the hours of operation of my very first business etched in chalk on the basement door. This is a reminder that brings me back to the days of my youth, when I was an ambitious 10-year-old with boundless dreams. Those were the days when my sister and I were mesmerized like weirdos by the cash registers that graced the shelves of our local wholesale club. These mechanical marvels stood as beacons of opportunity, encouraging us to explore their capabilities – a call I answered with enthusiasm.
I can remember the sensation that surged through me whenever I was within arm's reach of a register or the tactile keys of a printing calculator. It was as if I possessed an innate compulsion to engage with those buttons, to conjure imaginary worlds where I was the mastermind behind a bustling store, orchestrating transactions with imaginary patrons. This predilection might have appeared excessive to some, yet for me, it was an intoxicating dance of possibility and creativity.
In those days, my mom worked in the food service area of that very same wholesale club. Sometimes, I would accompany her on some of her work shifts, embarking on an exciting exploration of the sprawling aisles for hours. The store would become my playground as I endlessly meandered and imagined the inventory I would purchase for my store. The registers became my trusted companions, and as the hours melded together, I nurtured the idea that was taking root within me – an idea that would soon bear fruit in the form of my bargain basement entrepreneurial venture.
With youthful zeal and the audacity that only a 10-year-old possesses, I came up with a plan that would bring my vision to life. I extended the invitation to a select few neighborhood confidantes, and together, we embarked on this journey into uncharted entrepreneurial waters.
I took old VHS tapes, my old toys, everything I could find around the house that wouldn’t be missed and wrote the prices on them with a magic marker. Then I would go around the neighborhood asking my patient neighbors to come to my store. I posted signs to let them know where to find me, the kid down the block.  “Just go to the red bulkhead on the side of my parent’s house and if the doors are open, we’ll be down there.”
I was in a sketchy basement selling used goods I thought everyone wanted – c’mon, who doesn’t want “Hocus Pocus” on VHS or slightly worn Flintstones toys?  It was ambitious, even for a 10 year old, and I even sold a thing or two before I shut down my store after realizing the creepy basement store was not attracting customers. I then tried to transition to the shed in the backyard, which ended in it getting engulfed in flames after we attempted to build a fireplace to keep it warm in the frigid Boston winters. 
The only evidence of that store now is the chalk on the basement doors and stories my dad and mom tell others about strangers going into the basement. Those hours of operation of my very first enterprise still stand as a testament to the spirit of innovation that even a young heart can harbor. It’s a spirit to build things and make shit happen. Each stroke of that chalk, each button pressed on those registers, and each step taken in those hallowed aisles, continues to whisper to me: imagination knows no bounds, and every dream, no matter how whimsical, has the potential to evolve into something extraordinary.
The bargain basement store obviously didn’t work but that only fueled my entrepreneurial spirit. I got a magic set for Christmas, so I sold magic shows to my neighbors. Then I graduated to babysitting where I was making more money — $10 per hour. Then my pal Eric and I came up with our most brilliant idea: a monthly neighborhood newsletter subscription for 50 cents a month. We got one customer, made 50 cents, and the newsletter went bust after we delivered our first edition, which I’m sure was filled with copyright infringements. I was 11 – go ahead, sue me. It was hard to accept these failures at the time, but looking back, I realize they were the best teachers I ever had. The truth is, setbacks are an inevitable part of entrepreneurship—and life. But instead of fearing them, what if you could use setbacks as your greatest asset? Let me show you how you can turn any setback into fuel for your next success.. At the time, I was devastated by the reviews but shortly after, I didn’t care that the plays bombed, I was just happy I made the papers! 
All of these experiences, although they didn't lead to a fortune, taught me one of the most critical lessons I’ve ever learned: failure is just feedback. Every time you try something and it doesn’t work, you’re collecting valuable data. If you’re struggling in your business or life, ask yourself, ‘What did I just learn from this?’ Create a habit of analyzing every setback to pull out the lesson hiding in the rubble. A setback isn’t the end—it's research.
The business that put me “on the map” so-to-speak as a legitimate entrepreneur was a healthy vending company that grew to over 80 cities across the US in just three years when I was in my mid to late 20s, with hundreds of machines placed in locations like hotels, schools, and YMCAs. I first got into the vending industry when I was a college student at St. Francis Xavier University in Nova Scotia, Canada. I was leaving spin class one night (I was an instructor for two years) craving a snack when the thought, “why aren’t there healthy snack machines around campus?” crossed my mind.  
Snacks are a huge part of college life, so I naturally was exposed to that industry.  They were in dorms, study halls, and academic buildings.  Chocolate bars, chips, and soda constantly stared me in the face.  Going from an overweight guy who was a victim of the freshman 15 (more like 30) turned reasonably in-shape spin instructor, I took it personally.  That’s when I had my aha-moment and the obsession began. My compulsion and love for snack food would eventually become known as KarmaBox Vending, but at that time, there was literally not much of a market for this. After a quick Google search, I found two companies in Southern California that were selling thousands of machines. That was the moment I knew I had to launch this company.  The proof was there right before my eyes. Healthy vending was a brilliant yet simple idea that I could make happen. I saw this opportunity and ran with it, partnering up with one of my best college friends.
There were years of struggle, and there were years the business sat on a shelf while I went back to the workforce, but the choices I made led to new opportunities.  I worked behind the counter at Starbucks at the time, and one conversation with a regular customer sparked a new opportunity for me to breathe life back into my business.  But here's the reality: no matter how well you plan, life will always throw you unexpected curveballs—just like that customer conversation did for me. The key isn’t to avoid the surprises, but to plan for them. So how do you build flexibility into your plans to stay ahead of the game? Let me share the approach that worked for me
Entrepreneurship is amazing because there comes a point when it’s no longer about you, the entrepreneur. In the beginning, it’s a struggle and all too often it’s a solitary one.  Then things start to happen, people begin to believe in you when they see that you haven’t given up, and all of a sudden, there’s a shift – a pivot – mentally, emotionally, spiritually – and then, BOOM, all the work you’ve done and the choices you made up until that point start to click.  If anything, I didn’t see myself as an entrepreneur, I saw myself as an opportunist (I mean that in the best possible way).  Even as a kid growing up in Boston, I saw a myriad of opportunities to do something cool for my neighborhood and sometimes I made some money doing it.  So, I was an opportunist who eventually turned into an entrepreneur. I took chances and pivoted my way to success. I used all the setbacks I came upon as opportunities to grow.
Pivoting is overused business jargon that means adjusting with flexibility but also having an awareness of the ambiguity and uncertainty that lie ahead, and being able to be decisive in the face of those things. I like to just say maneuvering to avoid the eye rolls.  It’s recognizing the opportunity (or problem),  using the information (or insight) you have at your disposal, and making a decision that will move your life or business forward.   Life happens and things change quickly, and when you’re primed to see opportunities, you can pivot – gather information – and decide – like a kung fu master moving through a barrage of arrows.  You won’t come out unscathed, but the experience will build your confidence and your ability to grow alongside your business. Expect setbacks to become part of the journey. 

My story has been an epic rollercoaster ride with lots of ups and downs and twists and turns, to say the least. My biggest accomplishment eventually became my biggest setback. I wanted to write this book because my setbacks have been my best assets. They have been the biggest advantages throughout my life and I want to teach you how to leverage them the same way I did. I was able to build a multi-million dollar business (from a $20k investment), manage to lose it all, and start all over again before the age of 30. Some people would cringe at that, but to me, this is just the beginning of something greater and it’s this perspective that I want to share with you — that regardless of what the circumstances are in your life or business, you can still make the most out of everything that comes your way — even the setbacks. 
This book is your roadmap to turning the worst moments of your life into the foundation for your greatest success. Whether you're facing a failure that’s shaken your confidence, a fluke that left you reeling, or an F-up you thought you couldn't recover from—this book will show you how to bounce back stronger than ever. You’ll learn how to transform setbacks into opportunities, rebuild your confidence, and craft a comeback story that will define your life and business on your terms.
If you’re an entrepreneur, if you’ve been thinking or talking about being an entrepreneur, or even if you have just experienced some setbacks lately, this book is for you. I want you to hear me out because I’ve been at all the stages of a startup, from conception to inception, from building to growing, from struggling to going belly-up and sitting in bankruptcy court.
Setbacks are inevitable for all of us and bankruptcy is the biggest — and ultimate — failure in business. It’s how you respond to your setbacks that determines how quickly you will get back up, though. If you aren’t failing at all, then you’re definitely in your comfort zone and that’s the worst place for you to be as an entrepreneur. You have to get to the “keep going” zone, where you commit to seeing your business all the way through. None of this is a wishy-washy affair. No stopping unless you’re selling the company or closing down or yeah, even going bankrupt, which is the absolute last resort. 
We often quit too soon, right before the brink of figuring it out. Elon Musk famously said to his employees, “Failure is an option here. If things are not failing, you are not innovating enough.” So if you are just coasting through, you’re not pushing your business or your team to the full potential. This is often due to the fear of failure.
I failed a lot throughout my life up until this point, but as they say, it only takes one time to get it right. And I hope you are failing too. Failing means you are putting yourself out there and trying to make it work. My last business, KarmaBox Vending, which I’ll tell you more about throughout this book, forced me into a $1.5 million bankruptcy. Now that’s a big failure, which you’ll learn is classified as my biggest f-up to date.
I effed up bigtime in March 2018. I closed the doors on my company due to a bad combination of low sales, high expenses, rapid growth, mismanagement, and an overwhelming amount of liability and contracts to fulfill. At 28-years-old, I found myself with $1.5 million in business debt. I let a lot of people down, and some of my former clients lost money. Some lost a lot of money, and I’ll always feel awful about that. It’s not even just about the money that makes me feel so bad — money comes and goes — it’s the fact that they trusted me and I let them down. I convinced them to believe in me only to cause some financial trauma in return. The guilt and shame led me into a long, depressive funk. 
Finally, after years of therapy, a lot of reflection, and so much love and support from my amazing family and friends, I’m ready to share the lessons I’ve learned in this book. I wasn't prepared to share my insights until now. Funny enough, I had announced this book's launch over a year before its actual release, but faced several delays. One reason was simply practical – life was exceptionally busy and I had lots of changes (mostly very positive ones) going on. Another was grappling with feelings of impostor syndrome because after all, I was still in the process of my own comeback journey and didn't feel fully equipped to guide others yet. However, I can now confidently say that the principles in this book are powerful tools for elevating your life and I can’t wait for you to implement them!
I hope that by hearing me out, you will realize that any setback is possible to overcome. I want to talk about what often isn’t discussed about the nature of entrepreneurship. We are going to be open, authentic, and real here. We are going to talk about reframing your mindset and leveraging your setbacks, failures, and disappointments rather than letting them defeat you. And that’s exactly what I want for you: to be in the process of crafting your own comeback, no matter where you are in your journey. The steps and stories in this book are meant to guide you, but it’s up to you to take action. So let’s get started with your own roadmap to recovery. I have experienced enough setbacks, though, to know that my process works.
Embrace the fact that losses, failures, and setbacks are just as important as your successes. It’s all connected, part of the process. Your setbacks can be your biggest advantages in life and in business. I hope you can be inspired to action, lean into your setbacks, and launch whatever it is that you’ve been thinking of.
INTRODUCTION
Thank you for reading.
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“Ups and downs in life are very important to keep us going, because a straight line even in an ECG means we are not alive”
― RATAN TATA


I
 thought that I was going to be killed that day. In my mind, I could clearly see it: an angry former client, full of bitterness, walking into my bankruptcy hearing with dangerous intentions. What a harsh ending to my story of setbacks that would have been. My poor family and friends, I worried, what a traumatic event that will change many of their lives forever. I wouldn’t know the difference, but I still so desperately wanted to live, recover from this mess that I got myself into, and make the biggest comeback of my life. 
My meeting of the creditors was quickly approaching and it felt like an anxiety attack was coming even faster. In that moment, I realized something: fear wasn’t just a reaction, it was a test. Every entrepreneurial journey is filled with moments like this, where fear pushes you to the edge, asking if you're really committed. But here's the thing—fear is often a sign that you're on the verge of a breakthrough. So, how do you push through that fear when it's almost paralyzing? Let me share with you a simple practice that helped me navigate those dark moments. I had so much anxiety the weeks leading up to my hearing that would decide my fate of discharging $1.5 million of my debt and liabilities.
When I walked into that bankruptcy hearing, fear nearly paralyzed me. But here’s the thing: fear is your mind’s way of testing your commitment. Whenever you feel fear, don’t run—acknowledge it- or as Dr. Susan Jeffers famously says, "Feel The Fear And Do It” anyway. At that moment, I used a quick technique I now swear by: Name your fear, and write down three things that could go right if you push through it. When fear looms, it’s often a signal that you’re on the verge of a breakthrough
Shame, embarrassment, and fear were pumping through my bloodstream on a regular basis leading up to this moment. I was paranoid when I would hear someone walk towards my door that was at the end of the hallway in my Los Angeles apartment. I was managing the building that I lived in so I would get a lot of random knocks at my door from tenants and contractors. Around the bankruptcy hearing date, each time I would be startled and wonder if a disgruntled client was on the other side of the door. Looking back on it now and after years of therapy and growth, I was putting way too much intensity on this situation. But when you’re in the thick of things, it’s hard to see past the turmoil you’re living through in that moment. That’s why I hope this book will help you navigate your next setback like the principles and concepts (“the CYC Framework”) did for me. 
Going bankrupt is an incredibly public process so I wasn’t sure what information was out there, including my address. I was starting to feel crazy and irrational. It is after all why I delayed filing for chapter 7 for almost a year in the first place. That kind of fear—the fear of judgment, failure, or loss—can be overwhelming. But what I’ve learned is that fear isn’t always the enemy. In fact, fear can be the ultimate motivator if you know how to reframe it. So how do you turn fear into fuel for your comeback? Here's a technique that helped me move forward even in my darkest moments.. My bankruptcy forced some to lose their life savings I was told, I even heard some folks themselves had to declare bankruptcy. When you are the cause of someone else’s pain, it hurts differently. Even after many people told me that my clients assumed financial risk when they gave me their money and it was all ultimately on them, I still couldn’t sleep well at night. 
You can’t blame me for fearing my meeting of the creditors, a formal process in the bankruptcy proceeding that requires the debtor to confront anyone of their creditors who wish to show up. I had a lot of angry creditors from KarmaBox, my healthy vending business that went belly up for an array of reasons that I explain in more detail in the book bonus section at craftyourcomeback.com. I had a total of 89 clients who invested anywhere from $25,000 to upwards of $120,000 totaling $4,000,000 in sales. Out of those 89 people, I’d say at least 10 hated me so much so that I could feel the negative energy from thousands of miles away. You could cut the tension with a knife. One of them in particular wasn’t all there mentally, so I was genuinely concerned that she would be the one who would show up with a gun and shoot me. I mean people kill over $100, why wouldn’t she kill me over $100,000? It seemed like a no-brainer so I couldn’t take my chances. I went to the bankruptcy building in downtown LA a few days before my hearing to scout it out. To mentally prepare. I was shocked when I arrived and there were no metal detectors! My heart sank as my irrational fear seemed like even more of a possibility. 
At my lowest point, even the people I thought would stick by me started to drift away. It was hard, but I learned this: the belief you have in yourself is the only belief that must never waver. Here’s an exercise: every morning, write down three reasons you believe in your mission. Repeat them to yourself throughout the day. When no one else is cheering you on, you need to be your own biggest fan
The other person I was concerned about lived outside the US, so I was fairly confident that he wouldn’t show.  He actually concerned me the most because he literally dedicated years obsessing over me, writing a very elaborate blog about me, spreading conspiracy theories about me, even messaging my Instagram and Facebook friends personally to tell them that I ruined his life. It was so fucking bizarre and this level of instability freaked me out. I was living rent free in his head, as they say. And he was certainly living in mine. Why give me that much power over you, I often quipped. Then realizing I should ask myself the same question about him. Why do we always give things and situations so much power over us? Especially our setbacks, they tend to eat away at us like hungry piranhas. Tiny little bites that slowly kill.
This meeting of the creditors day was weighing on me so much and the idea of facing people who I let down was almost unbearable. But it had to be done. It took me about a year to get the guts to even file as I mentioned, much to my attorney’s disappointment who was pushing me to take care of business right away. My attorney, Shawn, was a fellow board member of the biggest LGBT chamber of commerce in the entire country. We met up after a board meeting one day in Hillcrest, San Diego’s “gayborhood,” to discuss this huge mess that I got myself into. He reassured me that this sort of thing happens everyday in business and I should be just fine. I trusted him and I was so hopeful, yet month after month I wasn’t filing. After a threatening text from another client saying that he was calling this LGBT non-profit that I was so passionate about to tell them about me (whatever that meant), I immediately stepped down from the board and ended up moving to Los Angeles.
Now almost a year later, I knew all of these people could potentially show up to the meeting of the creditors especially as there was a lot of chatter in the background amongst themselves via email and a Facebook group. The meeting took place right next to the downtown LA Intercontinental, where I used as my makeshift office. There is a whole public space with tables and couches with the best views of LA (you must go there when you visit). Oh, and there was a bar that I often sat at with my laptop to plan my next venture, Keep Going Media. It helped that the bartender, Luis, was a cute Latino gay that I would flirt with and oftentimes only paid for 3 beers when I really drank 5 (or God forbid, 6!). 
I took my usual bike ride toward the Intercontinental to work on building my future empire except I made a pit stop to the meeting of the creditors' venue on the 10th floor of an office building. This was the same day that I found out about the lack of metal detectors. I wanted to make sure there was solid security so I could finally get the crazy thought of getting shot in the head out of the way. I went up and walked around and observed an actual meeting of the creditors for about 10 minutes. While there were no metal detectors, there was an armed guard there, which made me feel better.
“Sir, quick question for ya, why isn’t there a security check to come in here? This is a bankruptcy court…”
He said something like, “well, the bankruptcy court is actually on Temple St. This is an office building just for the meeting of the creditors.”
I explained that I was so nervous about my upcoming meeting. I told him that some of my creditors lost a lot of money, upwards of $100,000. They were angry at me and when money is involved, people get even more raged. You can’t fuck with people’s money! I accidentally and unintentionally did just that and felt like absolute shit about it. When you fuck with people’s money, emotions run high and humans become irrational. What made this worse was the fact that some folks were so convinced that I ripped them off intentionally and profited handsomely off of it. Rumors about me living in the luxury neighborhood of Pacific Palisades in LA, on a boat in the Pacific Ocean, or even that I was part of an underground gay society (I’m not kidding) circled around in a private Facebook group dedicated to KarmaBox operators. That was probably sparking even more rage amongst my former operators who lost out on my f-up. Luckily we don’t live in a banana republic, there are consequences for committing murder so I am sitting here typing this out right now!
Just like all setbacks in our lives, we often build those moments up as very dramatic scenes in our head. I was fearful. People were angry, rightfully so, but it was the weird shit out there about me that made me a little nervous, I guess. Irrational behavior seems all-too common these days. The guard asked me when my hearing was, I told him the day and time. “Perfect, I’ll be here and will make sure you are safe.” 
I felt better, but not that much better. This was definitely the lowest point on the ride.
Entrepreneurship, after all, is one crazy mother-fucking roller coaster ride. You’re probably saying “yeah, I know that already, A.J.” Well let me tell you something; merely knowing that reality isn’t enough. You need to get excited about it! You need to embrace it. You need to learn to enjoy that pit in your stomach or I’m afraid entrepreneurship just isn’t for you. Basically, you need to be a little cray (in the best way possible) and be strategically intentional with who you bring on for the ride!
Imagine you’re planning a trip to Six Flags to go on a brand new ride called the Super Sonic Thriller (come on, it’s a GREAT name!). This trip is for you, your lover, and 9 of your closest friends. Before you present this to your friends, you gather all the information you need to plan this out with your buddies; you pick a date, you research tickets and how much they cost, how you’ll get there, when the park is open, etc… When you have all of this information, you present it to the people you’ve specifically chosen to go on this trip with you. 
When you think about this trip and who would go along for the ride, who in your life would you choose? Would you choose to bring the person who’s terrified of rides or would you choose the person who loves thrill rides? Chances are you’ll choose the latter.
Entrepreneurship is much like going on a roller coaster ride; the rollercoaster represents the entrepreneurial journey and the people you take with you create a supporting experience. Before you launch your entrepreneurial endeavor, you must prepare yourself to embrace the ride before you. And much of that relies on your ability to surround yourself with the right people and arm yourself with the right information so that you can enjoy the ride and be prepared for the bumpy and sometimes uncomfortable experiences ahead of you.
Regardless of what “ride” or entrepreneurial endeavor you choose, there will already be information available to you to make your decision. In other words, you’ll be able to do market research to ensure this is the right journey for you to embark on.  Being prepared, knowing who to bring along, and having a workable plan will allow you to be open and enjoy the experience before you.
[bookmark: _heading=h.oga1394143qx]What Counts as a Setback?
Starting a business from scratch (or navigating life for that matter) can be an exhilarating experience. It requires quite a bit of gumption along with an unrelenting optimism that it can - and will - work for you. Through this journey, you’ll truly find out what you’re made out of.
So embrace the journey, and prepare yourself for the ride of your life! As you can tell, my ride has been extreme and often very intense. It doesn’t have to be a big spectacle for you as it has been for me. Maybe the idea of building a multi-million dollar company isn’t something you want. That’s okay. There are many different degrees of entrepreneurship. Maybe just making $60,000 a year from your business and living a simpler life is what appeals to you. The same principles in this book will apply to that mindset.
Bankruptcy has changed me to the core. I felt it and people in my life have noticed that I’ve become a better person because of it. I’m more grounded, I have more integrity, and I am calmer. While I opened this chapter talking about my epic f-up, I think it’s important to reiterate that I also built a 7-figure company in my 20s. So I’m coming from a place of experiencing massive growth and failure when it comes to advice throughout the rest of this book. Crafting your comeback by turning your setbacks into advantages will require shifts in the way you think. 
Research backs this up. A study published in the Journal of Business Venturing found that emotional resilience—specifically the ability to reframe failures as learning opportunities—plays a key role in long-term entrepreneurial success. It’s not just about bouncing back, but about reframing challenges as stepping stones for future growth. So, when you’re on that emotional roller coaster, remember: the more resilient you are, the stronger you’ll be in the long run
That emotional roller coaster looks different for everyone, and I want to share something personal that helped me finally understand setbacks in my own life.
I’m the kind of person who’s great in an actual crisis. Like, give me a broken limb, a business collapse, or an “oh-my-god-we-left-the-baby-on-the-roof” situation (we didn’t- but imagine!) and I’ll go into calm, capable superhero mode. No panic. Just action. 
But then there’s the other side of me- the one who can spiral into a full-blown meltdown over a delayed Amazon package or a text that just says “ok.” Ask my husband. Seriously. He’ll roll his eyes so far back, it’s practically cardio! After years of therapy and coaching, I finally learned the name for this: catastrophizing.
It’s when your brain takes a minor inconvenience and inflates it into a full-blown disaster movie. One awkward email? I’m fired. One “we need to talk”? The end is near. One quiet dinner? Divorce court.  This is how I learned that setbacks aren’t just dramatic life events. A setback is any moment- big or small, internal or external- that disrupts your momentum, shakes your confidence, or knocks you off course. Sometimes it’s a massive failure. Sometimes it’s a tiny thing that just hits you wrong. Either way, it feels like a threat to who you are or what you’re building.  
Here’s the trap a lot of us fall into: trying to suppress our setbacks by comparing them to someone else’s. “Other people have it so much worse.” Sound familiar? Sure, sometimes we are catastrophizing- and that’s important to recognize- but if you get into the habit of gaslighting yourself, minimizing your own pain, or telling yourself you “shouldn’t” feel the way you do, you’ll never actually process the setback. You’ll never get the clarity, growth, or comeback that can come from it. 
Your setback is valid. Full stop. What’s not a big deal to me might be a huge deal to you—and vice versa. We all have different nervous systems, different stories, different triggers. The point isn’t to compare. The point is to acknowledge the impact and do something powerful with it.  Later in this book, I’ll walk you through the Comeback Pill formula, my simple tool to help you analyze your setbacks, find the lesson, and move forward with clarity and momentum. 
But for now, just know this:  If it stopped you, slowed you, or shook you—it counts.
The 3 Fs
Setbacks vary greatly in form and intensity, and they're not all created equal, so they shouldn't be treated as such. I categorize them into three types, which I call “The 3 Fs”: Failures, Flukes, and F-ups. Recognizing and labeling each setback is crucial, as this determines how you react and respond. We, as a society, are inherently drawn to labeling - it's part of our human nature. So, let's delve into failures, flukes, and f-ups and see how you can go from one F to another.
F-ups are entirely within your control; they stem from your own actions. They often represent significant setbacks, sometimes with legal implications. Owning up to your f-ups is essential for moving forward. It's easy to play the blame game, but taking full responsibility is vital. For instance, I could have blamed market conditions or a flawed business model for my setbacks, but I recognized my series of poor decisions over 3.5 years. Acknowledging your f-ups, apologizing for the harm caused, and seeking forgiveness, including self-forgiveness, are key steps in recovery. Remember, even the most successful people make mistakes - an interesting tidbit from "The Millionaire Next Door" suggests that the average millionaire experiences bankruptcy 3.5 times.
Flukes, on the other hand, are completely beyond your control. They're external events that happen to you, often causing significant distress. However, how you respond to flukes is crucial. They can be as severe as personal tragedies or natural disasters. Recognizing a fluke for what it is allows you to focus on what you can control and move forward. The classic stoic principle of focusing on what you can control is very important when encountering a fluke. Central to this philosophy is it's not what happens to you that matters but how you respond to it. That should be your number one rule when crafting your comeback. We often dwell on things out of our control and that's not only unhealthy but can be incredibly unproductive. By redirecting our focus toward our reactions and the aspects we can influence, we harness our ability to navigate through unpredictable challenges more effectively and with greater resilience.
Failures are a mix of internal and external factors. They occur when you're striving for something, but external forces interfere. Examples include failing an exam or a business not succeeding due to market demand. Failures provide immediate feedback, offering valuable lessons for future endeavors. With failures being an intricate blend of internal and external factors, it’s important to differentiate the two and have a keen focus on the elements within our control. Those aspects that lie beyond our influence provide valuable opportunities for growth. This growth stems from the immediate feedback that failures often bring, guiding us towards personal and professional development. Embracing this feedback allows us to learn, adapt, and evolve from our experiences.
Let’s be real—failure is a constant companion on this journey. But here’s the thing: failure isn’t black and white. It’s not just about what you did wrong or what you couldn’t control. Most failures are a mix of both. Sometimes, we focus too much on the things that were out of our hands—market changes, timing, other people’s decisions—and we forget to recognize the parts we can learn from. The truth is, failures are rarely 100% in or out of your control. The real power comes from separating the two and focusing on what you can actually change moving forward.
It's important to remember that the world isn't black and white. Your setbacks might be a combination of the three Fs. For example, while I attribute my bankruptcy to my own mistakes (an F-up), not all bankruptcies are due to personal errors. External events, like natural disasters, can also lead to financial ruin. As we proceed, I will share more about my experiences with the 3 Fs and how I navigated through them.
No matter how low you feel right now, this book will give you the tools to embrace the roller coaster of entrepreneurship and life. You’ll learn how to rise from any setback—whether it's a complete failure, a fluke you never saw coming, or an F-up that you think has derailed your dreams. By the end, you'll have a blueprint to not only survive the lows but thrive in the face of them.
My big ask of you is to just keep an open mind as you read through this book and know that there is never one clear answer for anybody. There is never a clear path in life and entrepreneurship. What I tell you today, you can probably find someone out there saying the exact opposite. Let’s rewind a little bit and go back to the beginning of my entrepreneurial journey, shall we?
Do Your Research & Know Your Opportunity Costs
When I was in college and was struck with the idea for KarmaBox, my little healthy vending almost-to-be empire that led to my biggest f-up, I had an unrelenting itch to figure out whether it was an idea that would actually work. I spent countless nights in my dorm scouring the internet looking for data that would support my idea. My research found there were two healthy vending companies in the entire world that were doing what I wanted to do and they were doing it successfully. This told me two things: 1) there was plenty of room for one more, and 2) it could work and it was proven. Armed with this data and the belief it would flourish, I began thinking about the opportunity and startup costs of the business.
Opportunity cost is the non-financial price that you pay for something and it’s something we often ignore. Think of it as the potential benefit lost when choosing one alternative over another. It’s one of the most important concepts to understand and wrap your head around as an entrepreneur. If you say “Yes” to something that you want, you’re saying “No” to something else. Every action has some form of reaction. The opportunity cost is that non-dollar price you pay for something. Thinking back on my KarmaBox days, there were plenty of things I chose to spend my time on that were probably better spent on something else. 
Here’s an interesting fact: a recent study by Cornell University found that 85% of what we worry about never even happens. Think about that. Most of the anxiety and stress we carry around is about things that don’t even come true. The same is often true when we fail. We get so caught up in what could go wrong, or what’s out of our control, that we lose sight of what we can actually influence. When failure happens, instead of worrying about the external factors, ask yourself: What part of this was in my control? How can I change my approach next time?
Let’s say you’re currently working for someone else but itching to start your own business. You’re up for a promotion and to get up to speed your boss asks you to work late hours for the first 30 days. The promotion pays more money, but you also have a child at home whom you’ve promised to help with their homework. Keeping promises is important to you, but you have another kid on the way and that extra money would help too. What do you do? If you take the promotion, you’re losing valuable time with your kid and he may never trust you to keep your promises ever again; but if you keep your promise to your kid, this promotion will go on to the next person and who knows when you might get another opportunity like that. And by taking the promotion, sure, you’ll make a little extra money, but you aren’t starting that business you’ve dreamt of which has infinite income potential. By starting the business, you also might lose out time on family, which is another non-financial cost to consider. 
So you have to know what your opportunity costs are in any business venture. Are you willing to give up important things, like time with your family, possibly your health (mental and physical), the chance to start a new business, or your full head of hair? Understanding the high opportunity cost of not effectively addressing your setbacks is crucial. Delaying therapy, postponing apologies, or failing to analyze the impact of your setbacks allows these issues to consume you relentlessly, much like piranhas. This is where the significance of this book lies. Swiftly navigating through your challenges can greatly enhance your success and overall well-being. I assure you, with a high degree of confidence, that taking proactive steps in this direction is transformative. For those seeking a deeper exploration, enrolling in the Keep Going Academy at KeepGoingHQ.com is a worthwhile consideration. 
Understanding the concept of opportunity cost, coupled with my research into the healthy vending industry, solidified my commitment to the concept. Recognizing the importance of promptly acting on a promising idea, I was fully convinced and dedicated to making this venture successful. I was only 20 years old, but I thought I could take on the world with it. That naivety was … cute … and led me to be bold AF (as f*ck). During this period in my life, I was faced with some hard decisions. This was an opportunity for me to give the entrepreneurial voice inside me another chance to be heard and allow myself the chance to take this voice seriously for the first time ever. My earlier ventures were amateur but this had the chance to be professional. The businesses I had when I was a kid were all rehearsals and this was my chance for a real run!  This was a once in a lifetime opportunity I knew I couldn’t pass up; however, I was just starting my third year of college with one year left to complete my degree.  
While sitting in a business statistics class, I realized that my passion to launch a new healthy vending company far outweighed my desire to get a degree. School will be there, I thought, but business opportunities like this come once in a lifetime. Healthy vending was going to be the next big thing —I was convinced — and I was to be the force behind it. I had to launch this business; the opportunity was too great to walk away from. This business was consuming my mind and I couldn’t bear the thought of not pursuing it.  So I made up my mind and decided right then that I had to quit school to bring this business to life. I couldn’t bear the thought of NOT doing it any longer. The opportunity cost of staying in a demanding program while trying to launch a venture was too high.
Raise your hand if you’ve ever heard someone say, “It takes money to make money.”
Everyone has heard that. I’d heard that saying over and over and over, but it was in college that a lightbulb went off in my mind: “It doesn’t have to be my money.” This was when things started to click for me. Because I was a young and broke college kid, the idea that I could launch a business with someone else’s money was very exciting to me. It also gave me hope that just because you grew up in poverty, it doesn’t mean you can’t make it a monumental success. 
I found out about an organization called CBDC that offered business workshops in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. It was an entrepreneurship development center and was run by the government. Nova Scotia was one of the least economically abundant provinces in Canada and the government wanted to change that. So this organization was used to attract up and coming entrepreneurs like me. It was a dream come true.
Anyone with a reasonable business idea could become eligible for up to $150,000 in start-up capital. That was music to my ears. I started attending their workshops freshman year in college and slowly developed my ideas. I had an opportunity to start a legitimate business - not like the “homegrown” bargain basement store from my childhood. They offered a  “students in business” loan program that I took advantage of during my Freshman year. It was a $5,000 interest-free loan that I used to put on my first theater production in Boston that summer. I spent my first year in college on a lot of production calls that involved planning the play that I produced. 
I continued attending every single workshop or training session imaginable that reviewed these financing options and I became hooked. It was the first time I realized that while it takes money to make money, it doesn’t have to be my own money, which I had very little of. I remember moving into my new dorm a couple of weeks early and had a ton of idle time to flesh out my idea. I lived in the beautiful Governor’s Hall at my school and I had the entire place all to myself. This was one of the newest dorms on campus with the best amenities. None of the other students, nor any of my friends, had arrived yet. 
I used this idle time to work on my idea, and I had vending on my mind. I liked the vending machines because this was a business that I could run while being a full-time college student (always having opportunity cost on my mind). Not to mention that vending machines were all over the campus, from the dorms to the lecture halls, to the students union building as I mentioned. I even think the library had one, which in retrospect sounds like a bad idea with crumbs all over the books and computers. The idea of the standard “you’ve seen one you’ve seen them all” vending machines wasn’t enough because I figured anywhere that would want a vending machine or be a good location for one would likely already have one. 
Freshman year I gained about 30 lbs (brings a whole new meaning to “freshman 15”). I got super fat with all of the drinking and eating out and unhealthy choices. It was bad. By my second year, I started becoming healthy. I went to the gym regularly, particularly hitting up spin classes a lot and eventually becoming an instructor. So one day after a spin class, I wanted to grab that healthy snack. That moment changed everything for me. But here's the thing: it wasn’t just luck that I stumbled upon the idea for KarmaBox—it was being open to seeing the problem in front of me. The good news? You can train yourself to spot opportunities just like I did. Here’s a simple way to start finding your own Lift Hill Moment, starting today
I started looking into it and checking out all of the healthy snacks out there. I put together a spreadsheet with all the items and everything I needed to get the business up and running. I researched other healthy vending companies and found a company called YoNaturals (later changed to Fresh Healthy Vending) with over 2,000 machines around the U.S. My research told me there was plenty of opportunity left out there for healthy vending. That’s when I started to mentally commit to this business. I realized it wasn’t just an idea, it was an actual profitable business. 
The campus started buzzing with life as the term approached, and once two of my good college buddies arrived, we went out drinking and I told them my idea. 
“What do you think of healthy vending machines?”, I asked. 
“I love it, man!” Mitch said. 
Mitch was in the business program and had a very entrepreneurial mind, too. He and our other friend lived across the hall from me Sophmore year. Both of them were interested in getting involved and even potentially investing. I realized that I had a gift to get people excited about an idea. That is probably one of the most important aspects of being an entrepreneur. You must get buy-in from people in order to make your idea a reality. 
So this was the beginning. This was the spark that lit my entrepreneurial journey. I started piecing the plan and strategy together. It felt so real and exciting. I wasn’t even interested in school, though my junior year had just started. In fact, it was a huge inconvenience.
I took the plan down to CBDC, the entrepreneurial development center. Brian, the guy who ran the show there, looked it over and said, “Yeah, this is a great idea. I think we can get you funding.” And he proceeded to tell me everything I needed to do for the funding to happen.
This is when I got other people involved. I asked accounting students to help put together financial projections needed to obtain the loan. I got other people on board to help figure out how to make the machine more energy efficient, which was a huge selling point for locations and allowed us to market it as “earth-friendly” (a term I use very loosely). While all of this was happening, I was still in school taking that statistics class. And I hated them and quickly started falling behind in all of my classes. So I said to Mitch, “I’m going to drop out…I can’t do this shit and run the business too.”
“Are you sure?” Mitch asked. 
“Yeah, I’m done. I gotta call my Dad and tell him.”
So there I was, faced with this decision and how to tell my family that I was going to drop out of college. I was particularly afraid that I’d be letting my grandparents down because they put a lot of emphasis on education; but I also knew the degree would be waiting for me whenever I wanted it and that this opportunity wouldn’t last forever. In the end, I sacrificed getting my degree for an opportunity to do something I knew had great potential of being successful. I later went back for a degree, which is something I am proud of today, and as I write this, I’m enrolled in an MBA program. I have a whole new outlook and appreciation on education. College isn’t for everyone but for me, it’s important. Being a college dropout was one of my biggest insecurities. That insecurity was a big opportunity cost as I got older.
There will be opportunity costs associated with any endeavor you undertake and you must come to terms with what you’re willing to sacrifice to allow your dream to come to fruition. For some of you, it may be that you’ll have to sacrifice some family time. For others it may be that you’ll have to sacrifice a well-paying job; but no matter what the sacrifice, your decision to give life to that inner entrepreneurial voice will allow you to carry the torch toward your dreams. I promise you won’t regret trying. As Jeff Bezos said about launching Amazon, “I knew that if I failed I wouldn't regret that, but I knew the one thing I might regret is not trying.”
My dad ended up taking the news very well saying “do what you think is right.” With his blessing, I dropped out of college and started my healthy vending business. 
We got a $47,000 loan from CBDC and used that money to buy six machines, credit card acceptors, decals, and so on… But prior to receiving any money, we had to secure locations for all six machines. That was something the board that approved the loan put as a stipulation. The plan was to set up in Halifax, which was the biggest city around and about a two hour drive from campus. We were able to do that fairly quickly. We got into the Stanfield International Airport, the Discovery Center (a kids science museum), an office, a design school, and a couple of hotels.
We got creative and partnered with the design school in Halifax where Mitch’s uncle taught graphic design. We created a competition for the design class to come up with our brand logos and the winner got a $100 gift card. We ended up working with the winner for other graphic design items we needed for the business as well like brochures and business cards. Her name is Hannah and I’m forever grateful for her to this day. She breathed life into the business by creating our brand. This graphic design student built our entire brand for a $100 gift card. Wow.
If you’ve ever launched a business, the energy of collaboration is really exciting. It was an exciting time for us, we were young, and living the dream. Everything seemed to be going right for us early on. We were riding high. So high, that there was nothing that could bring me down. 
Until it did. 
At school, no one really tells you about the lows that come with business. You get to learn about the roller coaster by getting out there and going through the hardships and setbacks yourself.
No one really prepares you mentally for the shit when it hits the fan. And I’m here to tell you, friends: YOU WILL BE TESTED. OVER AND OVER. People will doubt you. You Will Fall. Life Will Happen. People will stop believing in you. You will stop believing in you. 
It’s how you handle your setbacks that will ultimately determine your success and it’s my belief that it’s a matter of gaining perspective about your situation while you’re going through it. 
If you prepare yourself and know what your opportunity costs are, this will propel you in the right direction and be the foundation to turn setbacks into advantages. To craft your comeback like no other. When you know with certainty that what you’re about to embark on has data to support its success, the only thing you have to do is get out of your own way.
Diversify Your Core 11 & Gather The Support You Need To Endure The Ride
Launching a business from scratch is challenging on many different levels and setbacks become a part of the daily norm.  “Putting out fires” will likely become part of your daily routine when you’re starting up. When you decide to go for it, it can be exciting and terrifying at the same time.  You will encounter a lot of naysayers who will ridicule you for even thinking of doing such a crazy thing, and some of those people will be the people you call your friends; people who can’t see themselves doing it, therefore they project their own fears onto you.  
They will encourage you to “think about it” and “think about your family” and will even go through the trouble of informing you about the failure rate of starting a business. My advice: DON’T FULLY LISTEN TO THESE PEOPLE if they have no experience launching a business; instead, surround yourself with supportive people who believe in you but also challenge you. Everyone needs to have your back and best interest in mind when giving you feedback. 
Just as you’d round up all the folks who would go on the rollercoaster ride with you, you must give yourself the dignity to have people around who understand and support you and your dream.  Understand, know, and believe that it’s a fucking privilege to be in your life so you need to make sure you give access to the people who truly are going to lift you up in life.   Set yourself up for success by surrounding yourself with people who “get you,” get what you’re doing, or at the very least love and support you no matter what.
Just like Jim Rohn, an American entrepreneur, author, and motivational speaker, once said, “you are the average of the five people you spend the most time with.” Well, I think that number is a little outdated but the premise is still spot on. He said that before texting, social media, FaceTiming, email even. There are many ways to stay connected so I think you are more like the average of the 11 people you spend the most time with, I call them your Core 11. When you have support and people who genuinely believe in you, they’ll pour their support, love, and belief into you even when you don’t yet believe in yourself. I actually think that is truly one of my advantages in life. I have the most amazing friends, family, and acquaintances. I am truly blessed (I use this word very non-religiously).
Create an inner circle of people whom you respect and can tell your ideas to without the fear of being judged.  Steve Harvey, one of my favorite entertainers, famously said “if you want to kill a big dream, tell it to a small-minded person.” Ain't that the truth? I’ve heard various people call for a personal board of advisors, which I actually like and would say that I have in a very non-formal way.  They only have to respect you enough to tell you the truth, and you have to respect them enough to hear it and take it to heart, even at the risk of it hurting your feelings.  Support won’t always be ooey gooey; sometimes it will show itself as tough love and will light a fire under your ass.
First and foremost, if you’re married or in a serious relationship, get your life partner on board with your idea.  Ask for their support, even if they don’t understand what you’re doing. This person is the one who will bear witness to all of your personal struggles and triumphs, and if they’re not on board, it will either cause a rift in your relationship or cause a rift between you and your dreams.  When you know you have your Number One by your side who’s cheering you on, it won’t matter as much what anyone else has to say. There’s a reason why Warren Buffet says who you choose to marry is the most important decision you’ll ever make in life. You’re in this together and it will deepen your relationship when they are on board. It will also make crafting your comeback a lot easier.
These are the types of people who you might want to consider to be part of your Core 11:
· Find a business mentor who has accomplished what you aspire to accomplish and ask them to mentor you. Mentors are wonderful resources to bounce ideas off of and get feedback from. They’re a wealth of knowledge and can see the pitfalls or a different or better way of executing your idea.  You don’t know what you don’t know, and a mentor can help you bridge the gap between where you are and where you want to be, which can lessen the learning curve and save you time.
· Find someone who makes you laugh and lightens your heart. Did I mention that entrepreneurship can be challenging? There will be times when you have to play hardball and be serious and keep a tight professional composure; things will get stressful.  If you have someone in your corner who can make you laugh at life’s absurdities, it can help alleviate some of the stress.  Business can and should be fun, and it’s always nice to have someone who can bring it out of you. 
· Find someone who embodies the strength of one of your weaknesses. If you’re not a numbers person, find someone who is so you can talk shop and get their perspective on things from their point of view.  If you’re not a salesperson or marketing person, find someone whom you can get new perspectives from that will support you in one of your weaknesses.
· Find someone who will challenge you. You don’t want a “yes man” who is going to just tell you what you want to hear. In fact, you need to make it a point to people in your business circle that you want to be challenged. This also comes back to you because you have to be coachable and open to people poking holes in your ideas. When the ego is compromised, our knee jerk reaction is often to get defensive. If this is you now, work on it and start by surrounding yourself with people who challenge you. 
· Consider a paid coach; they can be a business coach, life coach, or spiritual coach (if that’s important to you). Coaches are trained professionals who can help you get the results you want and are often skilled at extracting what’s important to you in ways that will elevate your mindset or challenge you to do something you’ve never considered doing for your business. At one point I had a life coach (still have him, my therapist), a sales coach, and a business coach who collectively cost me thousands of dollars a month. But I can tell you, they’re worth every penny and have a great ROI and helped me build my business in one way or another. They all help create clarity. I feel as though I would have been lost without them, a completely different person. If you are unable to afford one, find a coach who’s trying to build their business and offer to trade their services for your testimonial. Or even trade your services or products for their services.   Coaches are results-driven and can help you accomplish the goals in your business that are most important to you. They also keep you accountable for your results. 
· Find a creative type or an artist.  These people are awesome to bounce ideas off of because of their ability to come up with creative solutions to problems.  They’re also fun to be around. When you have someone who’s constantly using their creative faculties, they’ll help you open up new possibilities for any problems you run into in your business. 
· Befriend other entrepreneurs. There are a ton of communities and groups and associations where entrepreneurs of all different backgrounds gather. These people will understand you more and will be able to relate to your struggles. Many of them have probably experienced the same types of scenarios you’ve gone through. 
These are only examples of the types of people you want to surround yourself with and not necessarily the ones you’ll find in your own life. There’s a whole exercise in the Keep Going Academy that will have you go through your Core 11 in more detail, so be sure to check that out. The point is to find people who will support you on your journey and will complement your personality.  We all need good people in our corner and when you find people you vibe well with, the journey to entrepreneurship can be just as exhilarating as a thrill ride. When you have good people around you, setbacks are easier to turn into advantages. 
Sara Blakely, the founder of Spanx, faced countless rejections from manufacturers, who doubted her vision. But, much like a roller coaster, she embraced each setback as part of the ride. Her persistence paid off when she finally convinced a manufacturer to take a chance on her product—leading to a billion-dollar empire. Her story is a perfect reminder that embracing the ups and downs can lead to extraordinary success.
Remember, every comeback starts with embracing the ups and downs. Whether you’re currently facing a failure, a fluke, or an F-up, your ability to ride the roller coaster with resilience will determine how quickly you get back on track. Setbacks, whether in your control or not, are just part of the process. Every twist and turn is an opportunity to rewrite your comeback story. So don’t fear the ride—use it to fuel your next victory

Think about a time in your past when you faced a major obstacle but eventually came out stronger. What did you learn from that experience that you can apply to your current situation?










Workbook Activity:
· Reframe Setbacks as Learning Opportunities:
· Exercise: Write down your top three setbacks that you’re currently working through or have experienced in the past. For each one, ask: What went wrong? What went right? What lesson can I learn?
· Example:
· Setback #1: ______________
· What went wrong?
· What went right?
· Lesson: ________________
· Setback #2: ______________
· What went wrong?
· What went right?
· Lesson: ________________
· Setback #3: ______________
· What went wrong?
· What went right?
· Lesson: ________________
· Identify Your Roller Coaster Moment:
· Exercise: Reflect on a time when you faced a major challenge. Write about how it affected you and how it ultimately made you stronger.
· My Roller Coaster Moment: ______________
· Build Your Resilience:
· Action Step: Over the next week, each time you face a challenge, write it down and ask yourself: “How can this setback push me forward?”
· Challenge: ______________
EMBRACE THE ROLLER COASTER RIDE
· How it pushed me forward: ______________
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[bookmark: _heading=h.2s8eyo1]Give Self-Sabotage The Middle Finger
[bookmark: _heading=h.17dp8vu]"Don't worry about failure; you only have to be right once." 
― DREW HOUSTON, DROPBOX FOUNDER AND CEO


W
hile having a highly attuned business sense is important in taking a business from nothing to something, it’s not the end-all-be-all. And if you don’t have it yet, don’t worry, you will learn it along the way. Experience, after all, is the ultimate teacher. At the end of the day, entrepreneurs are problem solvers. You often will feel like you’re putting out fires and being very reactive. That’s normal but can also make you feel like you aren’t doing things right. A “highly attuned business sense” really just boils down to common sense, good communication skills, and the ability to be resourceful. Yes, there is a spectrum of knowledge between what you know and what you don’t know, and the distance between those two things can move you toward your goals quickly or slowly. More importantly, it is your mindset and how you see yourself.
Oftentimes we have built barriers within ourselves and don’t feel worthy of achieving success. We sometimes even create these barriers to avoid getting started in the first place as a defense mechanism. I call these avoidance obstacles.

If perfectionism is holding you back like it did for me, try this trick: give yourself permission to create a ‘beta version.’ Beta means it doesn’t have to be perfect—just complete. Set a timer for 30 minutes, and work on your task until the timer rings. By labeling it ‘beta,’ you’ll release some of that perfectionism pressure, and you’ll be surprised by how much progress you make.
An example would be when I recently moved and set up a whole home studio to start filming videos for my Setback Advantage series, but I just set up a simple green screen. However, I wasn’t a fan of how it looked. It looked kind of artificial and I wanted the production value to be higher and more professional, to be consistent with the other videos I did. So I said, ‘okay, I’m going to build a studio wall.’ But a studio wall is a lot of work involving Home Depot runs, measurements, supplies, time, not including the opportunity cost of frustration and headaches.
Needless to say, the studio wall was a barrier to do videos. A barrier I created by saying I’m not doing an episode until the wall is built. (Not the Trump wall!) Does this sound familiar? I have a friend who was quite excited about starting a business, we'll call him John. He just kept making it harder on himself to get started by creating unachievable avoidance obstacles. He kept saying, “Before I can get started, I need a nice professional website. I am going to get it done by someone. They quoted me $7,000.” 
I said, “Well, you can get it done a lot cheaper.” “No, no,” he said, “I want this guy. It’s really nice and professional.” And I said, “Great. Do you have the $7,000 to do this now?” He didn’t. He said he was going to save up; avoidance obstacle. Having a professional website which will cost thousands of dollars is the obstacle because he doesn’t have the money. By putting up that obstacle, he doesn’t have to get started. It’s an excuse. Do you follow me? Our bodies and minds trick us into staying safe. It’s crazy. Because getting started is scary, we subconsciously create barriers to avoid getting started in the first place. That’s why talk is so cheap and that's why so many people just talk.
It’s been over a year and to this day, my friend hasn’t started that business. What a shame because he would be such a great entrepreneur. He can make a website himself to get started, For free or close to it on Square, Wix, Divi, and WP Engine. These websites make it easy to get something up and running. 
John’s story is a classic example of what I call ‘perfectionism procrastination.’ Many of us set impossible standards as a subconscious way to delay action. Here’s an exercise you can do right now to break this cycle: Write down the one thing you’ve been putting off because it’s not ‘perfect’ yet. Now, list three ways to start TODAY, even if it’s not perfect. Done is always better than perfect when it comes to moving forward.
Steven Pressfield, author of The War of Art, struggled with perfectionism and self-sabotage for years, describing it as 'Resistance'—an invisible force that keeps us from doing our best work. He battled this Resistance for decades, constantly postponing his writing career. But once he learned to push through, he found success and wrote some of the most impactful books for creatives and entrepreneurs alike. His story reminds us that we can all move past our self-imposed obstacles if we commit to action.
Going back to the videos, I’ve been planning, and planning, and planning, and there was more planning. And I always had some wonderful excuse why I couldn’t get started. Because these videos were scary to me. They were me opening up and being vulnerable about my setbacks. The excuses always seemed valid and legit on the surface. At first, it was because I didn’t have a good camera, but then I got a camera. Then, it was the mic; sound quality needs to be great. Then I got this cheap mic on Amazon that works great and eventually upgraded to an even better one. Then it was the lighting. Then I had everything and I ran out of excuses. And then COVID happened. I found myself withall the equipment, all the content, and all the time in the world. The reality was I was scared. So my brain kept tricking me to protect me because putting myself out there like this is not easy. My excuses (the lighting, the camera, the mic) were my avoidance obstacles. They were the “reason why” I wasn’t getting started. But they really weren’t the reason. The real reason was that I was afraid.
My fear is linked to shame, which we’ll talk about later. We do this all the time. All of us do it in various ways. Fear is the number one reason why people don’t launch the business that they always talk about, think about, maybe even plan out on paper. We create these obstacles because it makes us feel better about not getting started. They seem like reasonable excuses, but when you dig deep, they are just reasons not to launch. Don’t let your excuses win. I shot my videos. The green screen still bothers me. I will still build the wall, but I made it a point not to let it stop me from getting content out there.  
What are your avoidance obstacles? What are you putting in the way of achieving what you want to achieve? It’s probably disguised as something legit. But remember that we are often blinded by these obstacles. Our brain tricks us into justifying avoidance obstacles. My videos, they need to be professional, look great, and be perfect. John, he wanted a top-notch website. PERFECTION IMPEDES PROGRESS. Remember that. And perfectionism is a form of procrastination and avoidance. 
As I reflected on John’s experience—and my own delay with the videos—it hit me: so many of us sabotage ourselves by aiming for perfection before we’ve even begun. But the truth is, you don’t need everything to be perfect to get started. So, how do you break free from this cycle? Here’s a straightforward way to sidestep perfectionism and start making real progress today.
So how do you know if you’re putting up avoidance obstacles? The first warning sign is that you’re not progressing on your goals. That being said, if you don’t have clear goals, that could be a sign of an avoidance obstacle as well. By not having goals you have nothing to do and nothing to let down. It’s like a natural avoidance obstacle before you even start. 
The second warning sign is being stuck in the planning zone more than being in the doing zone. Yes, planning is very important, no doubt about that. But sometimes we plan a little too much to avoid taking the scary step of doing and implementing our plans. 
The third warning sign is creating unreachable goals and not taking the baby steps that are often required. To go back to John’s story, dude you don’t need a $7,000 website. If that’s what you think you need, you’re never going to start a business. Trust me. Once you know the warning signs, that’s a huge step in the process. Knowing them and actively working on your “perfectionism” (which is also just procrastination in getting started) will help you sift through the bullshit.
So wherever you are on your journey, try your best to destroy the avoidance obstacles in your way. It’s your natural way to be safe. We’re programmed as humans to constantly seek safety. Seth Godin, one of my all-time favorite marketers and thought leaders, famously referred to this as the “Lizard Brain.” Just override your safety mechanism in a way that works for you.
One of the reasons why we have these avoidance obstacles is because of imposter syndrome and that can come to us for many reasons. Sometimes we don’t feel worthy of success because of our upbringing. What we don’t realize is that we’ve “inherited” these belief systems from our family, friends, and society during our most impressionable and formative years. So we grow up feeling not good enough or worthy enough to succeed. 
We were programmed to believe that success in life is ultimately getting an education and entering the workforce. “The American Dream” can actually be a nightmare. We watched our parents do this (or not do this), and we unconsciously absorbed these beliefs and made them our own. When we come of age and realize that there’s more to life than working a 9-to-5, our automatic response is feeling as though the “right” thing to do is to follow in our parent’s footsteps, even against our innermost longings to do and be something more. That’s how mediocrity and being average is perpetuated; we fall victim to our own unconscious beliefs that were inherited from outside sources when we were young.
One of the most prevalent universal beliefs we have about ourselves is that we’re not good enough or worthy enough to have what we want in life. Sometimes we say, perhaps unconsciously, “who am I to think I can be an entrepreneur?” or “there’s no way I could ever have my own business.” The imposter syndrome is alive and well within us all. It’s especially prevalent when you have a big failure under your belt like I do. For a long time, one of my deep seated beliefs was that no one would ever take a gay entrepreneur seriously. It was buried so deep that it took a tragedy in my life for me to acknowledge publicly that I was gay; however, once this truth came to light, I realized just how inaccurate that belief was. 
When I let go of that limiting belief, and came out as a gay man, I felt free enough to pursue my business and give it everything I had because I was no longer held back by the belief that no one would take me seriously. In fact, it ended up giving me more of an edge and worked in favor to this day. When I was able to honor myself fully and be open and honest about who I am, my business took off. I took off the mask and realized that I deserved to have everything I wanted. And once you realign yourself with your own worthiness, you’ll begin to actualize your own success as well. You have to be authentic in order to shine and grow. When I was closeted, I was held back and didn’t even realize it. 
You can take steps today to help you get into the entrepreneurial mindset and solidify yourself as a badass entrepreneur. If you’re thinking about starting a business, are in the middle of doing it, or already have a successful company, I challenge you to commit to taking action on something by taking a step in the right direction to manifest what you want. 
If you’re thinking of starting a business, go spend a few hundred bucks on Legal Zoom and create an LLC or S Corp or the entity that best suits your business needs (I am not a lawyer so this is not legal advice.) Get a logo created, buy business cards, design a website. Become THAT entrepreneur and start to bring your business to life. By taking those steps, you make your idea real and believable, at least to yourself if not to anyone else. 
Even if you end up changing the logo or website, it’s a smart and inexpensive investment that’s worth carving out those new neural pathways in your brain. This also holds you accountable to yourself and will make it harder to toss your idea in the trash. I’m notorious for buying things that I don’t need at that very moment, but feel as though by having it, it reminds me that I have to get something done. For instance, I paid for a CRM for many months without ever using it. But that constant ding on my bank account was a reminder that I had to launch a sales division (I actually no longer recommend investing in something like that until you’re ready to do it, but you get the idea).
These small actions — business decisions — are laying the foundation one brick at a time and will move your ideas to fruition. These small investments are like deposits into your “I’m an entrepreneur” believability account. The more of these deposits you have, the more believable it becomes to you and those around you. 
I was with a good friend the other day, and she shared something with me that speaks to this point. She told me a story about a man walking through a small village who saw new buildings going up. He saw a worker and asked, “hey, what are you doing?” The man replied, “I’m laying bricks.” “That’s great”, he thought to himself as he continued walking. He approached a second man and asked the same question; the second man replied, “I’m building a cathedral.” “WOW!” he exclaimed, “what can I do to help?”
The second man held a vision of what he was building while laying his bricks. The two men were doing the same thing, but the second man saw his manifested dream.
Once you get the mindset piece down and you now feel  “I’ve got this,” it’s important to continue to learn skills and obtain knowledge and get educated. The gap between what you know and what you don’t know about your business can be shortened by doing a few things; 
1) educating yourself, 
2) working with a coach/mentor; and
3) trial by fire. 
Your results are only limited by what you know and your actions are being driven by this knowledge, so as entrepreneurs, we must close that gap as quickly as possible to get the results we want.
And the only way to do that is to get out of our own way by breaking deeply held beliefs, patterns, and self-defeating behaviors. We all have automatic ways of doing things shaped by the way we see ourselves in relation to the way we view the world.  Our self-image is formed by the time we are able to speak and is reinforced by our behaviors over time. Before we know it, everything we say and do becomes automatic. With a sense of self-awareness, you can see why you do the things you do the way you’ve always done them. With this self-awareness, you’ll start to recognize your own pattern of behavior and what it’s gotten you. The results you have in your business are by virtue of how you see yourself, think about yourself, and speak about yourself throughout your entrepreneurial journey. 
Perfectionism is just another form of failure—an F-up entirely in your control. You’re setting yourself up to fail by expecting everything to be flawless before you even begin. This kind of self-sabotage is one of the easiest failures to avoid because it’s 100% in your control. The key is recognizing when you’re standing in your own way and deciding to take action anyway. Yes, some failures are out of your control, but this isn’t one of them. This is an F-up you can fix—right now.
Are you coming from a limited, fear-based mindset? Or do you believe that there’s something outside of yourself that you’re missing which will get you closer to making the business of your dreams? 
Shine a Light on Your Blindspots
I can tell you what I know to be true for myself and for other successful entrepreneurs – the first million that we made at KarmaBox came after we did one thing: 
We shifted our mindset and truly believed deep down with absolute conviction that we could become a 7 figure company (no ifs, ands, or buts). 
Now, this is simple yet also deeply complex. It requires a disruption of your deeply held beliefs and patterns and requires new actions to reinforce new behaviors over time. Simply put, you must create new habits that snap you out of auto-pilot and bring you,  fully conscious and aware, into the present moment.
I learned this about two years ago when I went to a personal development workshop. It really changed my life by showing me that I was attached to stories that were made up and simply weren’t real. In the workshop, they referred to the fact that many of us don’t even realize that we’ve been attached to these stories our entire lives. They referred to them as our blindspots. “You don’t know what you don’t know,” the facilitator said.
There was a woman who stood up from the audience and talked about a very traumatic moment that happened to her as a kid. It stuck with her forever and changed her life. What was worked through in front of the entire audience was her subconsciously thinking that she was a bad person because something bad had happened to her. It’s not logical, it doesn’t make sense, but that’s what the 7-year-old brain told her. It said something bad happened to her so that means she herself is bad. She stuck with that story though she didn’t even know that she was attached to it all along. It seemed like she had a breakthrough that day.
We all have some form of an inner dialogue that we turn into a story that we then attach to. Maybe your story isn’t as crazy as others’. But there’s something you tell yourself that simply isn’t true and you do everything to confirm that story and that belief to be true. These are deeply held subconscious beliefs and desires that we often aren’t even full aware of. Carolyn Elliott, in her work "Existential Kink," presents a unique approach to understanding and transforming our relationship with these subconscious patterns. 
She describes "Existential Kink" as both a specific meditative practice and a broader life attitude aimed at dissolving negative patterns. This involves acknowledging and celebrating previously unconscious pleasure derived from these negative patterns, a concept she aligns with insights from Freud, Jung, and Lacan.
Elliott emphasizes the importance of making the unconscious conscious, a principle famously stated by Jung. She suggests that as long as we have unconscious enjoyment in negative aspects of our lives, we'll continue to seek them out, often unknowingly. By bringing this unconscious pleasure into consciousness and celebrating it, we can create a significant pattern interruption. This allows us to receive the 'dark secret joy' we've been seeking subconsciously, satisfying the desire driving these negative patterns and freeing us to move beyond them and create something new​.
Dr. Carolyn Elliott changed the game for me after reading her book as it further helped me understand why I constantly have these yucky patterns in my life that hold me back. Her approach is rooted in the idea that human beings have a habit of taking unconscious pleasure in the negative aspects of their lives, a concept recognized by key figures in psychology. By acknowledging and owning these paradoxical desires and pleasures, people can confront and transform patterns that have previously hindered them. Maybe you like drama in your life so you might put the same intensity on everything (this is something my therapist helped me realize) or maybe you get a rush from living paycheck to paycheck. There are so many existential kinks we have in life that will set you free once you know them and acknowledge them.
My negative belief was that I was bad with money but it was really my desire to live scarcely that I think I got off on in a weird and twisted way. There was some sort of rush I got with being close to broke. Throughout my 20s in particular, I did everything possible to confirm that I was bad with money. I would always overspend, always going out to eat, going to the movies, buying coffee and snacks and ice cream. It certainly adds up. I received a lot of student loans and then dropped out my first stint at college, wasting money and leaving me in over $50,000 in debt without a degree at the time. 
Then with KarmaBox, money was always coming in and going out just as fast, spending on more ads, more employees, a bigger office. It was almost as if I thought that I didn’t deserve to hold on to the money or maybe I thought that I wasn’t worthy enough for it. It was a fucked up evasion that led to me always spending and mismanaging money. I was not even spending it on expensive items; it was always just a bunch of little things.

My Lift Hill Moment happened when I noticed vending machines only stocked junk food. But the key wasn’t just having that observation—it was validating it. Here’s how you can validate your own business idea: spend 15 minutes searching online for competitors or market gaps. Then, ask five people in your network if they’d pay for your solution. If you get positive feedback, you’ve just taken the first step to proving your idea has legs
The workshop woke me up and made me realize that I don’t really have to be bad with money. The Existential Kink book helped me realize we all secrety get off on our bad pattern and desires. It all helped show me why I was the way I was. It’s called a blindspot for a reason because you don’t know it’s there. I went into the workshop trying to find answers. Let me be clear. I went in with the idea of trying to solve why I went bankrupt and why I had this history of financial irresponsibility. 
To find your own blindspots, you can start by thinking about what it is that’s holding you back in life or business; holding you back from reaching your goals. What is it that bothers you the most about yourself? Maybe you’re not following through, maybe you aren’t even getting started. Then you can think of the bad and traumatic things that may have happened to you. That can help you see what stories you made up about yourself that you probably didn’t even realize you were telling yourself. Maybe someone told you something as a kid that really stuck with you. It doesn’t necessarily have to be this big ordeal. 
You may not realize these blindspots are there until you shine the light on them. You don’t know how much of an impact they have on your life until you discover them.  There are obviously varying degrees of blindspots. In my case, being bad with money can be traced back to my history of handling money in an irresponsible way. It didn’t just impact me; it impacted people who invested money in my business. 
This is still something I am working on.  Let me tell you. It’s a work in progress. The first step in solving problems is recognizing that you have one, right? By knowing that I attach to this story about money, I started to recognize my patterns with money. I can be aware of what I am doing, and be able to try my best to stop those patterns.
One more story I’ve attached to is that my life is chaotic and a roller coaster ride, because I’ve had some not-so-normal experiences particularly in my 20s. That led me to thinking that my life in particular was a crazy-ass roller coaster ride that I had to be buckled up for. Well, that’s no healthy way to live or see yourself. Roller coaster rides are quick for a reason. I now seek peace as I go for walks on the beach and self-reflect and look inward. I am always trying to be more grounded. Now I know life doesn’t have to be chaotic. I do still talk about the roller coaster ride of entrepreneurship (yeah, I know, I know, I opened the book with it!). I just stopped doing that analogy for my life. It can cause stress, chaos, and anxiety when you attach to those stories like that all the time.	
A lot of people with addiction issues are self-medicating for stories that they’ve attached to about themselves which they haven't resolved. If you are reading this, really just think, look inwardly and start to figure out what stories you are attaching to and try your best to let go and detach from them. What I do is make up better stories. That’s part of the CYC Framework that we will cover later. We are storytellers by nature as human beings. The idea of attaching to a story is hardwired within us. Since you’re doing it anyway, you might as well attach to a good one! We tell ourselves a lot of trash that’s not true. It’s time to bring that trash to the dump. 
I’ve seen both sides of what good and bad story attachment can do to you. The mindset that helped me build KarmaBox to a multi-million dollar business was when I was attached to a story of abundance and success. That’s what got the growth started. But the negative story that I attached to regarding money was stronger and ultimately led to my company’s demise. As I said, I believed that I was just bad with money and told myself that throughout my teen years and into my 20s. It’s funny how we do everything possible to prove our stories right, no matter what horrific impact it may have on your life. 
Another story that I attached to that hobbled me goes back to my childhood. When I was in elementary school and middle school, I was placed in a special ed program for my chronic disorganization and ADHD. At the time, it made me feel inferior. During tests, the teacher would take me and a few other students out of class and into a separate room to give us extra time. It was humiliating because it made me feel stupid and alienated from my classmates.
One day, my sixth grade special ed teacher, Ms. Mullen, pulled me aside, took a glance at my binder, which was in its usual chaotic mess, and said something like, “A.J., if you just get organized and work on it, you wouldn’t have to come here.” When she said that, it was the first time I didn’t feel stupid anymore, it clicked, like, “oh, that’s why I’m here. I’m just disorganized.” My confidence level started to grow after that day. Looking back on it now, I realize that I was attached to this story that I wasn’t smart. 
I attended public high school for 9th grade, and then I got into an all-boys private Catholic school for 10th grade, after being pressured by my high school gym coach to play football. “Hey big guy, you gonna play football again next year? Come workout with the team after school.” Big for my age, I was on the freshman football team but it just wasn’t my thing. I was more interested in theatre than getting hit in shoulder pads by another dude. 
I went to Catholic Memorial thanks to the help of my great aunt who worked on the admission team for getting me in and my dad and grandparents for footing most of the bill. Attending CM was the first real time I ever felt smart in school. No special ed classes for me. I worked really hard - I was in honors and AP classes, and the National Honors Society. I got into all of the colleges I applied to. Sometimes it’s just the environment you are in that is holding you back. 
That day back in 6th grade, Ms. Mullen shifted my perspective about how I saw myself. But I also feel like the system failed me for not challenging me more and having me believe in myself. Going from special ed kid to honors and AP kid at a private school taught me a valuable lesson - that no matter what people say about you or what they believe about you, you ultimately have the last say on how you see yourself. If you believe that you are dumb, you will be dumb. If you believe that you are smart, you will be smart. It’s literally that simple. “Thoughts become things” has been my mantra since my early college days.
It’s all about perspective and you have the power to change what you believe about yourself at any given moment.
This leads me to one of the shittiest stories from college - quite literally - it was shitty. 
It was freshman year, and I ran for President of my dorm. My dorm was called MacIssac Hall and we were the biggest party residence on campus, so big they called us “The Zoo.” Now my school at the time, St. Francis Xavier University, was ranked the biggest party school in Canada by MacLeans Magazine, a distinction that I’m sure a lot of alumni are conflicted by. So imagine being on the biggest party campus in the whole country, living in the biggest party dorm (which was recently shut down, by the way). We were called the MacIssac Assholes and we had a chant that goes a little something like this: “We’re MacIssac Assholes, the raiders of the night. We’re dirty sons of bitches, we’d rather fuck than fight…”. It goes on and on. I cringe as I think about how ridiculous we were.
I strategically picked two VPs (that’s how the election worked), Rob and Alex, to run with me because they were pretty popular and well-known but more importantly, we all lived on different floors; I lived on the second floor, Rob lived on the third floor, and Alex lived on the fifth floor. I surmised that people would vote for the folks they knew and lived with and saw regularly, so it was the perfect strategy.
This election was my biggest public appearance at the time. And in many ways, this was an important step of my leadership development. I encourage any student reading this to get involved with student government because it’s a great opportunity to practice skills that you’ll need as an entrepreneur. Getting 250 residents to buy into my campaign was not only extremely fun, but also challenging. My bestie on campus, Alyssa, was my campaign manager and was one of the main brains behind the operation. To this day, if I ever run for office, you bet your ass I’m calling her to help out!
Elections were happening around St. Patrick’s Day, and my opponents hosted a huge party in their dorm room. They had dance music, green beer, decorations - all the fun. What I didn’t know was that my opponents had put Laxadin in my beer. There’s actually a picture of me holding this tainted beer with the kid I ran against! I was all happy and smiling and had no clue what was happening. 
I drank it. All of it. And more of it while I was already super drunk. Then I started to feel a little queasy, so I went back to my room and passed out. The next morning, I wake up to the smell of something sweet and tropical mixed with an extremely foul odor. It was my roommate, Tony, spraying Hawaiian Citrus Febreze all over me, holding his nose. I’ll never smell that fragrance without being brought back to that fateful day. I’m totally confused until I look down and notice that I’d completely shit myself in my sleep. 
I wanted to die!! I heard my neighbor in the hall coughing saying “what the fuck is that smell?” The news spread like wildfire throughout the dorms on campus. Everybody knew about it. I didn’t say a thing, I kept it all in. I wasn’t sure if we would win or lose the election because of this. My VP told me that he thought it was going to cause us to lose, but to his surprise, we actually won.
I became President of my dorm, even though I shit my pants. If this is evidence of the setbacks turning into advantages, I don’t know what else is. This was a setback that I didn’t know how to handle so I just hoped for the best. I think in the end, it helped us win because everyone knew how much of an asshole move that was. 
Being President of MacIsaac Hall taught me a lot about putting on a good party, but it also taught me a lot about business. It helped me become a better businessman, organizer, and collaborator. I had to work with top university officials, RAs, their bosses, and manage committees and tons of people. It made me realize that I was great at bringing people together, collaborating, and facilitating. It helped me overcome my shortcomings. 
I was going to parlay my being president of MacIssac dorms to being the Students’ Union representative of the business program the following year, then to move on to the president of the entire student body my senior year. That was the game plan. President of the Students’ Union was a big deal. If I were elected, I’d be the leader of about 5,000 thousand students, travel the country, and represent the college’s student body. I really wanted to be in that role. Maybe I was just young and power hungry or maybe I truly wanted to make a difference. I’m pretty certain it was the latter. 
But, I ruined that chance for myself because of an incident involving a vending machine, of all things. A few buddies and I were partying during Spring Break; we’d stayed behind and didn’t go home, so we partied in our dorms. One who stayed was Rob, my VP. During a drunken stupor, he found himself “fighting” with a snack machine and ended up tipping the thing over while a bunch of us were in the vicinity. He and another guy then tilted it so all of the snacks fell out. They put the machine back and then started throwing all of the snacks everywhere. We started grabbing them out of drunken joy. Free snacks! 
A week later, I was walking to class, and I saw the vending guy talking to an RA. “Uh oh,” I thought. I then interrupted and said “is everything okay?”
“The machine was vandalized,” he said in a disappointed tone.
“Oh, wow… Really?” I said, putting on a Tony-winning performance. 
I then told him that I thought I knew who was behind this and could talk to them to see if  we could settle it. I was desperately trying to smooth things over. The problem was that he already went to the RA’s office, and they launched a full blown investigation. Let’s just say that Rob got kicked out of the residence and was no longer our VP. And I was unable to run for student government and got written up myself. 
In hindsight, had I won that position, I wouldn’t have been able to start the vending business because I’d be too busy. Things would have turned out differently and I’m grateful they turned out the way it did. I do believe things happen for a reason, and I believe in meaningful connections and coincidences. I believe, as Steve Jobs said in his commencement address to Stanford years ago, the dots always connect in life. They always connect when we look backwards, right? We just have to be confident that they will connect moving forward despite not being able to see them. 
Setbacks like this aren’t necessarily a bad thing. I’ve been lucky in that I am able to shift my perspective about my circumstances fairly quickly. That doesn’t mean that I’m not going through the motions of what’s happening, but I can quickly see that whatever is happening, good or bad, isn’t the end of the world and is probably exactly what I need to happen. For whatever reason. “Things always work out,” is what my sister and I often say to one another during challenging circumstances.
Confessions of a Bankrupt Entrepreneur
I’ve made a lot of mistakes (as you will learn by the end of this book) and have fallen flat on so many things throughout this journey.  I was able to take a healthy vending concept from barely personally operating six machines to a multi-million dollar business and then straight to bankruptcy court. Through it all, my biggest strength has been using my setbacks as an advantage to craft my comeback. Trust me when I say that you can apply the same principles to your life and come out on top. 
Take it from a guy who at one point, seemed like he had it all, okay? Let me take you back to my hay day as an entrepreneur during my KarmaBox days. I was living very comfortably in downtown San Diego after a tray in life moment that I will get into later. I was even driving a flashy Mercedes SUV. From the outside, my life seemed awesome but then it went downhill real quick. It was rapid growth to rapid failure. As quickly as I climbed to the top, it all came crashing down just as fast. Like a lot of entrepreneurs, I’ve been on this intense roller coaster ride with twists, turns, ups, and downs. When I was up high, feeling great, I was very open and public about my success. What can I say? It was good for business. 
Don’t be afraid to share your wins as an entrepreneur with the public. Be careful, though, because you will also have to share your failures. After my company tanked, well, let’s just say you can get very quiet. You can shut down. You’ll stop posting on social media. I know I sure did for a while until I was comfortable about talking about it. I will just add as an aside that when I started to open up and be vulnerable through videos and articles and conversations, it helped me grow my next business. But if you go through a big f-up, you may even stop talking to a lot of people. I was ashamed of my bankruptcy. I was so embarrassed. I failed big time. I had time to recover and I’ve learned so much from that experience and that’s why I want to share it with you.
It’s been years now since KarmaBox failed. What does that mean for you? Give yourself time to heal from setbacks. Sometimes it takes a little bit of time, but you still have to keep going. And you know, more of us ought to share our failures and setbacks.  It helps us all learn and grow and as I just mentioned, can be a good business strategy. I saw a meme recently that said “people will admire your success, but they’ll connect with you more through your vulnerabilities.” In a world filled with so much hype, there is so much power and value that comes from opening up and talking about this sort of thing. 
I think back to my first video that I made, speaking out about my failure. The video was called “It’s okay to fail,” and in total received thousands of views on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and LinkedIn. I felt vulnerable AF and if I’m being completely honest, it took me over a year to get the guts to speak openly about it. What if I fail again? What if people don’t trust me anymore? What if I’m not cut out to be an entrepreneur? Those were the thoughts going through my head. 
It’s now my mission to talk about what often isn’t discussed about the nature of entrepreneurship. Let’s all be open, authentic, and real. That’s the only way you will be able to reframe your mindset and leverage your failures, flukes, and f-ups rather than letting them defeat you.
Now I think is an appropriate time to fill you in on the bankruptcy details, seeing as though it’s come up a bunch of times already. KarmaBox was a nationwide healthy vending company offering guilt-free snacks, beverages, and care products in vending machines. Our model was selling the whole business package, which included vending machines, locations, training, etc. We sold the idea of being your own boss and owning your own business with a concept that practically runs itself. That was our marketing and messaging. The people who would invest in this business would own and operate the machines. That model allowed us to have a lean business model in the sense that we didn’t have to invest any capital into equipment until we got paid, so that was very scalable, hence why we grew so quickly. 
I’m proud to say that we were one of the world’s first healthy vending companies that I started with Mitch, my buddy in college that I talked about earlier on. Our partnership quickly fizzled out but the idea of building a healthy vending empire always persisted. KarmaBox Vending didn't truly start until 2014. I was working for Starbucks at the time and after I quit, we had our first healthy vending operator within a month or two. More details on why I quit in a few more chapters. We grew to 89 territories across the US in 3.5 years. We went from $0 to $4 million in that time period selling a dream. Selling an idea, selling a very risky opportunity that people didn’t seem to blink twice about wiring me money for.
Ultimately, we failed for many reasons but we definitely grew way too fast and that was probably one of the biggest issues at hand. Our expenses started to get out of control and like a lot of entrepreneurs; I was sort of winging it. You are going to fail in one way or another, hopefully not to the extent that I failed. There is so much wisdom and humility that comes with failure.  It’s the ones who stick around, get back up, AND KEEP GOING, who will truly succeed. Failure is the #1 characteristic that all successful people have. A friend of mine actually congratulated me for failing, saying that the average entrepreneur has 3 failures before their final success. That’s such a great way to shift your mindset and realize that failing can be a good thing. Failure is a great way to learn what to do and what not to do in order to have a successful business.
After the bankruptcy, I felt like I had no more credibility as a speaker, which was something I’ve always dreamed of doing professionally, as an author, even as a person - my confidence was shot and in many ways I’m still recovering. I believed all that effort was for nothing. So I started writing things down, and from that emerged some of my biggest lessons. I realized that throughout my whole life, all of my setbacks have been advantages for me.
Standing at the Crossroads of Setbacks
When you encounter a setback, big or small, you have a choice. You actually have multiple ways of looking at things and you have to choose which person you want to be when you reach that crossroads. You can take the self-defeating path or you can take the self-empowered path. The choice, which ultimately is perspective, is yours. 
You have to use your setbacks as fuel and make them part of your story and life. These are the vulnerable moments that make us human and create connections between other humans. When you experience a setback, it becomes a learning opportunity and can lead to immense growth. Setbacks force you to think of new solutions to your problems — and what is an entrepreneur if not a problem solver? That’s basically your job.
Don’t be used by your setbacks. Use your setbacks to craft your comeback. It’s a matter of perspective, and you can alter your entire experience if you just change your mind about what matters. Continue on to learn about the Comeback PILL formula, which I know can change your life. 
For the longest time, I believed I had a lot of time to figure things out in my business such as how I would sell the machines, where I would place the ads, who I would add to the team, where I would even get the money to launch. I let it sit on a shelf for years even though I also believed the business could work. Then something shifted inside of me. My belief about “having time in my business” changed to “if I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it” – and all of a sudden time collapsed and so did reaching my first million dollars.
I went from having all the time in the world, to it’s now or never.
That one shift of my mindset drove me to take new actions and risks that would eventually compound themselves into what my business became: a 7 figure company. 
But here’s the thing: Day after day, I had reconditioned my thinking by taking immediate action every chance I got. The actions I took compounded over time and the results came pouring into my business. New operators signed on and at first it was a slow process, but after the first came the second came the third and by the end of, we had over 89 operators and hundreds of KarmaBoxes nationwide.
After the business closed in March 2018, I realized that my new way of thinking became convoluted in the chaos and therefore less and less prominent, and that’s what ultimately led to my failure. My mindset changed from abundance and positivity to scarcity and toxicity. I was getting worn out by constant pressure and chaos. Everyday I woke up to several new fires I had to put out- it was exhausting and I had rapid hair loss and grays to prove it. For a 20 something year old with no experience, it was too much to handle. I began associating my company with negative feelings and emotions. Even the words I was using were negative. I first used the law of attraction to grow my business, and then I was using those same principles to start to feel so negative about it.
Language is the perfect example of what “thinking differently” actually looks like. Learning and speaking a different language requires you to think about communication in a different way. It requires you make new connections to what you know and what you don’t know that, with consistency, over time will carve new patterns in your brain. And voila, after enough practice, you know how to speak a new language.
There have been studies in the field of neuroscience proving the brain can be rewired for financial success. This is exciting news because it means you can unlock the shackles holding you back from achieving your financial goals with a few mindset techniques and exercises!
But before we get into that we should address why we self-sabotage. If we look at the concept of self-sabotage and break it down linguistically, the word “self” implies the unconscious or subconscious self, meaning that your behavior is being driven by something you can’t consciously control and are rarely aware of; and sabotage means “deliberate destruction.”  So, self-sabotage literally means the deliberate destruction by a force you can’t consciously control.  It’s only in the aftermath do you realize what you’ve done, and if you’re like me, often say to yourself, “why the fuck did I do that?” But at that point, it’s too late – the damage has been done because you literally cannot stop yourself from ruining things.  It’s all happening on auto-pilot for many of us!
Self-sabotage is one of the most common F-ups—it's a setback you create for yourself, often without even realizing it. But here’s the good news: F-ups are in your control, which means you have the power to turn things around. The sooner you recognize your role in delaying progress, the sooner you can start your comeback. The journey back from an F-up requires awareness, action, and a commitment to progress over perfection. And every small step you take toward overcoming self-sabotage is part of crafting your own comeback.
But the beauty about the human mind is that, with perspective, if you were to look back over the course of your life and pick out all of the times you’ve self-sabotaged anything important to you, you can actually see your own pattern of behavior play out.  It’s with this awareness that you can start to alter the course of your future and what you experience in life; and that goes for anything you want to transform in your life, not just your finances. 
Your self-image (how you see yourself, what you believe about yourself, how you speak to yourself) drives your actions, so then, to change your actions you must change your self-image. You have to change the way you see yourself, what you believe about yourself, and what you say to yourself; otherwise known as upgrading your “software” by visualizing who you want to become, challenging your own beliefs, and saying positive affirmations. This is also often linked to the stories we attach to. 
It all starts with shifting your mindset by constructing a new context for yourself to grow into. The good news is, it can happen in an instant. When the lightbulb goes off in your mind, you’ll be shown the way and you’ll reach your destination as a brand new person.  The person you become will not be the same person you were when you started because you successfully lived into your new self-image. Put another way, you simply have to reinvent yourself to be the person you want to become.
If the person you want to be is an entrepreneur, then you must start seeing yourself as one. Ditch the “loyal employee” mindset and ask yourself what it will take for you to fully reinvent yourself as the entrepreneur you want to be. Opportunities come from reinvention and oftentimes setbacks lay this groundwork. Setbacks are often gifts in many ways because they force us to reinvent ourselves.
Studies from researchers like Dr. Timothy A. Pychyl at Carleton University reveal that procrastination is often linked to perfectionism and emotional regulation. When we fear that we won’t complete a task perfectly, we put it off, avoiding the discomfort it brings. It’s not just laziness—it’s a psychological pattern that many of us fall into. The key is breaking that cycle by taking action, even if it’s imperfect.
As an entrepreneur, you will have one foot grounded in reality and the other foot grounded in the future vision of your business. You’ll be straddling these two worlds and knowing how to maneuver between them requires you to visualize the future of your business while making decisions in the here and now to get you where you want to go. You must be a visionary (see the end result in your mind's eye and be able to articulate it) while implementing and taking action to manifest that vision in your physical reality.  On some level, you have to be delusionally optimistic, because at any given moment, the facts of your reality can cause your vision to crumble before you even get your business off the ground.
Sometimes you have to change your current experience in your present circumstance – a.k.a. suspend your reality. You must also commit to being optimistic, sometimes in a delusional sense as I mentioned, which we’ll get to later. You have to wholeheartedly believe in the thing you’re trying to create, so much so that being able to straddle these two worlds becomes a dance between you and your dream where you maneuver between taking care of business in the here and now while simultaneously living into your vision as an entrepreneur. 
Entrepreneurship often requires you to unravel everything you’ve ever been conditioned to think about who you are as a contributor to the world. You have to unlearn what your parents, your peers, and society taught you about what you should do with your life, and clear your mind of thoughts that keep you stuck - empty your cup – so you can refill your mind with what you need to reinvent your self-image as an entrepreneur.
I’m willing to bet that right now, as you’re reading this, that little voice in your mind is saying something along the lines of, “well, that’s easier said than done” or “that sounds too complicated and like too much work.” It’s thoughts like these that will keep you in the perpetual disempowering mindset that you know you desperately need to change, and the old self-sabotaging thoughts that will ruin your chances of ever being the successful person you so deeply know you are. The beauty is that most successful entrepreneurs are self-made, meaning they had to work through all of this shit as well. 
If there was ever a time in my life when I felt the most disempowered it was when I went bankrupt. That little voice in my head would run tape of all the things I wasn’t: I wasn’t successful, I wasn’t good enough, I wasn’t happy enough, I wasn’t worthy enough, I wasn’t thin enough, I wasn’t good looking enough, I wasn’t smart enough, I wasn’t blah, blah, blah. But then there came that moment of complete clarity which changed everything for me – that moment when I had to get real with myself and acknowledge that who I was really wasn’t who I wanted to be any longer. 
I didn’t want to be that guy who built something and failed and never got back up again. I used it as fuel to push me forward. I wanted to be someone that my life partner, my family, and friends would be proud of, I wanted to be someone I was proud of. That one epiphany was the catalyst that had me peel the layers back of the old A.J. so that I could reveal to myself what I was truly made of and what I could do.  Day by day I picked myself up off the ground and started to hustle toward my new vision of rebuilding my life, while shedding the image I had of myself as a bankrupt failure.  
I decided to take what I learned and put it together in a video series called “The Setback Advantage,” which you can find at KeepGoing.tv if you want some helpful free content. I decided to share my failure with the world, write this book, and build my new marketing agency, Keep Going Media. I leaned into my setback and truly turned it into my advantage and here you are reading about. I’ve been truly living what I preach in this book and hope you feel that authenticity. 
It was now or never and I was willing to take a chance on my new self with or without the support of my friends and family – at the risk of failing again, I gave up on all the negative things I ever thought about myself. Luckily my family and friends were totally supportive. Going back to his commencement address to Stanford, Steve Jobs said that we all have to be confident that the dots in our lives are going to connect because they always do. When you have confidence that everything will be okay even when it seems like the shit is hitting the fan, you will get through obstacles that come your way. 
Optimism was what kept me going throughout my entire entrepreneurial journey.  I wholeheartedly believed in my vision for KarmaBox and now KGHQ. I always believed, no matter what, that everything will work out. I didn’t just tell myself that, I knew it deep down to my core. You must do the same. Donald Miller, one of my favorite marketers, says that “nothing will cost you more in life than a predetermined belief that things aren’t going to work out.” The opposite of that is true as well. Simply by having the confidence and conviction that you will succeed, you have such a huge advantage. 
If I look back on my journey and look back on the person I was, I barely recognize myself. People bring up things that I did as an entrepreneur that impressed them, and I almost can’t remember doing them. I was just “go, go, go!” Going on the journey isn’t about the journey or the destination, it’s about who you become in the process, and that vision of who you are, starts in your mind.
What is it going to take? What’s going to be your “enough is enough moment?” Who do you know yourself to be?
What excuses have you been telling yourself about why you can’t start or finish something? Reflect on how these might be self-sabotaging obstacles disguised as legitimate reasons.


















Chapter 2 Workbook Activity:
· Break the Perfectionism Cycle:
· Exercise: Choose one task you've delayed. Commit to launching it in “beta mode” by setting a deadline below.
· Project/Task: ______________
· Beta Mode Deadline: ______________
· Identify Your Avoidance Obstacles:
· Exercise: Write down the top three excuses or obstacles you’ve used to delay action. Next to each, list one simple action you can take to move forward.
· Obstacle #1: ______________
· Simple Action: ______________
· Obstacle #2: ______________
· Simple Action: ______________
· Obstacle #3: ______________
· Simple Action: ______________
· Override Your Inner Critic:
· Action Step: For every self-doubt that arises this week, flip it by writing a positive affirmation.
· Self-Doubt: ______________
· Affirmation: ______________
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“My barn having burned down, I can now see the moon.” 
― MIZUTA MASAHIDE (17TH CENTURY JAPANESE POET AND SAMURAI) 


I
 woke up in my Las Vegas hotel beyond excited and a little hungover. Earlier in the week, I’d just traveled across the country to Atlanta, Winston-Salem, Jersey, and Madison to set up my newest operators and arrived in Vegas for another opportunity to get KarmaBox more exposure. In a few hours, I was auditioning for Shark Tank. I arrived early to the audition at Red Rock Resort & Casino, prepared to give the producers a well-thought out pitch, albeit on the fly (typical).
This would be my third audition in six months. The first was in L.A., where I got a call back, which entailed sending in a video but I blew the deadline by two weeks. I was slammed with dealing and managing the growth of KarmaBox. The second audition was in San Francisco, where they remembered me, but I didn’t hear back much to my surprise. So, I figured, the third time’s a charm!
At this point, KarmaBox Vending was nationwide in 33 cities and had recently surpassed our million-dollar mark. Our growth was exploding. I had a solid pitch with the numbers to back it up and had proprietary software in development unique to the vending industry. I knew I was a solid shoo-in. 
There was one line and three auditioning spots at a table; three producers and the casting agent. I saw that the same producer I met in San Francisco was sitting there and thought to myself, “I don’t want her. I don’t want her. I don’t… wait… I DO want her.”  At this point, we’re on friendly terms, so I figured it couldn’t hurt my chances. When I got to the front of the line, two spots opened up simultaneously – the producer I now wanted and another one. Without hesitation, I ushered the guy behind me to the other producer and I strutted up to my spot.
“Hi. You’ve auditioned for me before, haven’t you?” she asked in a friendly tone, scanning her mind for the familiarity of my face.
“Yeah, I did! In San Francisco,” I beamed back at her.  
I start my pitch and it seems that the memory of who I am comes back to her, because her hand goes up and she stops me right in the middle.
“You’ve met Robert and Kevin before, haven't you? Weren’t you on ‘Dragons' Den?’”
“Yeah.”
My mind rewinds to my first audition in L.A. and my conversation with one of the producers, where I specifically asked if my being on “Dragons' Den” - the Canadian version of “Shark Tank” —  and meeting Kevin O’Leary and Robert Herjavec would be a problem. “It should be okay” was the answer I got then. 
“Yeah…”, she said with a tinge of exasperation.
“We have a different business model and a different business name…” I said.
“Yeah…’ she says again, her face contorted as if to say, “sorry, dude.”
The awkwardness stood between us while I was sorting out what this actually meant. 
“So does this mean I can’t do it?”
This question warrants a look from the casting director, who is obligated at this point to chime in on what the producer could not articulate with one word. 
“Look, you can come and audition as many times as you want, but we’re not putting anyone on that stage who has met Kevin or Robert before.”
So, that was that. Those were the rules of the show. The Sharks are not allowed to have seen any of the businesses beforehand. His words echoed in my mind and brought me way down from the high of being on the road having just expanded my business into four new major cities. The average person would not have gone to audition for the show three times. I think most people wouldn’t have gone the first time, but to keep going time and time again after feeling rejected I think speaks volumes of how an entrepreneur ought to be: relentlessly persistent.
“Dragons' Den” was a huge turning point for my business while it was still in its infancy stage. It changed the course of my life and that experience gave me a lot of insight on what to do and how to do things differently. 
Dining With The Dragon: Mr. Wonderful
Let’s rewind a little bit to what caused me to not be able to be on Shark Tank, which I believe would have been my most life-changing experience of all time. A week before I went on the hit Canadian TV show, “Dragons’ Den,” back in 2011, I was given a ticket to attend an event called “Dining With The Dragon.” I was this 21 year old kid who showed up to this formal event wearing a blazer and button-up over jeans; I was a hot mess that night – it was finals week and I was probably jacked up on Ritalin and Red Bull. I also had a flat tire earlier that day- it was a nightmare. 
The event’s keynote speaker was Kevin O’Leary, AKA “Mr. Wonderful,” reality TV’s villain and the man I was going to stand in front of to pitch my healthy vending business. The woman who spoke before him was Barb Stegman, the first female from Nova Scotia to ever get a deal on “Dragons’ Den.”  I’d met her some time before at a business expo in Halifax and had a moment to chat with her before she went up to speak. When I told her that I’d be going on the show, she immediately offered up some advice.
“Play the child obesity card, give them some statistics, and hook them emotionally”, she said. If you watch her “Dragon’s Den” pitch on YouTube, you will see how she truly did hook everyone on an emotional level. Well done, Barb. 
The banquet hall was buzzing with people who, perhaps like me, also had their million dollar dreams tucked deep inside their coat pocket waiting to be discovered.
Before speeches began, I slipped out of the banquet hall to the bathroom. As I pushed the door in, I saw a man in a black suit leaned over the sink gliding an electric razor over his neck and face.
I shit you not, it was Kevin O’Leary! The man of the hour himself!
My eyes glazed over as I made a beeline to the urinal.  Nothing was coming out because I was amped up so I just pretended to pee. I tried to play it cool, but I was freaking out inside. IT’S KEVIN FREAKING O’LEARY! 
Before I flushed my pretend pee down the urinal, I heard a guy, who was washing his hands try to engage Kevin.
“My wife and I love the show…” he nervously stammered.
“Uh-huh, yep. I’ll see you out there”, Kevin replied, still running the shaver over his face. 
The guy left without saying another word.  Now it’s just Kevin and me. I nonchalantly stroll up to the sink, slowly wash my hands, and as I’m drying them with paper towels, I look over at Kevin and blurt out, “So I’ll be seeing you on Saturday.”
“Get out! You’re gonna be on the Den?” he replied enthusiastically.
“Yeah, I am, so I’ll see you Saturday. I’m really excited.”
“Don’t tell me your idea! Don’t tell me anything, you’re not allowed to tell me; you won’t get on the show if you do. I’m not allowed to know.”
“Okay.” I said. 
“Just have fun”, he smiled as he returned to shaving his face and he was stressing the importance of just getting edited into the show rather than getting a deal. They film a bunch of potential entrepreneurs but not everyone makes it on TV.
I left that bathroom with a little more confidence than I walked in with. For the reputation he has on the air, I could feel that Kevin was a genuinely nice guy. Meeting him before I went on the show made the week ahead seem tolerable. I thought it must be a good sign. 
Except it was finals week and I was stressed out of my mind. Someone who was working with me and auditioned for the show with me was my friend Chloe. She was in the same boat and while we worked hard on getting our plan together for the show, we failed to do a very critical part: We did not prepare our pitch. Finals were consuming every moment of our time. I had a final the morning we were to leave and I rushed through it so we could get on the road. I ended up failing that class along with a few others.
We left Antigonish, Nova Scotia, the morning of April 22, 2011. I remember handing in my final that morning to my World’s Politics professor and just looked at him, ashamed. He looked at me too, knowing that I didn’t do well. I was the first person to hand it in. A few weeks before this, I was in his office crying because I was on the verge of flunking his class. My head just wasn’t in school. I was an entrepreneur and had a business to build. That, regrettably, took precedence over my studies. I wish I tried a little harder. I could have managed both. 
Chloe and I rented a U-Haul trailer to put on the back of my beat up Ford Taurus that my dad gave me and off to Toronto we went to pitch to the Dragons. The 20-hour ride to Toronto was spent trying to hash out our pitch. I was in a terrible place mentally and was extremely unhealthy. 
Both Chloe and I had family in Toronto, but somehow managed to get a free hotel room downtown close to the studio after meeting with people at a potential vending location in Halifax. We hauled the Refreshment Center (aka vending machine) up to our room to get it ready for the show. They wanted us to fully demo the machine on the air so I plugged it in to make sure that everything was working correctly and, as our luck would have it, there was an electrical issue. In my haste to fix the issue, I forgot to unplug the unit and ended up short-circuiting the entire machine! Nothing worked. The producer’s plan was to have one of the Dragons’ come down and buy a snack. Well there goes that idea!
So of course, we both freaked out. We didn’t have a polished pitch, the Refreshment Center was broken, we were exhausted from the long drive… nothing was going well for us.
To top it all off, we had an early call time that required us to wake up at 4 a.m., which basically meant we weren’t getting much sleep either. The following morning, we rolled the Refreshment Center a few blocks from our hotel next to the nearby CN Tower, where CBC Studios was located. 
The freight elevator was huge and seemed like a fire truck could fit inside. We arrived on the 7th Floor, where the Dragons' Den Studio was and when the elevator doors opened up, there was the backstage area. That’s when it hit me: I was going to be on Canada’s most watched reality TV show, and the nerves came rushing through me.
My Uncle Bobby and cousin came along for moral support and while the producers were setting up the stage, I paced back and forth rehearsing the pitch in my mind and with Chloe, who was seemingly way calmer than I was. My uncle, a businessman himself, gave me some advice, “talk volume, tell them how much volume you’re gonna do.”
There were stage managers everywhere, keeping things moving and flowing. We got all set up with make-up, hair, and mics, and then it was showtime.
A stage manager led us up a flight of stairs to the edge of a long catwalk corridor, wished us luck, and gave us the signal to walk. 
We strolled down the light-filled corridor and when the door opened up to the panelists, I felt the air being sucked out of the room. The Refreshment Center was to our right, covered up, and when we hit our mark, my nerves were racing hard but I still had this sense that everything was going to be okay. There they were, all the Dragons: Kevin O’Leary, Robert Herjavec, Jim Treliving, Arlene Dickinson, and Bruce Croxon.
After a minute or two, I pulled myself together and we went through our pitch.  The cover was pulled off of the Refreshment Center for the big “reveal” and it ended up knocking off the plastic rack card holder we had cheaply placed on the exterior. I was a little flustered from it but recovered. Instead of doing a full demo, we handed out a few snacks to each of the Dragons. You can watch the entire episode by just searching “A.J. MacQuarrie Dragons’ Den” and it should pop right up on YouTube.
In my heart of hearts, I genuinely believed the Dragons were going to save our fledgling company. The survival of my business hinged on this deal. The truth of the matter was that we had only some of the machines in operation - when we should have had all six up and running. I was behind on the loan, and we needed this money to keep the business going. I was super confident we were going to get a deal and so were the business professors at my school who helped us prepare. 
The professors guided Chloe and I as we put together financial statements and other nuts and bolts. We put a lot of effort into preparing the financials and we knew all the data - so we were confident that no matter what the Dragons' threw at us, we’d be ready.
When I started the business, it was a full service vending model, meaning that I owned all of the machines, not the business opportunity model it turned into.  I spoke with my college professors and they advised against a franchise model, saying it was a bad idea and would never work. “Stick to the full service model”, they advised, “it works.”
But what did these professors of business really know?  They did not have any real world businesses of their own and were merely teaching textbook business concepts. 
Then Arlene chimed in, “You have passion. You have purpose. You are fighting the traditional way of thinking about business.”
My hopes swelled a little.
“But you aren’t going to write a check, are you?” says Mr. Wonderful tauntingly. 
“This is what you’re fighting. The traditional way of thinking about business. You just have to prove your sales more”, she says, giving me that ‘sorry kid’ look.
One by one, the entire panel passed on the deal. 
And that was that.  
We got scorched by the Dragons.
We walked down the corridor, hearts dragging on the floor, to my uncle and cousin waiting in the green room. 
The hopeful anticipation of a dream realized left my Uncle Bobby’s face the moment his eyes met mine.
“We didn’t get it,” I said. 
Post Dragons' Den
The elevator ride down from the studio to the street level was excruciatingly long. My mind was twisted with self-defeating thoughts. I felt hopeless and ashamed of my complete and utter failure. I didn’t have the coping skills I have now and it was the most pain I’d ever experienced at that point in my entire life. Looking back at it all now, it was nothing.
When we got outside, I cried. Hard. Then and there, I decided to cut my business relationship with Chloe. It was over for me and I had mentally thrown in the towel. I had become that guy. The guy who dropped out of college to pursue a vending business. The guy who then goes back to school a year later only to basically flunk out.  The guy who thinks, “oh shit, I might actually make it” because I got on TV. And I became the guy who didn’t make it at all. I failed on national television. This was my, out of the 3 Fs, my failure. The good news is that we got great feedback from the Dragons, which was truly a gift. 
The spotlight turned off and the electricity went out. Chloe and I got a lot of attention in the weeks leading up to the Dragons’ Den filming. We were on the radio, in the local papers, we were even on the front page of St. Francis Xavier University’s website. As I mentioned, I was a spin instructor at the time and my classes even started filling up. It’s how perception can change things in your life. 
My last night in Toronto, I stayed with my Uncle Jimmy, who was dying of cancer.  We sat across the dinner table from each other and we were confronting the end of life as we both knew it. His was a very stark reality and mine was merely a minor bump in the road. I was selfishly sulking about not getting the deal and he was so generous in his listening to me. He let me sulk and vent, then we watched “The Golden Girls.”
When I was preparing to leave the next morning for the long trek back to Nova Scotia, I realized how selfish I was being with my uncle. Right before I walked out to my car, we looked at each other and started crying. We knew it was it for him. “I’m so sorry for making this about me,” I sobbed. Here he was dying of terminal cancer and I just didn’t get a deal on a reality TV show. I hugged him and felt his sickly body that the cancer destroyed. The next time I saw Uncle Jimmy was in a casket about a month later at his funeral. 
Chloe stayed in Toronto with her family for the summer and I drove home alone all the while trying to sort my life out. The road was long and hilly and breathtaking, even a little soothing to my badly wounded soul. I was still devastated, but the road trip helped to quell the feelings of failure a bit. And besides that, I was listening to Seth Godin’s “Linchpin” on audiobook and it inspired me, if only for the 20 hours it took to get back to Antigonish.
I was in the proverbial self-chastising soul crushing self-talk that invariably happens when you suffer from such a devastating and soon to be public failure.
I have a failing business. I’m a loser for not getting the investment. I’m at an all time low as a human. WHAT the fuck am I supposed to do now?
The self-sabotage was taking over. The “Lizard Brain” was kicking in. You know, that kind of soul-crushing self-talk. I kept thinking: I was that guy – the one who would be ridiculed for dropping out of college to pursue a vending machine business. 
This book will teach you how to turn every failure—no matter how big or small—into fuel for your next success. You’ll discover how to find the lessons hidden in each failure, reframe your setbacks as stepping stones, and come out stronger on the other side. By the time you’re finished, you’ll know exactly how to transform any fall flat on your face into the start of your next comeback.
A VENDING MACHINE BUSINESS!
I fell into a deep depression when I got back. I was contractually bound to a vow of secrecy about the outcome of the show until it aired, so for the most part, I kept my mouth shut, except to close friends and family.
Of the people I told, Melissa was the most encouraging. She was the person who got me tickets to meet Kevin a week before at his talk. She was a friend, a mentor, a huge supporter. I always felt like she was my biggest fan. Every entrepreneur should have a Meliss in their life. She was someone who supported me and helped me so much throughout my endeavor. She worked at XEDC, the entrepreneurship center in Antigonish, Nova Scotia funded by my school and the province. 
As I mentioned, Nova Scotia, being one of the least economically abundant provinces in Canada, had some amazing opportunities and organizations that were put in place to encourage entrepreneurship. These organizations ran contests, partnered with the college, and had private programs that provided funding for budding entrepreneurs like me.
“Why don’t you apply for the High Flyers program? They choose 10 up-and-coming entrepreneurs under 30 and award them with a two-day retreat and $10,000 of seed money. I think you’d be a good candidate,” said Melissa.
I took her advice and applied. To my surprise, I was chosen. 
The retreat took place that summer at a beautiful oceanfront resort in Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia. The facilitator was a man named Mike Grandinetti, a lecturer at Harvard Business School, Brown, UC Berkeley, and many others. He’s also an entrepreneur who teaches disruptive leadership. Throughout the weekend, he used my business as an example quite often. On the last day of the retreat, he said to me, “You have a good business. You gotta keep it going.” This was what I call a lift-hill moment. You know when you are on the roller coaster and you go up the lift hill at the very beginning? Click, click, click, click, click. It takes you from the bottom to the very top, releasing you to enjoy the ride. 
That lift-hill moment inspired me to keep going even when I was absolutely sure I was going to throw in the towel. It’s important to constantly be finding inspirational moments as you’re building your business. They keep your spirit alive and can spark a new you.

Looking back, those early failures were a mix of things I couldn’t control and things I absolutely could have handled differently. The market was tough, sure, but I made choices that contributed to the downfall. The important thing is to stop obsessing over the parts you can’t change and zero in on what’s in your hands. Every failure is a combination of the two, but focusing on the uncontrollable is a waste of your energy. Instead, ask yourself: What did I control? What will I do differently next time? Because that’s where your comeback begins
During this time, I was literally going broke. I was pulling out Looneys and Tooneys (Canadian dollar and two dollar coins) from the vending machines just to pay rent.
One day, soon after the “Dragons’ Den” debacle, I received an email from Brian of CBDC, the organization where we got the loan for the vending machines. I was super behind on the payments. All the email said was: “Time’s up.”
He asked me to return the machines and fold up the business. “It’s not gonna work”, he said.
“Brian. No. Please. Let me make this work,” I pleaded.
I facilitated getting the machines picked up from their locations to bring them all back to Boston, where I was going to move back home. 
I ended up getting only $2,000 of the $10,000 seed money from the High Flyers program because I left the country, which I used to get my shit together.
So I did what any clear thinking 21 year old would do…I moved back in with my parents.
I packed up a U-Haul with the six machines, hitched my car to the trailer, and drove home to Boston.
In hindsight, I really didn’t need the machines. When Brian asked for the machines back, I could have said, “Take ‘em. I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” But it just so happened that I still deeply believed that this business could still work. I needed the machines more so for symbolic purposes, as you’ll later learn I didn’t need them with my new business model. After all, our best machines were making over 30 vends per day, which worked out to about $600 profit per machine (albeit there was only 1 or two of them bringing in this kind of money). I begged him to let me keep the machines and to believe in me. It turns out, I actually needed the machines more than I knew at the time. 
You see, the machines were a physical and tangible representation that the business still existed. By having the machines, even though they were in storage, they reminded me every time I had to cut a check for storing them rent, that I still had a business, that I was still an entrepreneur. It were these small mental “tricks'' that kept me going, even in the face of my own self-defeating mental spiral. 
After “Dragons' Den” I was left with such a devastating feeling of loss and emptiness. I remember saying to myself, “Holy fuck, what did I get myself into and how am I going to get myself out of this mess?” My pride was hurt. Here I was, Mr. Bigshot (or so I thought) who was on Canada’s most watched reality show, and now what? I didn’t get a deal, and that, to me, meant failure. I was consumed by my feeling lost, scared, nervous and anxious. Yet deep down, I knew everything was going to be okay. I’ve always had that assurance in life. And to bring up Steve Jobs again, “you have to be confident that the dots are going to connect.” 
And this thinking, that the dots were going to connect, became my advantage. I had two options about not getting a deal on Dragons' Den: 1) I could  become the victim of that story and let it run my life as “the biggest failure of my life” or 2) I could take what I learned and use the experience to my advantage. Failing on national TV became a badge of honor for me. It turns out, when the episode aired, we actually looked really good. The editors did a great job, and for a minute or two, it seemed like we might actually get a deal. 
At the time, it seemed as though I was never going to be able to recover from failing on national TV, but I was willing to give it some time and space and distance myself from the story for a while. Life is always presenting you opportunities to grow - seize them, no matter how big or small the experience is. 
As if the emotional turmoil I was going through on the drive down to Boston wasn’t enough, when I was about two miles from my parents house, I hit a curb and the back tire of the U-Haul bursted. When it rains, it pours. 
When you fail, it’s easy to get stuck on what went wrong—especially the parts that were out of your control. But if you spend all your energy focusing on the uncontrollable, you’re missing the point. Failures are rarely just one thing. They’re usually a mix of what you could change and what you couldn’t. The faster you shift your focus from worrying about the uncontrollable to learning from the controllable, the quicker your comeback will be
No Matter What, You Are A Salesperson
Dragons’ Den really helped me realize that pitching and selling is really what makes entrepreneurs truly successful. If you don’t like the idea of selling, I highly suggest you reframe that mindset because you may struggle as an entrepreneur. Selling is a necessary skill that you need to survive in business as you will constantly need to get folks on board with your vision and ideas. You have to convince people at every turn to buy into you, your product, your brand, etc. I recently read that self-made billionaires often attribute their sales skills to their success. The most common thread among self-made billionaires was that they had a sales background. 
Howard Schulz of Starbucks sold Xerox copy machines door to door in New York. If you’re telling yourself you’re not a salesperson, I’d challenge you to find evidence of yourself getting something you wanted because you had to convince someone to give it to you at some point. Are you married? How’d you get your spouse to marry you? We are always selling whether we realize it or not. 
Selling is a necessity in business, if you’re not going to do it yourself, then you’ll need to hire salespeople who will do it well for you. You don’t have a business without that cash flow coming in and that starts with the sale. 
Just like me, you may have a list of ventures that never got off the ground. Here’s what you can do: Write down your top three past failures. Next to each one, jot down what went wrong and—more importantly—what went right. This process is called a ‘Post-Mortem Reflection,’ and it will help you stop dwelling on failure and start seeing where your wins really are.
I love the analogy of building a house when it comes to building a business. We know that for a home to stand the test of time it must be built on a solid foundation, have a strong frame, and reliable systems throughout. Having these systems in place not only helps with convenience and safety, but also allows for easy living.
Imagine living in a home without plumbing or electricity.  It doesn’t necessarily mean the home is unlivable; it just makes living in the home a little more challenging. Instead of being able to flip a tiny switch on the wall and immediately enjoy the light, one would have to manually light many candles to achieve the same outcome. And depending on the number of rooms you have in your home, this can become a tedious and arduous task. 
Having working backend and frontend systems in your business is the equivalent to having working electrical and plumbing systems in your home. You always want to be thinking about your salesflow, the way you are going to get customers and make money. From the very first touch all the way to the invoice being paid. For instance, without a reliable CRM (Customer Relationship Management), you’d be left having to manually receive and track your leads creating unnecessary work; which can turn into lost lead times and lost sales if you’re not constantly on top of it. In other words, you’ll have to carry a butt load of crap and dump it yourself, rather than have a system do the heavy lifting for you. 
I learned my lesson the hard way. When I started KarmaBox, I was winging it every step of the way. I knew that in order to get customers, I had to advertise online. In the beginning, we started advertising on one franchise portal that ended up being a great source for leads. The first mistake was winging it, but given that I was working full-time, managing a deeply personal issue with a loved one (more on this later), and running my business part-time, I did the best I could with what I knew. Since I believe experience is the greatest teacher, I took huge leaps of faith and for the most part, landed flat on my face until someone shared a tidbit of information that led me in a new direction. 

Famous “Failures” Who rose to the top

When I was going through my bankruptcy, one of the things that helped me tremendously was looking at all the other people who, now famous and revered, had once faced their own struggles. In those dark moments, when everything feels like it’s falling apart, it’s easy to believe you’re alone in your failure. But seeing the stories of others—people who overcame monumental setbacks and still came out on top—helped me realize something crucial: failure is a rite of passage. It’s part of the journey. In the moment, it’s incredibly difficult to see past your own failure. You’re consumed by shame, fear, and doubt. But when you read about someone else who’s been there—who’s sat in that exact same uncertainty and still persevered—something shifts. You begin to understand that failure isn’t the end of the road; it’s a turning point. It’s an experience that shapes you, refines your focus, and teaches you resilience. Looking back, I know now that failure doesn’t define you—it prepares you. But the problem is, most people freeze up and shut down when they fail. They let the weight of that moment crush their spirit instead of using it as fuel to rise up and push through. And that’s where the shift needs to happen. The world’s most successful people didn’t avoid failure—they embraced it, learned from it, and used it to fuel their comeback. So, if you’re in the midst of a setback or struggling to get past a failure, know this: you’re in good company. Countless successful individuals have stood exactly where you are, feeling the weight of failure, only to push through and emerge stronger. Their stories prove that setbacks aren’t the end—they’re the beginning of something greater. Here’s a list of 100 successful "failures"—people who, like you, faced obstacles that could have ended their journey but chose instead to keep going, proving that failure is just another step toward success:

1. Abraham Lincoln – Lost numerous elections before becoming one of the most revered U.S. Presidents.
2. Akio Morita – Sony’s first product, a rice cooker, was a failure before it became a global electronics giant.
3. Albert Einstein – Didn’t speak until age 4 and was considered “slow” by his teachers, but went on to revolutionize physics.
4. Andrea Bocelli – Was told by music teachers he lacked the skills to sing professionally, but became one of the world’s most beloved tenors.
5. Arianna Huffington – Rejected by 36 publishers for her second book before launching the highly successful Huffington Post.
6. Babe Ruth – Known as the "King of Strikeouts" for being struck out more than any player of his time, but also one of the greatest home-run hitters in baseball history.
7. Bill Gates – Dropped out of Harvard and had a failed business (Traf-O-Data) before starting Microsoft.
8. Buster Keaton – Faced numerous professional setbacks in Hollywood before creating some of the most iconic silent films in cinema history.
9. C.S. Lewis – Rejected by many publishers, but went on to become one of the most successful and beloved authors with works like The Chronicles of Narnia.
10. Charles Darwin – Considered an average student, but his work in evolution reshaped biology.
11. Charles Schultz – Rejected by publishers early in his career, he created Peanuts, one of the most successful comic strips of all time.
12. Charlie Chaplin – Rejected by multiple studios in the early days of his career, but went on to become one of the most iconic silent film stars.
13. Claude Monet – Struggled financially for years, as his work was not appreciated, but now he is one of the most celebrated Impressionist painters in history.
14. Colonel Sanders – Rejected 1,009 times when trying to sell his chicken recipe before creating KFC.
15. David Bowie – Early albums failed to gain traction, but he persevered to become one of the most iconic and influential musicians of all time.
16. David Lynch – His first feature film was a financial disaster, but he later became a highly respected filmmaker with works like Twin Peaks and Mulholland Drive.
17. David Thoreau – His book Walden was a commercial failure in his lifetime, but today it is one of the most revered works of American literature.
18. Demi Moore – Faced personal struggles and career setbacks but came back strong with notable film roles and a successful career in Hollywood.
19. Denzel Washington – Flunked out of college and was rejected numerous times in early acting roles before becoming an Oscar-winning actor.
20. Dick Cheney – Faced a heart attack and political struggles, but later became Vice President of the U.S. and a significant figure in American politics.
21. Dr. Seuss (Theodor Geisel) – Rejected by 27 publishers before his first book was published.
22. Ed Sheeran – Failed to win singing competitions and struggled to find success before becoming a chart-topping artist.
23. Elon Musk – Endured multiple failed launches with SpaceX and was nearly bankrupt before turning Tesla and SpaceX into successful companies.
24. Elvis Presley – Told by a music industry professional that he should go back to being a truck driver after a poor performance, he later became the King of Rock and Roll.
25. Emily Blunt – Struggled with a severe stutter in her youth, but overcame it to become a successful and critically acclaimed actress.
26. Emily Dickinson – Fewer than a dozen of her 1,800 poems were published during her lifetime, but she is now considered one of the most important American poets.
27. Franklin D. Roosevelt – Contracted polio and lost the use of his legs, but went on to become a four-term U.S. President and led the nation through the Great Depression and WWII.
28. Fred Smith – Received a “C” on his college paper outlining the idea for FedEx, but he founded the company and revolutionized logistics.
29. Giorgio Armani – Lost his job as a medical student and initially struggled in the fashion industry, but later built a global fashion empire.
30. Harland Ellison – Fired from a job in publishing, later became one of the most respected science fiction writers.
31. Harriet Beecher Stowe – Struggled to get her anti-slavery book Uncle Tom’s Cabin published, but it became one of the most influential books in American history.
32. Harlan Sanders – Failed in many businesses and ventures, including his early career as a lawyer, before founding KFC in his later years.
33. Harrison Ford – Was told he would never succeed in the film industry before becoming a major star.
34. Harrison Ford – Worked as a carpenter after struggling to find acting roles, before finally landing a major role in Star Wars.
35. Harvey Keitel – Struggled with addiction and rejection for years before achieving success in major films like Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction.
36. Henry David Thoreau – His book Walden was a commercial failure in his lifetime, but today it is one of the most revered works of American literature.
37. Henry Ford – His early ventures failed, leaving him broke five times before founding Ford Motor Company.
38. Howard Schultz – Rejected by 217 investors before getting funding for Starbucks.
39. Howard Schultz – Faced rejection from over 200 investors before finally securing funding to build Starbucks into a global coffee empire.
40. Hugh Jackman – Was rejected by drama schools before finding success on Broadway and as Wolverine in X-Men.
41. Isaac Newton – Considered a poor student in school, but went on to become one of the most influential scientists in history with his laws of motion and gravity.
42. Jack Ma – Rejected from 30 jobs, including KFC, before founding Alibaba, one of the world’s largest e-commerce companies.
43. James Dyson – Created 5,126 prototypes of his vacuum cleaner before the successful one that launched Dyson into a global brand.
44. Jay-Z – Rejected by every major record label before launching his own company and becoming a billionaire.
45. Jerry Seinfeld – Froze on stage during his first stand-up appearance, but later became one of the most successful comedians ever.
46. Jim Carrey – Lived in a van with his family and was rejected by many casting directors before becoming a famous actor.
47. J.K. Rowling – Rejected by 12 publishers before Harry Potter became a global phenomenon.
48. John Grisham – His first novel, A Time to Kill, was rejected by 28 publishers before becoming a bestseller.
49. Joni Mitchell – Overcame personal and professional obstacles to become one of the most revered singer-songwriters of her generation.
50. Kurt Warner – Went undrafted and worked in a grocery store before getting a chance in the NFL, where he became a Super Bowl MVP and Hall of Famer.
51. Lady Gaga – Dropped by her first record label before becoming a global music icon.
52. Ludwig van Beethoven – Lost his hearing in his late 20s, but continued composing music, creating some of his most famous works while deaf.
53. Lucille Ball – Described as a “failed actress” early in her career, she went on to star in I Love Lucy.
54. Madonna – Rejected by record labels and told to "go back to dancing" before she became the Queen of Pop and a global icon.
55. Mark Cuban – Fired from multiple jobs before becoming a billionaire entrepreneur and owner of the Dallas Mavericks.
56. Marilyn Monroe – Was told she wasn’t pretty or talented enough to be an actress, but later became one of the most iconic Hollywood stars.
57. Maya Angelou – Overcame poverty, abuse, and early setbacks to become one of the most influential poets and civil rights activists.
58. Meryl Streep – Told she was "too ugly" to be an actress early in her career, she went on to win multiple Academy Awards and become one of the greatest actors of all time.
59. Michael Bloomberg – Fired from his job at Salomon Brothers before going on to create Bloomberg L.P., revolutionizing financial data and news services.
60. Michael Bloomberg – Fired from his job at Salomon Brothers, he went on to found Bloomberg L.P. and became a billionaire businessman and Mayor of New York City.
61. Michael Jordan – Cut from his high school basketball team, but later became one of the greatest players in NBA history.
62. Milton Hershey – Failed at three candy companies before starting the Hershey Company.
63. Milton Hershey – Failed in three separate candy companies before founding the successful Hershey Company.
64. Oprah Winfrey – Fired from her first job as a news anchor but went on to become a media mogul.
65. Pablo Picasso – Early in his career, his work was not well received, but he persisted to become one of the most influential artists of the 20th century.
66. Quentin Tarantino – Dropped out of school and worked as a video store clerk, facing rejection for years before breaking into Hollywood as a director and screenwriter.
67. R.H. Macy – Had several failed retail ventures before founding the highly successful Macy’s department store.
68. Ray Charles – Blinded at a young age and faced numerous hardships, but went on to become a legendary musician, blending soul, blues, and jazz.
69. Ray Kroc – Struggled with many failed ventures before partnering with the McDonald brothers and building McDonald’s into a global fast-food empire.
70. Richard Branson – Had many failed ventures, including Virgin Cola, but went on to build the Virgin Group empire.
71. Ringo Starr – Faced illness and multiple band rejections before joining The Beatles and becoming one of the most famous drummers in history.
72. Robert Downey Jr. – After struggling with addiction and career setbacks, he made a comeback to become one of Hollywood’s highest-paid actors as Iron Man.
73. Rosa Parks – Faced arrest and rejection by society, but her refusal to give up her bus seat became a pivotal moment in the civil rights movement.
74. Samuel Beckett – Rejected by numerous publishers for years, he eventually wrote Waiting for Godot, a major success in world theater.
75. Samuel L. Jackson – Battled addiction and struggled for years as a minor actor before landing breakthrough roles in his 40s that propelled him to stardom.
76. Socrates – Widely considered a nuisance and failed educator during his lifetime, his teachings became foundational in Western philosophy.
77. Soichiro Honda – Rejected by Toyota after an interview and then went on to start Honda Motor Co.
78. Stan Lee – Struggled with early comic books that weren’t well received before creating the Marvel Universe.
79. Stephen Hawking – Diagnosed with ALS and given only a few years to live, yet he became one of the most famous theoretical physicists in history.
80. Stephen King – Carrie was rejected 30 times before becoming a bestselling novel and movie.
81. Steve Jobs – Fired from Apple, the company he co-founded, only to return and lead it to become one of the most valuable companies in the world.
82. Steven Spielberg – Rejected from USC’s film school multiple times but became one of the most influential filmmakers in history.
83. Steven Spielberg – Rejected by film schools multiple times, yet went on to become one of the greatest filmmakers of all time.
84. Sting – Worked as a schoolteacher and was rejected by record labels before founding The Police and becoming a successful solo artist.
85. Sylvester Stallone – Rejected for numerous acting roles and lived in poverty before writing and starring in Rocky.
86. Sylvia Plath – Rejected by publishers early in her career, but her posthumous work The Bell Jar and poetry collections have become iconic.
87. Ted Turner – Inherited a struggling family business, but turned it around and went on to launch CNN, the first 24-hour news channel.
88. Thomas Edison – Failed thousands of times before successfully inventing the light bulb.
89. Thomas Jefferson – Struggled through financial difficulties and political failures before becoming one of America’s Founding Fathers.
90. Tina Turner – Faced domestic abuse and personal struggles before reinventing herself as a solo artist and becoming a global superstar.
91. Tyler Perry – His first play was a financial disaster, but he went on to create a successful empire in film, theater, and television.
92. Vera Wang – Failed to make the U.S. Olympic figure skating team and worked as an editor before becoming a famous fashion designer.
93. Vin Diesel – Struggled for years before his short film got him noticed and led to his breakthrough in The Fast and the Furious.
94. Vincent van Gogh – Only sold one painting in his lifetime but is now considered one of the greatest artists in history.
95. Walt Disney – Fired from a newspaper for “lacking imagination” before creating Disney.
96. Walt Disney – Lost his first animation studio to bankruptcy and was told Mickey Mouse would fail, but went on to create the Disney empire.
97. Warren Buffett – Faced early investment failures and was rejected by Harvard Business School, yet became one of the richest and most successful investors in the world.
98. Winston Churchill – Lost every public election for years before becoming Prime Minister of Britain and leading the country through WWII.
99. Zaha Hadid – Faced criticism and rejection early in her career as an architect, but later became one of the most groundbreaking and successful architects of her generation.
100. Zaha Hadid – Rejected from many architectural projects early in her career, but later became one of the most renowned architects in the world.
As you reflect on this list of incredible individuals who turned failure into fuel, remember that their stories aren't just isolated moments of perseverance—they're reminders of what’s possible when you refuse to give up. Each one of these "failures" could have let their setbacks define them, but instead, they chose to see failure as a stepping stone, not a stumbling block. The truth is, failure is inevitable. It’s a part of the process, a rite of passage on the way to success. But the key lies in what you do after you fail.
As you can see, failure is a rite of passage for many of the most accomplished people in history. What these stories show us is that resilience, learning, and persistence are the true ingredients for success. Every name on this list represents someone who could have given up, but instead chose to push forward. Let their stories inspire you to do the same. Failure is a part of your story, not the end of it. With each setback, you’re one step closer to crafting your own powerful comeback.
Crafting your comeback is about shifting your mindset. It’s about recognizing that failure doesn’t mark the end of your journey—it signals the start of your next chapter. Every setback, every misstep, and every challenge is an opportunity to grow, to learn, and to come back stronger. Like the people on this list, you have the power to rewrite your story. So take those failures, learn from them, and use them as the foundation for your greatest comeback yet. This book will guide you through the steps to do exactly that—to transform failure into a force that propels you forward. Your comeback starts now.



Of course, looking back, I wish I had known about this bit of information sooner, but it came at the right time and gave me some new insight to what I needed in my business and what I needed was a steady flow of quality leads that are managed systematically.   At this juncture of my business, I was operating on a “get-it-as-I-need-it” basis, meaning I had no idea that CRM systems even existed, and at the time, I just needed leads – badly. That conversation led to me finding out about a company called Franchise Direct and this was when a new world of opportunity and clarity opened up for the next step of building my business.
The floodgates opened and the leads started spilling in. My email was filling up with so many leads so fast that I panicked. I remember I went to a Starbucks and just sat down to look at all of these leads. While it was a good problem to have, I had 50 leads come in within a matter of days and all of a sudden I was so overwhelmed that I froze. I didn’t know what to do with all this interest coming in. I was still a one-man show and with everything else going on in my life, I was paralyzed by what to do next. I remember thinking, ‘How the hell am I going to manage all of these leads?” and feeling as though the world was going to collapse on top of me if I didn’t figure it out – FAST.  All of those missed opportunities were weighing me down. I now had this new problem to deal with and wasn’t sure how to handle it.
My initial thought was to create a spreadsheet, which is what I did. Then I realized that method was way too daunting and time consuming and there had to be a better and more efficient way. One thing the theatre business taught me was to “ask the pros” and let them guide you. I went back to the sales professional that handled my Franchise Direct account and he introduced me to the CRM system. He had recommended eMaximation, which is now called Naranga. It’s what all of the big franchises use like Ben & Jerry’s and KFC. 
Implementing the CRM and a solid sales process with scripts, automated sales processes, and email drip campaigns was a game-changer and became one of our major lifelines in the day-to-day operation of KarmaBox Vending. Without it, receiving and tracking our leads would cause a major bottleneck and would essentially grind our workflow to a slow crawl.
If you don’t have one yet, I highly recommend you consider it depending on your lead flow and business model. CRMs automate the tedious details of your sales process; from sending out automated emails to scheduling calls and tracking each lead’s progress through your sales cycle. When you’re looking at your own business and where you can leverage technology, I would highly recommend creating a solid sales process sooner rather than later. This will save you a lot of time, and will become the central hub that your marketing and sales funnels flow through. CRMs are a discussion that we always have early on with our clients at Keep Going Media. Whether you use online or offline marketing methods, a good CRM will be able to interface and integrate with your lead capture software. 
The Sales Funnel
A funnel is the process by which you get your product or service in front of a target audience and communicate your message in a way that solicits a specific action, a.k.a. lead generation. An effective funnel usually consists of four elements: the ad, landing page, sales copy, and a call-to-action. In the online world of business, funnels often consist of an initial free offer, like a “7 Steps to Grow Your Business” downloadable PDF, for instance, or a webinar, or a mix of the two. Sometimes you may use a platform like a podcast to get initial interest in your business and that might be the start of your funnel. 
When you craft an effective ad and place that ad in front of your target audience, it will take them through a journey to give their information to you. It’s important that you provide great value right up front and give something away for free. There’s some sales psychology involved in crafting an effective ad, but if done right, the leads will pour into your funnel. The quality of your leads depends highly on how targeted your marketing is.  Dialing into a particular niche will get your message in front of the right audience but it’s important to speak directly to them.
My first attempts at advertising KarmaBox was like flushing money down the toilet on some of the platforms I chose. I even placed radio ads at one point. Now that had too broad of an audience. There’s a saying, “if you market to everyone, you market to no one.”
When I switched to more targeted audiences, my marketing started to click because my product was in front of the right people. Having a healthy funnel means that you are consistently testing and tweaking the things that work and don’t work to dial your message in as tight as possible.  A/B testing is a common way in marketing to test out different ads. Just google it and watch some videos. When you have all the right elements working perfectly in sync, your marketing efforts will continue to bring in quality leads that will fuel your business. Having your funnel integrated with your CRM then becomes an important aspect of the entire sales cycle.  
Remember, most failures aren’t purely in your control or completely outside of it. They’re usually a messy combination of both. The key is not to dwell on the things that were out of your hands—like market conditions, bad timing, or other people’s decisions. Focus instead on what was within your control. That’s where the real lessons lie. And don’t forget: 85% of what we worry about doesn’t even come true, according to that Cornell study. So, stop catastrophizing what might happen and start learning from what actually did
After you’ve generated your leads from different marketing sources and they’ve been automatically funneled into your CRM, your sales team can now move those leads through your sales funnel. Your sales funnel is the process by which a lead ultimately becomes a paying customer. This is called the backend system because this is when the lead is no longer just an email or telephone number moving through space and time.  This is where the rubber meets the road and relationships are initiated and built.  Sometimes it’s a completely automated process (online retail stores), other times, like for big ticket items, it requires human interaction.  
Your trained sales professionals will call on those leads that came through the system and will take them on a step-by-step journey qualifying them as they go until they close the sale.  As the sales team moves each lead through the qualifying and sales process, they’re able to document each action item they took into the CRM software. 
This allows anyone with access to the CRM to see at which stage each lead is at in the sales process. 
When these three systems are in place, your business will run like a well-oiled machine.  And when your marketing message is congruent with your why and your business philosophy, it’s as though you’ll be able to print money on demand.  It’s just like flipping the light switch for light on demand.  Having your systems in place is crucial for your day-to-day workflow.
Think about the emotional impact of a recent failure. How did it shape your perspective of yourself? How can you reframe that experience in a positive light?



Chapter 3 Workbook Activity:
· Conduct a Failure Post-Mortem:
· Exercise: Choose a past failure and write out what went wrong and what went right. Then list the lessons you can apply to your next challenge.
· Failure: ______________
· What went wrong?
· What went right?
· Lessons: ______________
· Celebrate the Lessons:
· Action Step: Every time you face a failure this week, write one valuable lesson you gained from it.
· Failure: ______________
· Lesson: ______________
· Shift Your Perspective:
· Reflection: Write about how you currently see failure. Then, rewrite it as an opportunity to learn and grow.
· Current View of Failure: ______________
· New Perspective: ______________
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“Success is going from failure to failure without any loss of enthusiasm.” 
―WINSTON CHURCHILL 


W
hen I got to Boston after experiencing my Big Failure on Dragons’ Den, I was not mentally in a good place. I was a college dropout with a failed business. I had a ton of love and support from my parents and sister, which helped me deal with the crazy emotions. I am very fortunate to have an amazing family and friend support system — not everyone has that, which can make the journey a bit difficult at times.
Here I was with no job, no clear plan, and a huge scar on my back with Kevin O’Leary’s voice saying “you’re a cockroach in an industry that’s going to crush you. Get out!” As devastating as things felt, now that I can look back years later, I realize that those moments were fundamental in keeping the business going. I used to roll my eyes when I’d hear motivational gurus say lines like “find your passion” but now I totally pick up what they were putting down. 
It’s true that sometimes (maybe even oftentimes) your passion would not make the best business idea. But you need to get excited about your business because those downs on the ride can cause you to fall off if you don’t have a strong “why” or driving force. You need to have a driving force that keeps you going. “Making money” merely isn’t enough. It should be deep and personal, otherwise that rollercoaster is a lot to handle with that force keeping you on. When you are in that seat going so fast through those twists and turns, it’s imperative that you put your seatbelt on otherwise you’ll fall out. They won’t start the ride until everyone is buckled up.
Your driving force may evolve so don’t be married to it. At first, my driving force moment was pretty basic. I was a college kid who wanted to hone his entrepreneurial spirit and pay his rent. Then it changed to failing on national television. That was a very strong driving force and I wonder if I would have even continued KarmaBox if I hadn’t been on the show and got rejected. It would have been easy to just move on and pursue my education. Instead, more than ever, it became a fire inside me to make the business work. To go out there and “prove my business model” like Arlene Dickinson on the show suggested. You have to turn your setbacks into fuel for them to become an advantage. There are many different ways to do this, the first being acknowledging which F the Setback falls under, then it would be to take the Comeback PILL, which we’ll cover in the last chapter.
I ended up getting a job at Starbucks and worked my way up from barista to shift manager to assistant manager to store manager within a couple of years. My dad always taught my sister and I growing up that no matter what we end up doing, to just try our best. So I did that and became the best Starbucks worker ever. During this time, however, I always still identified as an entrepreneur even though my business at the time was just a few idle machines sitting in a warehouse. I had absolute conviction that I would make this business work some way, somehow.
I had to make space in my mind, my heart, and my physical space for this business to evolve. And part of that was literally putting it away for a while. I had to create distance so that I could regain my composure and regain my confidence. Dragons’ Den was still a not-so-distant wound. I was also a hot mess and had no idea what I was doing. I just knew what I wanted and that was to build a healthy vending empire.
When you are just starting out, you also have to create space in your life for your business   — mentally, spiritually, emotionally, and physically. I believe that nature abhors a vacuum, meaning when you have clarity and a clear mental, emotional, and physical space, something will ultimately take up that empty space — so why not let it be intentional? Why not create that space so you can deliberately put something you want there? The Law of Attraction is a real thing, I truly believe that.
The Law of Attraction, as presented in various books on the subject, is based on the idea that our thoughts and feelings have the power to attract events and circumstances into our lives. The principle suggests that by focusing on positive or negative thoughts, one can bring positive or negative experiences. This concept emphasizes the power of the mind in shaping our reality, proposing that by aligning one's thoughts and emotions with desired outcomes, it's possible to manifest them into existence.
I have a friend who has a podcast and is almost maniacal about her space being clear. Before she works, the dishes have to be done and put away, everything on her desk has to be in its place, TVs and radios have to be turned off. She turns off her phone, locks her husband out of her office, andsays a grounding meditation before she can hit that record button.
She believes that we’re all vessels for ideas to manifest through and if the “line” a.k.a our mind, body, and spirit, are backed up and clogged with stuck energy or material stuff, it takes longer for those ideas to manifest into existence.
Create space in your life so you can invite your business to come through to you. If you have an idea that’s not moving forward, start cleaning up your physical space, mental space, emotional space, etc… create the space within you to let the idea live and move through. I find when my physical space is unorganized and chaotic, it’s merely a reflection of what’s going on inside my head.
Driving Force VS Lift Hill Moment
Understanding the distinction between your driving force and lift hill moments is key to navigating the entrepreneurial journey as each plays a vital role in your path to success. As mentioned, your driving force is essentially your core reason or 'why' behind your entrepreneurial endeavors. It's crucial in the realm of entrepreneurship because if your reason isn't compelling enough, you'll find it challenging to stay on course during tough times. This driving force acts like a seatbelt on a roller coaster – it's what keeps you securely in your seat, no matter how tumultuous the ride gets. If your primary motivation is something as transient as money, you may find it inadequate, as financial success can be unpredictable and fleeting.
So that’s the driving force. Your lift hill moment is a little different. These are, as it states in the name, moments that happen throughout your endeavors. Lift hill moments are those pivotal instances that infuse you with energy, inspiration, and momentum. They're comparable to the gradual climb of a roller coaster, where each 'click' signifies a step closer to the peak. These moments, often external, are critical in maintaining forward momentum in both personal and professional aspects of your life. 
My boyfriend is a high school physics teacher and offered an explanation from a physics perspective, which I found incredibly enlightening. He described how the highest point of a roller coaster represents the peak energy in the system. This is why the highest part of the ride is so crucial. It's designed to provide the roller coaster with enough momentum to propel it through the lower, more challenging sections of the track. Are you with me so far? This concept is not only a fundamental principle of physics but also serves as a powerful metaphor for understanding how we gather and use energy in various aspects of our lives.
While your driving force is what keeps you firmly buckled in, ready to face the rigors of the entrepreneurial journey, lift hill moments are those sparks of inspiration that propel you forward. These could be significant milestones, such as securing a pitch with prominent investors or closing your first big deal, or they can be as simple yet powerful as a supportive comment from a loved one. An encouraging word, like, "I can't wait for you to grow your business," can ignite a powerful surge of motivation.
It's important to note that lift hill moments don't always have to be grandiose events. They can be smaller, more personal experiences that provide a substantial boost to your motivation and drive. For instance, opting for a first-class flight could be a self-crafted lift hill moment. It's not just about the luxury but a reminder of the goals you're striving towards – a taste of the life you're working to achieve. This kind of moment serves as both a reward and a motivation, reinforcing your commitment to your entrepreneurial aspirations.
Let me share a personal lift hill moment that I crafted last year. I was returning from a conference in Austin, Texas, to Boston. While checking the airline app, I noticed an option to upgrade to first class for $91. It had been some time since I last flew first class, a common occurrence during my frequent travels with my previous business. Initially hesitant about the $91 cost, I soon realized this could be a pivotal lift hill moment for me – a chance to experience a glimpse of the future lifestyle I was working towards.
I decided to upgrade for the Austin to Chicago leg of my journey, enjoying the first-class experience. Then, for the Chicago to Boston segment, I was back in coach. This transition was enlightening for me. During my previous venture, KarmaBox, frequent first-class upgrades were a norm, and I relished that feeling. It's more than just about comfort for me, especially since at 6'3", coach seats are quite cramped. Being in first class symbolizes the lifestyle I am striving for.
This experience served as a moment of inspiration, motivating me to elevate my business to a level where first-class travel becomes a regular occurrence for me and my family. It was a self-created lift hill moment, reminding me of my aspirations and the heights I am aiming to reach. Returning to coach for the second part of the journey reinforced my desire to work towards a future where first class is not just a one-time luxury, but a standard part of my life.
If you're struggling to recall recent lift hill moments, it might be time to create your own. This could involve arranging a rejuvenating vacation, a weekend retreat, or even treating yourself to an experience that reflects the lifestyle you aspire to achieve. These self-created moments are vital for keeping your spirits high and giving you the energy to navigate through the challenges and joys of the entrepreneurial journey.
Take time to reflect on your lift hill moments. Write them down, think about them, and if none come to mind, it might be a sign to craft your own. Creating a lift hill moment can be a deliberate act of self-inspiration, a way to gather the energy and motivation needed to reach the top of your entrepreneurial roller coaster and maintain the momentum that you so richly deserve. These moments, big or small, serve as critical catalysts in your journey, fueling your drive and helping you stay aligned with your goals.
Does the Early Bird Really Get the Worm?
To set the stage for both my big driving force and lift hill moment, we must go back to my Starbucks days. Waking up at 3:30 in the morning during cold Boston winters to get to my store by 4:30 AM was brutal. That became my new driving force to re-launch the biz. I remember scraping ice off of my windshield during a frigid morning and saying to myself “this is so inhumane! What am I doing?! I only got four hours of sleep last night and now I have to go to work?!” It started to wear on me but Starbucks was a great company to work for and I truly learned a lot. My district manager believed in me and saw my potential. I was the youngest store manager in our district, in charge of a $1.5 million-dollar-a-year store. The idea of potentially growing at Starbucks was tempting. Great company, great benefits. The corporate carrot that companies dangle is often enticing for all of us.
Starbucks was great business training for me. They have systems and processes in place for virtually everything; from how food is displayed to how drinks are made. I learned about change management and dealing with change within an organization; I learned about P&Ls, keeping sales up and food costs low; projections and labor costs. I wanted KarmaBox to be like Starbucks – very systematic and process-based. I wanted people to think of KarmaBox when they thought about vending just like people thought about Starbucks when they thought about coffee.
I loved the Starbucks story too. I would tell the Howard Schulz story to every potential employee I interviewed, explaining how this CEO came from poverty and built Starbucks to what it is from a very simple vision. He didn’t have an Ivy League education or wealthy parents. He went to Michigan State University and got a communications degree. What made the difference was his burning desire to bring gourmet coffee to every city block in America. And he didn’t use his own money to launch Starbucks, which I thought was really cool.
Starbucks was one of the catalysts that reignited my dream of bringing KarmaBox to the world. The store I managed happened to be in an affluent neighborhood in Hingham, Massachusetts. It felt like things were looking up for me. Enough time had passed and I felt drawn to my business again.
The Most Personal Story I Could Tell
It wasn’t until I met Scott that the spark inside me got lit to really level up with my vending concept. My intention was to keep this book strictly business. I had no desire to share any personal details about my life for fear that I might be ridiculed or not taken seriously as an entrepreneur, or even worse, sensationalizing this part of my story. Then I realized that my personal struggles in life are strongly linked to my success as an entrepreneur and to leave them out of a book about crafting comebacks simply felt wrong. I used to think that I could compartmentalize and separate my business life from my personal life, but now I see there is no true separation at all. Entrepreneurship is a lifestyle, it’s an attitude, a mindset, it’s how you carry yourself in life.
Bringing up that Steve Jobs quote again for the gazillionth time, only in looking backwards can we connect the dots in our life and see where different aspects of our story intersect with one another to create the bigger picture. And this story is one of those dots in my journey. The tone in this book is about to shift a little bit and I just ask you to bear with me here. It’s an important part of my entrepreneurial journey that I need to share with you.
Just remembered to turn off editing directly; small changes made above from “stopping point” until here…
While I thought long and hard about leaving this section out, I decided to include it because it became a major pivot point for me in many ways and it was arguably one of my biggest comebacks. It shattered my self-image and ushered me into a new perspective and a new lease on life and in my business.
It gave me a reason to fall in love with WHY my business existed in the first place – and I believe you must have a deeply moving reason driving the existence of your business, as this serves as the foundation and springboard for everything you do to make your business successful. 
I’m honored to introduce my first biggest driving force: Scott.
The “C” Stood for Crystal
“What’s going on?  Do you even like me?” I demanded, heartbroken.
There was a long silence.
“A.J., I need help… I have a problem,” his voice trembled from the passenger’s seat.
This came out on the heels of my wanting to know why he was canceling plans on me yet again, for the umpteenth time. Scott and I had only been dating for three months at this point and for the last two, he regularly canceled our plans and often disappeared for days. Most people would have just dumped him and moved on, but for whatever reason, that’s just not how I’m programmed. I really liked him and was determined to make it work.
I once asked my sister, Meagan, what she thought about it and she said something like “Maybe he doesn’t like you. It happens all the time, married people who’ve been together for 20 years leave each other. You don’t think he might have changed his mind after a couple of months?” Meg is, hands down, one of the smartest people I know, who always gives me amazing advice. This time around, I didn’t want to hear it. 
Surely it was possible that he just wasn’t feeling it anymore, but I didn’t think he would change his mind so abruptly. There was something more between us. I cared deeply for Scott and I knew he cared for me. We genuinely enjoyed each other and always had a good time when we were together, so it didn’t make sense why he would disappear. And since we weren’t “official,” he didn’t owe me any explanation about why he’d be MIA for days. 
Earlier in our relationship Scott confessed that he had a drug problem insinuating that it was in the past, and as we got closer, it never occurred to me that his problem was actually a full-blown addiction that he was hiding from everyone. I was naïve; I knew nothing about the kinds of drugs that were out there and knew nothing about addiction. An alcoholic uncle didn’t prepare me for what was in store for me. I only knew what I saw on TV and those addicts always looked like, well, “crackheads.” 
“It starts with ‘C’,” he said, the first time he tried to tell me about his drug problem.  
We were on one of our first dates at The Fat Cat, an awesome restaurant in Quincy, Massachusetts.  
“Cocaine?” I asked quizzically.  
“No,” he said.
“Then what could it be?” I wondered.
I couldn’t think of any other drug that started with C, so I blew it off and we went back to discussing our astrological compatibility over dinner. And it wasn’t brought up again after that night. Later that same evening, he told me he got arrested once for being in the same car with a guy who had drugs on him. He was guilty by association, but that was all in the past. I didn’t think he still had a problem. He looked fine. He looked healthy. And I was in denial.
Scott was good at covering up his addiction. He was clean cut and well-dressed. He was respectable and responsible, and by all accounts, functioning as a well-rounded human being. He came from a close-knit family, had perfect credit, money saved up, and held a good paying job – a far cry from the downtrodden crystal meth addicts we hear about (yes, that was the “C” drug). He silently battled his addiction alone and succumbed to the power the drug held over him month after month, year after year, until he couldn’t take it any more.    
The Silent Battle
Scott was five or six years into playing around with crystal meth when we went on our first date. I remember the day we met so vividly because it was the day everything in my life changed course, unexpectedly. I was content to be single because if I didn’t have a boyfriend, I wouldn’t have to publicly address my sexuality. It was my defense mechanism to avoid a very uncomfortable part of my life.
I need to focus on myself. I need to build my business. I need to create my empire. Then I can find a man. It was a sad excuse to escape the reality of being gay. Deep down, I was a hot closeted mess.
On this particular sunny day, I went to my parent’s house for a quick visit but they weren’t home. To kill some time while I waited for them, I downloaded a gay hook-up app called Scruff. I was familiar with the other hook-up sites, Grindr and Manhunt, but figured I’d broaden my horizons a little, because hey, why not? You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know what the intended purpose of those sites are, and I won’t pretend that I was looking for anything else. I was horny and looking for a no-strings-attached hookup.
So, I wasn’t surprised when Scott messaged me. We exchanged a few pleasantries, some photos, and our phone numbers, and within a few minutes, agreed to meet up at the Starbucks down the road from his house. It was all happening so quickly and unexpectedly. Then I remembered I had promised my pregnant sister that I’d come by to help her with something, so I quickly changed my mind on our meeting. “I have to go help out my sister,”I messaged.
We had exchanged numbers by that point and a millisecond later, my phone rang. 
“Hey, what’s going on, A.J.?”
That voice. It was like a warm sunny day - it made me melt – and stopped me dead in my tracks. You could just tell he was so handsome by the sound of his smooth masculine voice. I felt my inner teenage girl tugging at my sleeve.
“Let’s just meet for 20 minutes at Starbucks in Norwood,” he proposed.
“I’ll be there in 15,” I said.
He arrived before I did and graciously bought our drinks. He’d asked what I wanted over text – an iced passion tea – and had it ready when I got there. He had a cool lime refresher.  
We sat outside on the patio and talked about anything and everything it seemed. He was easy to talk to and even easier on the eyes. I was taken by his eyes.
“You’re way more handsome in person than in your photos,” I said.
This is the ultimate compliment you can get from these hookup apps. It was true; his pictures didn’t do him justice. 
“I’m half Japanese, and the other half is Italian and Portuguese,” he said proudly. Wow, what a beautiful combo.
We stayed there longer than either one of us intended and that was the first time I met up with a fellow gay guy where there was mutual attraction and didn’t have sex. We didn’t even brush the subject. Instead, we talked about other things, some trivial but mostly things about our lives that the other person might find interesting or cool – like his brand new Subaru Legacy – he was so proud of that car.
I mentioned I went to college in Nova Scotia, and he said, “is that the school with the famous ring?” I was surprised he knew that little fun fact. It turned out a mutual friend also went to school there. 
“I have to go, my sister’s waiting for me,” I said as I looked at the time, reluctant to get up. 
After we parted ways, he sent me a sweet text: “It was nice to meet you, I hope we can do it again soon.”
I was happy and hopeful, yet completely unsure about where we were headed. I was so sideswiped by his charm and his down-to-earth demeanor, that I didn’t really know what hit me. I thought that if I could get a boyfriend like that, I would proudly show him off to the world. 
The following day, we met up after work for our first “official” date. We spent it rollerblading, popping Snap-Its on the sidewalk, and then had dinner at Texas Roadhouse. His childlike spirit was intoxicating. He was so fun, playful, and lighthearted. I remembered thinking to myself, he has such a beautiful soul. 
That same night we met up, I remember telling him about my business. He frequented Japan throughout his life so had a lot of exposure to the vending world. He showed me a clip on YouTube that had all of these cool vending machines; from ramen vending machines to dirty girl panty vending machines (it’s a real thing!). Since we were on the topic, I played him the segment of “Dragons’ Den” I was on. He was so impressed. It was at that moment I felt reignited to pursue KarmaBox. He seemed to believe in me more than I even did. 
Scott and I were on the same frequency in many ways and both agreed that we should try to make it work. We both believed that KarmaBox could be our ticket to living a life of financial freedom. We always talked about it and believed it together as a couple. 
Scott became my driving force to make the business work no matter what. I had someone to build a life with. I had a life partner and for the first time, I was deeply falling in love with someone. Nothing could get in the way of this newly found driving force. He kept me motivated. He kept me going. Every morning, I would wake up to a text from him at the very start of the day. I now had an even stronger reason to get on that roller coaster ride, and this time it was with a sidekick, a beautiful person who brought me joy. Scott gave me purpose and meaning to build my company.
Think about what is driving you. Maybe it’s to give your kids a good future, or to get out of the job that you dread and build your own life. Maybe it’s building a good life for you and your life partner or buying a nice home for your parents to retire in. Whatever it is, be aware of it. Think about it all the time. Find triggers to remind you of your driving force. For me it’s when I see “11:11” on the clock, which supposedly has a very spiritual meaning (but I really just use it as a trigger because I tend to see it frequently on the clock). Scott always made fun of me for that.
Don’t Let The Dream Die
As the months passed with Scott, he’d weave in and out of my life with his hidden addiction. Initially I’d forgive him right after he would come back, but as time went on, I started to get the feeling there was something else going on. We had plans for a RedBox movie night when he tried canceling on me for the gazillionth time and I just wasn’t having it any longer.
“I’m coming over,” I said, as I turned onto the road. 
“No, don’t,” he pleaded. 
“I am. We need to talk about this in person,” I insisted.
I drove to his house, which was only a few minutes down the road from my office in Norwood, Massachusetts. I often used my office as an excuse to see him, and would tell him I was going to be there even on days I wasn’t. And lets be real — at that point and time, I didn’t have a functioning business so there wasn’t an actual need to be at the office,. There was just something about having that physical space that made me feel more legitimate as an entrepreneur.
Still on the phone, I approached the house and I saw his Subaru  in the driveway.
“Are you in the car right now?” I asked.
“No! That’s you?!” he yelled.
I parked my car,got into his and insisted on driving to get the movie. We headed down to the RedBox at the supermarket, but this drive became the moment of truth.     
This is when I said, “what’s going on? Do you even like me?”
There was a long silence.
“A.J., I need help… I have a problem,”his voice trembled from the passenger’s seat.
We drove around for what seemed to be hours while he told me everything about his drug use. He had been using for five years. It started when he was 21 and was introduced to it by an older ex-boyfriend, he confessed.
He told me that they would do crystal meth before they went out partying. “I just couldn’t quit,” his voice cracked.
The truth came out during the car ride that December day in 2013. He told me everything about everything – the meth use, how he became an addict, why he was fired from his job, the random guys he would have sex with while he was high.
At the thought of that, my foot hit the accelerator as my feelings welled up.
“Whoa! BABE! Slow down, you almost hit that guy!” He wasn’t wrong.
I was angry, jealous even, that he was having sex with other guys while he was withholding his intimacy from me. “It’s just sex,” he would say. “It never meant anything to me. Our relationship means so much more to me.”
He was right. Our relationship did mean something more and sex is really just sex to a lot of guys.. The reality is, most of my encounters with men up until meeting Scott was “just sex” and nothing more. I rarely ever saw the guy again. With Scott, it was different. It was the first time I felt a deep connection to someone and the first time I actually felt proud to be gay.
For a long time, I told myself that I would come out when I met someone I loved. It was my defense mechanism of postponing the dreaded, “I’m gay” spiel I knew would eventually have to come up. At this point, I was 25 years old and hadn’t been in a serious relationship ever except for one guy I dated for six months before I met Scott, and that was far from serious. He ended up dumping me because I was closeted (though we remain friends to this day).  
I’m sure people in my life had questions about it, but it was nobody’s business who I had sex with anyways, so why shine a big fat light on it? Being closeted was definitely taking a toll on my mental health and well-being. I remember thinking: I would love to introduce Scott to my family; except, I hadn’t come out to anyone but my sister and some close friends at that point.  I was still struggling with the whole being gay thing. 
They say that an addict needs to want to help themself if they ever want to get better. And Scott truly wanted help. He was scared of living the life of an addict. 
“What do we have to do? What’s next? I can help you. I want to help you,” I said. In a weird way, I was looking forward to the challenge. The silence oscillated between our eyes. 
“Okay,” he said, finally.
He grabbed my phone and typed something into it. He’d set our anniversary date as a yearly reminder and that moment was when we officially became boyfriends. It’s still in my iPhone calendar as “A.J. and Scott’s Anniversary” with a subheading of “Meet up at least!!!”
That was also the moment his addiction became mine. Scott and I officially became life partners that night and it was the most amazing feeling of my life. Little did I know what I was in for.  
I spent the next few weeks researching and gathering as much information from as many resources as possible. Scott was now officially my boyfriend and at the time it was so exciting, but little did I know how hard it was going to be for the both of us. This began our fight together to get Scott to kick his crystal meth addiction.
The more I learned about the drug, the more reassured I was that we would be able to get him off of it. It was doable. There were so many people who got off of it and stayed off of it, according to many of the forums I had read until the wee hours of the night. Maybe this was my delusional optimism but I knew we could make this work. Scott had such an amazing group of people in his life who loved and supported him — that helped reassure me that he could get clean. 
I was hopeful and it became my duty to help him through this challenge. I think as entrepreneurs, we like to solve problems, that’s what we do at the core. That’s the most fundamental part of entrepreneurship; providing solutions for people’s problems. I suppose there was just something about chaos that I gravitated to, something I’m actively working on with my therapist.
That day in the car was an incredible moment in our lives together. It was the first time, I believe, that Scott was 100% open and honest to someone he loved about his addiction, so I saw it as a very positive step forward. It was the first time he felt completely accepted for who he was. We all have our vices. He had all of this baggage that I was willing to help him deal with. And for the first time, he got to show someone who he truly was, and I still stayed. 
I was proud to be his man despite his disgusting addiction to meth. I noticed Scott had many friends with whom he was no longer associated and it all made perfect sense. It was another red flag, but yet again, I ignored it because I was blinded by love. I don’t blame his friends for walking away from their relationship. It’s hard being friends with an addict. 
I stayed in Scott’s life because it was true love. It was the only thing that kept us together and it was beautiful. It was my persistence that kept me around him and I genuinely looked forward to a long-lasting relationship with this man once he could get clean. That persistence has been such a blessing in my life, it’s helped me in so many ways. So there we were, facing our first major obstacle – together.
He was in the fight for his life and I would be in for a roller coaster ride of loving an addict.
Skinny Vanilla Latte Guy
At this juncture, my business was on the back burner. I was working as a manager at Starbucks and now had to also manage my boyfriend’s drug addiction. Looking back on it all, what the heck was I thinking? I wondered what was going on in my life that caused me to have such low self-esteem to stay in a relationship with a meth addict. I could have easily and understandably just walked out early on. It was my love for Scott that kept me going. 
Anyway, it was too much to manage between Starbucks and Scott. I was grateful for Starbucks because it served as a bankroll, albeit a small one, for me to invest in keeping my business alive.
Prior to meeting Scott, I had moved my vending business’s headquarters to an old-school industrial park in Norwood, Massachusetts. I eventually rented a small space on the top floor of an old factory. I smoked weed in my office — that’s the type of place it was. Prior to this move, my vending machines had been sitting in a storage unit for weeks. The business became out-of-sight-out-of-mind that way. 

Even though I planned my business down to the last detail, unexpected roadblocks still hit me hard. Here’s how you can prepare for the unexpected: create a ‘Plan B Protocol.’ For every major business decision, write down a worst-case scenario and two backup plans. If Plan A hits a snag, you’ll be prepared to pivot quickly without panicking.
I needed this new space for KarmaBox to continue to exist — or happen — even if it was only to exist as a dream. Remember what I said earlier about taking steps to push yourself forward in the right direction? Well, this was a step that I needed to take. I needed an office to help legitimize my business. It was more psychological than ever. Today, with remote work being the norm for entrepreneurs, I think that idea is now a moot point.
At this point iIt had been over five years since I launched the business from my college dorm in Nova Scotia. The fact that we were now in a rental space that was closer to home, and to Scott, motivated me to keep going. It was just another lift hill moment on the ride. I was still committed to making the business work no matter how many lattes I had to make at Starbucks.
That Starbucks conversation was a wake-up call: opportunities show up when you least expect them. Here’s how you can prepare for those moments: Always have an ‘Opportunity File’—a running list of people you meet, skills you have, and ideas you’re working on. When a surprise chance comes up, you’ll be ready to leverage your assets. This preparation separates successful comebacks from missed chances.
The funny thing is, even as I was making lattes, I still believed I was an entrepreneur. I told people with absolute conviction about my healthy vending empire that was coming soon. Sure, “Dragons’ Den” may have been my 15 seconds of fame and I certainly didn’t let it fade away. It was still my moment to shine.
When you have another person enrolled in your dream,it becomes a shared journey. You have more confidence and purpose for the pursuit. It becomes believable times two… You get so enthusiastic, you want to share it with other people. My dream was to build a healthy vending empire and Scott was totally on board with that and believed I could do it. When you have the support system and keep that dream alive, it gives you more confidence to keep going. You then become in a different elevated space to spread the idea to others.
There was an internal shift that happened inside me when Scott enrolled in my dream. He held that vision for himself, too, so the vision itself became stronger. Our energetic frequencies were propelling the idea forward and I didn’t even realize it at the time.
Scott used to tell me to quit Starbucks and pursue KarmaBox full-time. He would say that he would take care of us financially until the biz got started, but I wasn’t counting on that, especially given the fact that he lost his job.
Even though I was working at a $50,000 a year job, I knew it was temporary. I realized I was truly an entrepreneur because I finally had a reason why the success of business was so important. It no longer was just about me. “Create something bigger than yourself” is a cliché but a very relevant and powerful one. In the beginning, you might not want to share all of your ideas until they are completely validated and you are 100% ready to go into it. But ideas are a dime a dozen, so share away. It’s the execution of ideas, the action and steps you take, that truly matter. Most people are missing that part.
I created a possibility that wasn’t even there. That’s what entrepreneurs do. They share visions and create possibilities for people to join them on the ride. When you have more people on the roller coaster, it’s a lot more fun, right? When you envision the roller coaster with just two people in the front seat, it looks like a sad rollercoaster indeed. 
But when you have partners, collaborators, teammates, they all fill the seats on the journey. And that sparks something.
When I was pouring coffee for a living, I still saw myself as the CEO of KarmaBox and spoke it into existence at every opportunity. The store I managed was in an affluent neighborhood where businessmen and women came in by the droves. And as the manager, I was sort of like the mayor of the store. It was during this time that I got to know my customers and when I had the chance, would talk about business, not necessarily about my business, but about business in general.
I struck up a friendship with a guy named Cameron and in passing, told him about my business and my plans for it. I was impassioned with enthusiasm and even told him about my failed “Dragons’ Den” experience and how I was working this job to fund my business.
One day after this conversation, Cameron came into the store and said “A.J. MacQuarrie — future billionaire.” I stopped for a second and took it all in. Those simple words reignited me, it fueled my passion. Here I was working at Starbucks and this successful guy believed that I could actually be a billionaire. He would always order two venti skinny vanilla lattes, which at that time at least, was a beverage that mostly women ordered. (Sorry to be sexist and/or stereotypical here, but it was somewhat of a “girly drink.” He always told us that they were for his wife. One day, though, I saw him take a sip and I knew the truth!)
I suggested we get together some time to talk about business, and he liked that idea very much. So we started meeting regularly and I would present him with evidence that the business would work. He originally wanted to buy vending machines to place in his investment properties in Boston. I wasn’t ready for that. Instead, I proposed that he become an investor in exchange for equity. I’d print out graphs and data using the printer at my store and say, “Look, this is proof that this is a great idea. It’s a no-brainer, this is why you should invest.”
That’s your job when you’re an entrepreneur; you have to convince people to get on board with your idea. When I was in college, I remember meeting people who could contribute value to my idea and make it better. I met a an Earth Science major who was passionate about the environment and I asked him, “how do I make these vending machines more green and eco-friendly?” 
I asked the jacked guy at the gym, Fred, “how do we make the snack offerings more nutritious?” and he would tell me, “this is the type of shit you should put in there”. 
This was valuable information that I got for free by simply asking people who knew the things I wanted to know, but didn’t know.
I had to convince Cameron that this idea was solid and workable.
After a few conversations, he made me a generous offer that was completely unexpected.. He invested $20,000.
I was flabbergasted. I sat there with my mouth open while my mind fumbled for the right words to say. Of course I accepted and, in that moment, I was forced to pivot once again.  
I was given two options: 1) quit my job, take the $20K, and focus all of my energy on building the business, or; 2) play it safe, stay in my job, and work my business part time.
“Play. It. Safe.” crossed my mind. Every fiber of my being was afraid of letting go of the safety net that had been keeping me afloat, but I knew that the longer I stayed in this job, the longer it would take to get my business fully off the ground.
And I was still scared.
I was scared of what would happen to me if I failed. Again. I was scared that I wouldn’t be able to pay my bills and give Scott the life I promised him. I was scared my friends would think I was crazy, the way they did when I left college to start this business the first time. I was scared of the unknown – what would happen IF I didn’t make all the right choices this time around? Maybe I was that cockroach that was going to get crushed, like Kevin O’Leary said to me. This was all a very negative mindset, we all go through, you just have to make sure you snap out of it. 
There was a lot at stake and a lot for me to lose. I could fall flat on my face and have to start all over… AGAIN.  But the alternative of being chained to one location and playing by someone else’s rules didn’t appeal to me any longer.  
With Cameron’s investment and a renewed sense of confidence and passion for my business, I decided to leave Starbucks and dedicated myself to my business full-time. This became a whole new lift hill moment that truly was a game-changer to help me get up to the top.
It was a huge leap of faith, but after talking it over with Scott, it was decided that this was the best option for us and he was on board 100%. The benefit of getting an angel investment is if it works out, no harm no foul. It’s a risk taken by the donor. The leap was also softened by Scott’s undying support.
Given all of the research I’d done on the vending industry over the years, I was confident that what I had would work. Since I took that fateful leap, I’ve discovered that my own fears never came to fruition until years later and has spawned a game I play with myself every day.  
I regularly take small risks or chances on things like making small bets with friends even though I know I could lose. Or parking at a meter that is expired, if I have to run into a store real quick. That one I actually stopped doing after thousands of dollars in parking fines over the years in Southern California. 
I lose those small risks frequently but that’s okay and I find the more I get used to losing, the better I become at winning. Risk-taking is like a muscle that you should workout regularly if you want to be a successful entrepreneur. The more you work that muscle, the less scary risks become. 
This has enabled me to continually practice reframing my fears, and moving myself from a spectator to a player of this game called business. 
By not giving in to the false expectations appearing real, you’re holding yourself accountable to your results by moving into action. And when you are in action, and have gotten to the other side of your fear, you’ll realize that none of the things you were afraid of were ever a real threat to your safety or success. We often build things up in our heads to be way scarier than they actually are. Like me writing this book, for instance. 
Starting up the Rocket Launcher
When I finally quit Starbucks, I decided to take a part-time job waiting tables at Fleming’s Steakhouse in Boston. My aunt, who worked there since it opened, hooked me up and got me the gig.I was not qualified to be a fine-dining server by any means, having just worked at Olive Garden, Bertucci’s (an Italian chain in the Northeast), and Applebees. As a quick side note, I highly recommend the restaurant business to anyone considering quitting their day jobs to pursue entrepreneurship. It’s super flexible and your days are usually freed up. I felt a new surge of energy run through the business after being freed from the coffee chain. It resuscitated my almost dying business with a new life.  
Like many of us, I was held back by my full-time job so getting out of there and working nights at a restaurant was the ultimate game-changer. Then hiring someone made it even more real. The first person I hired was my friend Adam to make sales calls for me while I was working at Starbucks.
Soon after, I hired another friend, Dan, to join him and asked my sister to be their supervisor.  I felt like since they were my buddies, having another person help manage them was a good idea. I put any extra money I had into advertising online, so when leads came in, the guys would call on them and try to pass them through the sales funnel, initially starting with a qualification call, then setting them up for me to close them. After a few months, it proved to be disastrous. I didn’t have the proper systems in place, not to mention the fact that I hired my friends, which can be a big mistake (I have mixed feelings on this). 
My sister was a huge help during all of this and I feel like she deserves a shout out for being so awesome. She helped me manage the business while being a mother with 2 infants! She quickly picked up on some major redflags happening on the sales team. 
She pointed out that the guys' call volume was really low. She insisted that I talk to them about it. They were averaging 24 calls a day, which was bad considering they were mostly leaving voicemails.
“What do you mean they’re only making 24 calls a day? That can’t be right.” I said. 
She had the report right there.
I poured over the call volume spreadsheet over and over not believing what I was seeing. There it was, 24 calls in an eight-hour period. How could I miss this? I was crestfallen and livid and frustrated, more with myself, than with them. Time, money, and energy had been wasted and it put me back to square one. This was my first major setback with managing employees. 
Going back to square one happens quite often in the beginning stages of any business, and the beginning is where many pitfalls and pivots tend to happen, so true to form, I called the guys in to discuss this lingering problem. 
The guys and I came to a mutual agreement that if things didn’t improve, we were all better off as friends. Eventually, we parted ways, amicably, and I went back to work, splitting my time between my job and my business. 
Meanwhile, things with Scott were still hot and cold. He was trying hard to kick his addiction and get clean, but it was an emotional roller coaster for the both of us. He’d stay clean for a month or two, and would then relapse. 
The Intervention
Scott and I celebrated the Fourth of July at his family’s house with a bunch of people from around town. The evening was warm and I was chatting with a friend when Scott got up to use his phone. I glanced over, he looked at me and smiled, and I didn’t think much of it. He was on a clean streak and was doing really well, so I thought that I had no reason to be suspicious or on alert. We were all having a good time, but as the fire started winding down in the pit, so did the crowd.
“We’re all going over to Mike’s, babe.” Scott said. 
“I think I’m gonna go to bed. Come with me.” I said unconvincingly. 
He said something like “it’s Fourth of July. I won’t be home late.”
That night, I went to bed feeling good about where we were. As I said, Scott was clean, we were doing great, the restaurant gig was going smoothly, and my business still… existed. All was good in the world.
But that would come crumbling down in a matter of hours.
A little after midnight, I awoke to Scott fumbling through our bedroom door. As soon as my eyes came into focus, I immediately knew something wasn’t right. We chatted for a bit and it became clear that something was up.
“Scott, did you do drugs?”
“Yeah, I did cocaine.”
I didn’t know what to say. I rolled over in bed and must have shut the whole thing out and fell asleep. I was disappointed, but it was better than him doing meth, I reasoned with myself.. I woke up the next morning to a text from Scott saying he was at the gym. Scott never went to the gym that early, so I found myself driving around the parking lot looking for his car. I know this seems like I was a crazy boyfriend but you won’t understand unless you’ve dated an addict yourself. He was nowhere to be found. I left the lot and dialed Scott, but just to be sure, I turned around and went back to check for his car one more time.
“Hey, where are you?” I said on the phone.
He said that he was on his way to Dorchester and that his friend’s mom died.
A rush of suspicion came over me when I heard Scott say this. I could hear the feigning in his voice. There was a quiet desperation in his words, as if he was pleading with me not to press him any harder.
“Whose mom died?”
“My friend, you don’t know him.”
“Okay and you’re going to Dorchester? Right now? It’s seven o’clock in the morning, please, turn around.” There was a long silence.
“Scott, where are you really going?”
“DORCHESTER.”
“Tell me where you’re at, let me come get you. Please, Scott.”
“No.”
The line went quiet. 
It turned out he didn’t do cocaine but rather meth with some sketchball, one of his meth buddies I guess. No matter how hard you try, you always think that you can try harder, be better, do more… but, the harder you try, the less effective you can become. I learned this especially while being with an addict.
I struggled with this daily. As I said before, Scott’s addiction became mine and it was really an unhealthy place to be in. Every day presented a new battle, mostly with myself, on where to spend my already stretched-too-thin energy. What kept me going with Scott was the idea that we would get through this together and have a beautiful life with each other. I truly believed that he could be free of his addiction and that we could be happy.
We had glimpses of it when he was sober and one such time was when we spent a short vacation in Florida just a few months earlier.
John, Scott’s older brother, lived in Orlando with his fiancé. On our visit, we spent time with them, and what struck me the most about our time was how genuinely happy he was. Scott loved being in Florida; he was a completely different person when he was there. He was that lighthearted playful guy I fell in love with. 
This was my first time in Florida and we both talked about how crazy it was that we lived in the frigidly cold city of Boston. It was on this trip that we decided Florida would be the next step on our journey together, but we’d have to weather a few more storms before we made the move.
Scott was still deeply entrenched in his addiction, even though the length of time between each relapse got longer. We were making headway, but we were also struggling to find our way. I wish I knew more deeply what Scott was dealing with inside himself - why he turned to drugs to ease his suffering. I know he had issues with the whole gay thing his entire life. He also mentioned being teased in school as a child for being Asian being called “chink” by trashy classmates.
I was struggling to find a purposeful path in my own life. I was being pulled in so many directions all at once, I felt as though I was in constant limbo. And at the present moment, I was being pulled back into dealing with my boyfriend’s drug problem.  
Back to July 5 the entire day passed and there was still no word from Scott who said he was going to Dorchester to see his friend whose mom died. I spent the day running scenarios in my mind – where he was, who he was with, how many times he shot up, if he was high at this very moment, if he was driving around high, if he got pulled over and if he was in jail or, worse yet, if he was hurt, or dead. 
I was restless and as every hour passed, the worry grew heavy in my heart and my mind.  Day 2 came and went and I debated whether I should go back over to his parents’ house to see if they’d heard from him but I wasn’t sure if they knew that Scott and I were boyfriends. I’m sure they had their sneaking suspicion as I spent many nights sleeping over. 
I fell into a hopeless desperation waiting to hear from him. The worry ate away at any semblance of peace I had. I almost wanted to call the hospitals and police to see if he’d been injured or arrested.
On the third day, my worry turned into full-blown fear. He hadn’t texted or called and I was still completely in the dark. Part of me wanted to throw in the towel but the other part of me fought for us. I ended up driving to Scott’s house one night just to see if he was alive. It’s the classic internal dilemma of a Gemini and at the end of the day, I trekked my ass up the hill on the side of his house, just to see if his car was there. I HAD to make sure, for my own peace of mind, that he was okay. But there was no car, no sign of Scott, and no communication in three days. I was about to lose my shit, so I said fuck it, and decided to go to his parent’s house the next day.
I drove straight from my office, if you can even call it that, to the house and nervously knocked on the door. His mom, Kumi, answered and our worried eyes met.
“Have you heard from Scott?” I asked, bracing myself for the answer. She said that he texted her earlier that day.
“Thank God. Kumi, I think Scott’s doing bad stuff again.”
“Yeah, I know… Come in.”
A few minutes later, Scott’s dad came home. We all sat down in the kitchen in an awkward silence for a moment, waiting for the other to break the hush.
“I think Scott has a problem,”I started. 
While they suspected Scott was up to no good, they didn’t know the details or the severity of the situation. 
“He does meth… Look, I really care about Scott,”I said, alluding to the nature of our relationship, “and I want to help him get better.”
His dad and mom were the sweetest people. We ended up talking for a while, and his dad even was curious about the “gay thing” wondering “how does the gay thing work?”
“You know how you see a girl and think she’s pretty? Well, we see guys and get that same feeling,” I quipped back. 
We talked for a while and by the end of our conversation, it became clear to me that the next step in helping Scott was to do an intervention. It was a gamble, but worth a try and his parents were willing to get behind it. We were all very concerned about Scott and wanted the same thing in the end. 
“I’ll cook dinner for all of us and we’ll all sit and talk. Scott’s friend Billy will be able to help us,” I said with assurance. I left their home feeling relieved and hopeful about Scott’s future. This intervention would be a giant leap in the right direction, if Scott were receptive to it.
I’m sharing this story about Scott in so much detail because it not only demonstrates the repeated setbacks that we kept going through together as a couple each time he used meth. It disrupted my days so much that sometimes Scott’s drug use was my main focal point of the day, with constant worry, anxiety, and fear pumping through my veins.
As entrepreneurs, we often get addicted to the roller coaster ride, constantly craving and searching for those highs. The chaos of my relationship with Scott was probably something that I also secretly enjoyed. It was something that kept me busy. It made me feel useful and important to Scott, as well.
Think back to a time when you had an "aha" moment that led to positive change in your life or business. How did you act on that moment? What lessons can you carry forward to help you spot new opportunities?







Chapter 4 Workbook Activity:
· Spot the Problem, Create the Solution:
· Exercise: Write down five common problems you notice in your work or life. Brainstorm a possible solution for each.
· Problem #1: ______________
· Solution: ______________
· Problem #2: ______________
· Solution: ______________
· Problem #3: ______________
· Solution: _______________
· Problem #4: ______________
· Solution: _______________
· Problem #5: ______________
· Start a Business Notebook:
· Action Step: Begin a journal where you document ideas, gaps in the market, and possible solutions. Review it weekly.
· Journal Entry: ______________
· Take One Step Towards Your Lift Hill Moment:
· Action Step: Choose a problem you’re passionate about. Spend 30 minutes researching its potential as a business opportunity.
· Problem: ______________
· Research Insights: ______________
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“If your heart is broken, make art with the pieces.” 
― SHANE KOYCZAN 


S
cott eventually reemerged from his three-day binge and I came clean about letting the cat out of the bag.
“Your parents know everything. They know you’re gay,” I said nonchalantly. “Oh, and by the way, I’m making all of us dinner. Billy and Dan will be there too.”
Billy was Scott’s best friend and someone who knew all too well the impact that addiction has on the people in an addict’s life. He was in recovery himself and was integral to Scott’s recovery. Billy turned his life around and got his PhD from a top school in the country, which truly inspired Scott. Without his fierce support, I didn’t think the intervention would have been a success.
The night of the intervention, I made chicken Parmesan. It was really the only thing I knew how to make. All six of us sat around the dinner table making small conversation until I picked up the baton and decided to shift the conversation to Scott’s drug problem.  
“Scott, we’re all here because we love you and want to help you get better,”I started. “I was really scared when I didn’t hear from you. When you were gone, I drove myself crazy thinking that something bad happened to you.”
“Why do you do it?” his mom gently chimed in. 
Scott withdrew into himself for a few minutes and shifted in his chair. 
He told us everything he kept bottled up and one by one we all shared what he meant to us.  Everyone’s emotions were running high and there was a sense of healing that permeated the room. This was the first time his addiction was out in the open. Scott seemed to purge all of his demons that night and we all accepted him as he was. We all felt the burden in his heart being released with his vulnerability and by the end of dinner, I could tell he had turned a corner and saw the hopefulness return in his eyes.  
After everyone left, he got up and left the room then returned a few minutes later holding a LifeSavers tin.
“Take it,” he said, shoving it into my hands, “that’s all of it.”
I opened up the tin and saw a bag of crystal meth and needles bundled up inside. It was the first time I’d ever seen the drug that wielded so much power over Scott and subsequently me, for that matter. This gesture reaffirmed our relationship, he trusted me to be there for him and it was something I didn’t take lightly. 
“Where’s your phone? You should change your number and get a new phone.”
Without hesitation, he gave it to me. A week later, I moved in and the next chapter of our lives started with a clean slate. 
In the weeks after the intervention, life was looking up for the both of us. The light in Scott’s eyes returned and he was back on track to getting healthy.  During this time, we talked about our future; we talked about getting married, starting a family, and his life as a stay at home dad – something that we both wanted. He really wanted a surrogate to carry our baby. 
“Do you know how much a surrogate costs? And you want two kids?” I said.
“We’re going to be rich, so why does it matter?” he quipped.  “Hurry up and make your business work.”
I loved how much Scott believed in me – even when my business seemed like it was on its last leg. He was there to witness my struggles and all of the late nights I put in calling all of my leads and getting nowhere. We believed in each other when we didn’t yet believe in ourselves: he to stay clean and me to make my business successful. These conversations about our future became fuel pushing me forward.
A Blow To The Heart
Scott and I were together for almost a year at this point when he and I were headed out to his cousin’s 16th birthday party. There were a few moments of him slipping with drugs, and I’d be lying if I told you it didn’t have a tremendous impact on our relationship. We were both invested heavily in making things work.
Before we left for his cousin's house, his phone rang. It was his aunt who was like another mother to him in many ways. 
My eyes followed him and saw his face go white, suddenly serious. I shrugged at him, what? 
“Babe, what’s wrong?” I pressed. 
“John’s having trouble breathing,”he said sharply, pacing around while trying to calm his aunt down.
The first thing I thought was “fuck, he’s gotta stop smoking that synthetic shit.” I called his fiancé, Nalini, to see what was going on. Nalini was Scott’s soon to be sister-in-law, who had to know first hand what was going on.  
“Nalini, what’s going on?” I asked. 
“The ambulance took him, he’s having trouble breathing, he was having trouble breathing.”, she sobbed.
“Nalini, tell John to stop smoking that shit,” I said referring to the synthetic marijuana he smoked. “Call us and keep us posted, okay.”
At the end of our call with Nalini, we were left with a sense that everything was going to be okay. John was getting medical attention so we went to the party and tried to join in the day’s festivities.
His entire family was there celebrating his cousin’s 16th birthday party. His mother stayed behind. People were hanging around the pool and inside talking around the food table. We were enjoying ourselves and chatting with some people outside in the backyard, when Scott’s phone rang and he stepped away to take the call. 
John and Scott had recently started to grow closer. John lived in Florida and was one of the reasons why Scott and I visited him together a couple of times. Their bond was getting stronger and Scott looked up to his older brother. John had a successful career as an air traffic controller, a beautiful home, was engaged to his best friend, and was a healthy well-rounded individual. Like most people, he had his vices, which happened to be synthetic marijuana (also known as “K2” or “spice.”)
Synthetic marijuana is a synthetic drug that mimics the effects of cannabis. It was a popular and legal way for people to get high without any traces of it staying in the system. John had been smoking it regularly for over two years and since it was so new to the scene, there wasn’t much evidence of the effects it had on people. We were highly suspicious that this was why John was now in the hospital because of the simple fact that it was sprayed with chemicals. Other than this habit, John was a healthy, active young man.  
I looked over at Scott and could see that something was terribly wrong. It was a short call and his face was now blank.
“What is it?” I mouthed. 
“John died,” he whispered.
“WHAT?” 
“John DIED,” he said, in shock.
“Let’s go. I’ll drive.”
We shot out of the party without a word to anyone but our panic was noticed by all. One of his cousins saw us and followed us out to the front yard. 
“What’s going on?!” she hollered on her way toward us.
“I don’t know if I can tell you,” said Scott. 
“WHAT?!” she demanded. 
“It’s… it’s John. It’s fatal,” he said, shaking.
The drive to Scott’s house seemed to stretch into eternity. His nerves were tapping at his feet and my foot was pressed all the way down on the pedal. The shock of John’s death still gripped us and we were left wondering what happened in the moments that passed between those two calls. One minute we thought he’d be okay, he was still breathing and the next minute, he was gone.
“I want you to come to Florida with me,” he quivered, reaching for my hand.
“You should go and be with your family, babe. I’ll stay here and take care of the house.”
While Scott and his parents were in Florida handling the logistics of getting Jim’s body back to Boston for the funeral, his younger brother, Dan, and I poured our grief into getting the house ready for the service. We finished painting the house, a project Scott and I started a couple of weeks before; and rearranged the furniture to accommodate the guests.
In the days and months after John’s passing, Scott got closer to his family and pulled me in closer too. His brother’s death was his own wake up call. He never did meth again, but he smoked pot to help curb his withdrawals from the hard drug.
Scott felt an immense amount of pressure to now stay clean, not let anyone in the family down, and become the oldest son. He stayed clean and seemed to handle things very well. We were both making huge strides toward our own goals and I was proud of us, and the direction our life was going. We often stayed up late talking about our plans and one of those things was about getting a dog together. It would be our way of practicing taking care of another living thing to prepare us for life with our children – a small step into making our future more concrete.
One day, out of the blue, I got an email from Scott with a link. I found our dog, it said, and when I went to the site, I saw the ball of scruff that would become our first “baby.”  Can we get him, babe?  he wrote. The moment I saw this puppy’s face, I knew right away he would be ours. Okay, but only if you promise to help take care of him, I replied. DEAL!
“Let’s call him Barrett.” Scott chose this name from some cartoon character with big muscles and, I think, a gun. 
Our life was on an upswing despite the tragedy of John’s death. With our new puppy, we officially started our family, but life has a way to remind you how quickly things can change. Sometimes pivotal moments come from an active choice, other times, it comes as random facts of life.
The Sunshine State
In December 2014, just a few months after John’s passing, Scott returned from a Christmas visit from Florida with his plan for us to move there. He went with his parents to take care of business down there with John’s house and whatnot. That was the thing with Scott, once he made up his mind about wanting something, he always had a plan to make it happen. I guess we were both similar in that way. 
We had planned on moving to Florida earlier that year so I was excited about the idea. I was thinking we should move towards the end of February but we decided to do it a little earlier. We could pack my car with some of our stuff, drive it down, spend the night, fly back, and when it’s time, we can load up his car and drive down together with Barrett.  
His mentality was this: We’ll have some privacy, we get to live in Florida, and his parents are going to need help paying for the mortgage they just inherited, so we could rent the house for super cheap, and… we can start fresh… together. 
At that point in our lives, we had nothing to lose and everything to gain. I had quit Starbucks months prior and went full force into KarmaBox. We just started getting a few operators but there were still a bunch of question marks in the air with that. My employees, Adam and Dan, I ended up letting go. Really, nothing was keeping me in Boston, so we started planning out every detail of our first trip down. I mapped out our route and where we would stop for gas and food and to sleep. We had something exciting to look forward to together and I knew everything was going to be okay. It felt great to be back into planning mode with Scott. This could be another lift hill moment, I thought.
By the end of December of 2014, I finally had my first break through in my business. I had four new operators and an investor, and things started to look up on all fronts. Our plan to move was in full motion and we picked a date to do the first drive toward the end of January, after I got back from my business trip in Dallas. I was visiting one of our operators there.
We decided to extend our stay down in Florida a week longer so we could hang out and enjoy the sunshine. It was such an exciting time for us, and for me personally. My business was finally gaining traction despite there being some lingering uncertainty, and I knew I had to focus on keeping the momentum going, although at times I did have doubts that it wouldn’t work. I was also traveling for business for the first time in my life, which made me feel like a professional businessman. 
In Dallas, I realized that I had to stop smoking marijuana, so I could focus all of my energy on my business. I hadn’t smoked in a few weeks. Prior to that, I was getting stoned with Scott every day. I decided to break the news to Scott over FaceTime. He had just been saying that he was holding me back with all of the weed smoking that we did together. 
“Babe, I’m gonna stop smoking weed for a while. I need to focus on my business. Can you support that?” 
“A.J., I actually like you better when you’re not smoking weed,” he joked. 
“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?!”
He said something like, “it means there is more for me! Hurry up and come home babe. I miss you. Barrett misses you,” he said while holding Barrett up to the camera.
It was moments like these that I fell even more in love with Scott. He was always sassy and fun-loving and supportive, no matter what he might have been feeling inside. On the outside, he seemed very happy and in a good place. But I know deep down inside, he was fighting the demons of his addiction. He had a way of making me feel loved, wanted, and part of something bigger than myself. He was always right about us, that our relationship meant more.
I remember being in the Dallas airport waiting for my flight back to Boston when I noticed a Hands-On CPR Training Kiosk. I had never seen one of those in my life and thought it was really interesting. I mean what are the chances of me needing to know this in the first place? Still, I got to practice CPR on a dummy and refresh what I had already learned years before in the Police Explorers program in my hometown. 
By the time I got home from my trip, he’d already packed up mostly everything we would be taking with us on our first trip down. 
It was Jan. 29, 2015, the day we left for Florida. It was frigid that morning, which reminded me that Florida was going to be a good move. That winter was actually a recording-breaking year in Boston with snowfall. I remember the road banks were so high with snow that you had to inch your way out in the middle of the road just to see if cars were coming.
I loaded up the car while he was upstairs packing up a few last-minute items. 
Scott came down sporting gray sweats and a sweatshirt. His hair was swept up in a wave and his face was beaming like the sun. This was a big moment for us and we smiled knowingly at each other. 
We went downstairs to hang with his mom for a bit. “Scott, you take care of yourself, okay. I can’t lose another son,” she said.
His response is something I’ll never forget. He said, “I’m not afraid to die.”
What a strange thing to say, I thought to myself, but in the excitement of our new adventure, I didn’t think anymore about it. People say strange things all the time. Plus, what are the chances that she’d lose two sons? 
We both gave his mom a hug and a kiss and drove away. We left Barrett with them because our car was so packed. The plan was to bring him down on the second and final drive. 
I drove while he played DJ. His mood was light and so was mine. We loved talking about our future and the length of this trip was a good stretch to talk about it in detail. We talked about if for some reason the business doesn’t work out, we could sell real estate together and call ourselves Gay-Tor Realty. 
It was a play on words with the whole alligator theme in Florida. I winked at him and we busted up in hysterics. He was so relaxed that day. He had his feet up on the dash, the back of his seat reclined (as far as it could go with all of our stuff), and he smoked his weed with not a care in the world. But he was smoking so much of it, something I noticed since I wasn’t partaking in the activity with him.
Scott had mentioned a few weeks before that he would be okay adopting a baby. Up until that point, he only wanted a surrogacy, which is extremely expensive. I asked him why he changed his mind all of a sudden during this ride. “Since we got Barrett, I realized that he’s our baby. He didn’t come from us and I love him so much. I could love an adopted baby the same way.” 
“Do you want a boy or a girl first?” I asked.
“Ooooh, let’s have a boy.”
We went on talking about our future family and who we would invite to our wedding and, as the list grew, I knew I had to step up my business game to have our dream wedding. He wanted the best of everything and he deserved it. We were in traffic and having more heart-to-heart conversations, he said something that I will never forget. When we were talking about the house in Florida and our new exciting life and destination, he referred to it as “The Suicides.” I asked him to clarify because I didn’t understand what he meant. I remember it not even making much sense from a grammatical standpoint. What does “the suicides,” suicide being plural, even mean? He just giggled and brushed it off.
I noticed that he was smoking a lot of his weed and we were only an hour into our trip in Providence, Rhode Island so I started to get nervous about it. “Scott, you have to promise me that you will not do that synthetic shit when we get to Florida.”
“Of course…”
“You promise?”
“A.J., I promise,” he said, holding out his pinky.  
He said his pinky promise in a Japanese phrase. The pinky swear promise is called 'yubikiri,' meaning “finger cut-off”. Supposedly, people in Japan believed that if you break this promise, you have to cut off your pinky finger in return.
We finally arrived in Fayetteville, North Carolina after more than 12 hours of driving, so we got a hotel room for the night. We were halfway down to Florida and the first leg of the trip was pleasant and fun. I had driven the entire time, which is something that I wanted to do. While we were in Fayetteville, a sale from a new client had cleared and the bank account showed a balance of $38,000. I was so excited and showed Scott. He quickly said “yeah, but you said that money will be gone before you know it.” He was right. The money came and went in a blink of an eye for the next few years. 
The next morning, we got back on the road and we both spent much of the time in silence.  Scott smoked the last of his weed and I thought a lot about my business and what needed to be done once we got settled in Orlando. I was also exhausted — driving takes a lot out of you. 
We got to Orlando around dusk on Jan. 30, 2015. The excitement found its way back to us when we were rounding the corner to turn into our new driveway. We were home.
We both grabbed a box and right away started to unpack some of our belongings. We didn’t waste any time and started a “to-do” and a massive shopping list. Scott also didn’t waste any time delegating our new household responsibilities either. It was set, he would do laundry and take care of everything inside the house, and I would mow the lawn and take out the trash.
“This is our house!” he shouted from the empty living room. 
I was beaming too and pulled out my phone to FaceTime with my parents back in Boston.  While I was giving them a tour of the house, Scott also called his parents.
“Where are all the Cuban girls?” my dad joked.  He still had no idea about us, it seemed at least.
“They’re in Miami, Dad.”
After giving our parents’ the virtual tour, we decided to commemorate our new home with a new set of keys and grab a bite to eat. When we got to the car, I could tell he was starting to get a little irritable. He had smoked all of the weed on the way down.
“I need a cigarette or something. There’s a guy who had weed the last time I was here, maybe I can reach out to him,” Scott said desperately. 
“No babe, it’s late and we still haven’t eaten dinner yet. And Scott, please don’t smoke that synthetic shit.”
“A.J., John died because he smoked for years. That happened over time. Smoking it now and then isn’t a big deal.”
“Scott, you promised. Please. Can you just be sober tonight? C’mon, babe, let’s just enjoy this time.”
“Ok, ok. I won’t smoke it. Let’s go eat and get our keys.”
We went into Lowes after having dinner at California Pizza Kitchen where Scott had Bolognese pasta. He picked out a house-shaped key and I picked out a standard one for myself. He had to have a little bit of flair and I remember thinking to myself, how cute. And since LA Fitness was in the same plaza, we stopped in to see how much it would cost to add Scott to my membership.
These were the small things that solidified our new life together. It was getting real and we had no plans on slowing down, or at least that’s what I thought. That’s how it all seemed. This was our new beginning.
When we got home, Scott ran a bath for us in what was basically a hot tub in the master bath with huge jets. 
We lit some candles and relaxed in the warmth of the bubbles and each other’s company. We finally crawled into bed shortly after midnight and while we were lying there, I remembered that I’d put a gel mask in the freezer for Scott. He loved them so much and wore them frequently before bed. Even after the grueling day of driving and running errands, I thought he might want it, so I popped out of bed and brought it back for him. 
“Thank you, babe,” he sighed, “good night. I love you.” 
When the Unthinkable Happens
It was about quarter past 10 when I awoke the next morning. Scott wasn’t in bed, which wasn’t unusual for him. He always woke up very early, while I tended to sleep in. I pushed myself out of bed and did a once over through the house, glanced out back on the patio, no sign of Scott. I didn’t have my contacts in so everything was a blur.
There was a piece of screen at the bottom of the pool that was supposed to be repaired before we arrived. Months earlier, Scott’s parents paid the neighbor to take care of itr, but there it was, sitting like a dark cloud at the bottom of the pool.
“Scott?” I hollered.
I walked around the house and couldn’t find him anywhere. Please don’t tell me he relapsed, I thought for a second. No, he wouldn’t do that. Maybe he went rollerblading, I thought. I went to the garage and found rollerblades unpacked by the door. He’d brought so many pairs that I didn’t know if he was actually using a pair. I quickly brushed it off and started to get on with my day. I FaceTimed my sister to give her a tour of the new place - she didn’t answer.
I then received a text from one of my new customers and caught him up on the status of his order. I was moseying around the house texting back and forth with another customer. Still no sign of Scott.
He MUST have gone rollerblading.
I put on my contact lenses and went to the garage to put on my rollerblades. Not a whole lot of time had passed at this point since waking up. I rollerbladed around for a good 10 minutes, and when I didn’t see him anywhere in the neighborhood I went back to the house. By this time, I was a little perplexed, and then it dawned on me. Ugh, he’s probably smoking that shit. 
“Babe, where are you?!” I shouted inside the house. His phone was still on the charger on the nightstand, and after thinking about it, none of his rollerblades were missing.
Go look in the back again. I went to the back patio, scanned past the pool, and as my eyes came back around, I saw Scott’s body lying at the bottom of the deep end of the pool by the screen.
“Scott! Somebody help!” I screamed with dread.
I jumped in and dragged him out onto the deck and started CPR on him. His lips were blue and face was frigid, and I just knew that he was gone.
In a panic, I ran back into the house and grabbed his phone off of the charger and dialed 9-1-1.In my shock I couldn’t remember where I’d placed mine. I was swept up in a rush of adrenaline and my heart felt like it was about to explode out of my chest, but I ran back and hovered over Scott’s lifeless body with the dispatcher on the phone.
The dispatcher walked me through CPR again and stayed with me on the phone while I continued pumping his chest and breathing into his mouth until the paramedics came. As I write this, I flash back to the CPR kiosk in the Dallas airport. I have never seen another one since that time just a few days before I actually needed to use it. This time on my boyfriend’s body and not just a rubber dummy.
The paramedics moved in with all of their equipment and took over the CPR. 
“We need you to clear the area, sir,” said one paramedic, “give us some room.”
“Is he going to be okay?!” I wailed.  “Please… this can’t be happening!” 
Everything after that became a blur. I was in and out of my own thoughts. There were police officers and paramedics wandering all around the house. 
“Are they going to save him?” I said, crying, to a police officer.
“They’re working on him,” he said.
I was pacing around the house, periodically glancing outside, hoping to see Scott sitting up, wrapped in a warm blanket and breathing. All I could make out was a paramedic hovered over his body, compressing his chest and breathing into his mouth. 
C’mon Scott, come back.  Don’t leave me like this.
I replayed everything we did the night before, and everything that happened from the moment I woke up. 
This can’t be happening. 
Kumi. Oh God, Kumi. I thought. 
At that moment, a police officer approached me.  
“May I ask you a couple of questions?” 
“Of course,” I said, despondent. 
“Do you know if he was depressed? Was he suicidal at all?”
“Well, his brother passed away recently and he took anti-depressants.”
But as far as I knew, Scott didn’t seem suicidal. In fact, things seemed to be going well in his life, considering, so I told the officer that I didn’t think he did this to himself.
“There was a pipe at the bottom of the pool.”
A pipe? Like a marijuana pipe? I wondered. 
The pipe he brought with him from Boston was on the living room table. This was a different pipe. Did he put bath salts in there? Was it meth? It couldn’t have been synthetic marijuana, could it? He didn’t have any… 
Scott was taken to the local hospital where they worked on him for what seemed like hours, while in the back of my mind there was still a thread of hope. They wouldn’t spend that much time working on him if they didn’t think they could save him.
“I have to call his parents,” I cried to the police officer.
They told me not to contact his family yet since we didn’t know what the outcome was going to be. Tragically, they were not able to revive Scott. The most gut-wrenching thing I had to do was break the news to his parents. They lost their second son, six months apart, in the same damn house. John’s fiance was also doing CPR on her lover under the same roof.
The details of that day, Jan. 31, 2015, will forever be burned into my memory. The sun was shining and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky but boy were there dark clouds in my mind.  The irony was that it was supposed to be the first day of our new life together, and it ended up being the end of something beautiful. Loss and grief overshadowed the seemingly perfect day.
Scott lost his battle with addiction. Synthetic marijuana was found in his system. The same shit that his brothers smoked. The same shit that made his brother pass out two weeks before his fatal day, details Scott knew about. It turned out that Scott had hidden a stash in the garage during his last visit a month before. I don’t know for sure if Scott did that intentionally or not but I can’t help but think he staged it to look like an accident. Why else would you smoke something next to a pool that you knew caused your brother to pass out?
Nothing else mattered to me after that day. I didn’t even care about my customers anymore, nevermind adding new ones and actually growing the business. “You can’t quit now,” said one of Scott’s friends, “You should have heard the way he talked about you and your business, A.J. You have to do it for Scott.”
Scott’s death proved to be the catalyst that would thrust me into the biggest pivot of my professional career, though. It took a few months to realize I had nothing to lose and I was ready to go balls to the wall, if not for myself, for the promise I made to Scott. That’s when everything changed and in less than a year after that moment, the business hit its first million-dollar mark.
Bend When You Feel Like Breaking
Boston winters are brutal. One look outside on a blustering snowy day, and you can bet on a flurry of four letter words coming out of your mouth to motivate yourself to walk out the door. You know you have to bear the cold to accomplish your day’s work; you know you have to get moving and keep moving to get shit done. That’s no different in business. 
The sheer number of decisions you make that move your business forward creates momentum. Decision stacked upon decision, no matter how small or large, creates a compound effect of movement and growth. In the beginning, you might experience a lot of fear or self-doubt that restricts your business from growing, but once you can put one foot in front of the other and take enough actions for your business, the momentum will come so fast you won’t even notice it. 
It took a lot of discipline and structure for KarmaBox to grow as quickly as it did. We had processes that we followed every day. We had leads come in and a sales flow that led to operator after operator signing on. For me personally, I needed a team to help me manage these routines. Alone, I’m not good at that sort of thing, but with a team to manage, it ended up flowing and working nicely. Entrepreneurship is lonely when you’re going at it by yourself, which I guess is just solopreneurship. And it’s certainly easy not to accomplish anything when it’s just you. I know first hand I wouldn’t have been able to achieve the momentum and growth without my team, without Cameron, without Scott. 
Hopefully, you’ll be standing in the midst of your growth wondering how it all happened; how all of your tiny and gigantic decisions converged into a thriving business.  
The thing about momentum is that you don’t notice it while you’re in it. An object in motion tends to stay in motion and when you get going, you’ll only notice your momentum when it starts to slow down.
It took a few months of grieving after Scott’s passing to even think about the idea of momentum and growth. I started to feel my own momentum grow shortly after we signed our 10th operator. By our 10th one, I was getting the hang of things like prospecting, relationship building, and closing the deal. I had generated a new process that worked for us and our business model; and along the way created unique touches to our brand and industry. It’s something that set us apart from every other vending company out there. Any chance you have to be different from the competition, you better go for it. 
Momentum causes you to think on your feet and as one of my mentors used to say, “build a plane on the way down;” it gives you creative license to solve the problems that are unique to your business in a “unique-to-your-business” kind of way. And once you rack up enough momentum, the growth just seems like it starts to compound rapidly and with near effortless movement – like a locomotive once it’s moving —nothing can stop it.
Momentum is a wonderful feeling when you’re in it. You feel unstoppable and confident that what you’re doing is exactly what you’re supposed to be doing. That conviction and level of self confidence is pure power for any entrepreneur (and low self esteem is pure poison). You have no doubt that the path you’re on is leading you to your long overdue success. The feeling is almost surreal… like you’re really doing it. 
And then it dawns on you. You’re REALLY DOING IT, and reality sets in. Momentum leads to one thing. Growth. And sometimes that growth comes FAST, as it did with KarmaBox Vending. We grew to 89 operators nationwide. 
Momentum can also be dangerous for an entrepreneur, as it was in my case.
That rapid growth can get to your head and you may start to feel invincible, almost cocky and arrogant. I thought I was a brilliant entrepreneur when this momentum started kicking in. Maybe I should have toned it down a bit. That hubris led to feeling like I could do nothing wrong. So as we grew, it was time to bring in an operations and finance professional. But I didn’t. That momentum gave me so much confidence that I was overfocused on the growth and often ignored the numbers, the data, and the other really important aspects of a business. I’m saying that you need to just keep momentum in check because it can lead to going downhill really fast. 
I remember a time way before all of the momentum happened, when Scott and I took a trip to the Pacific Northwest to visit his aunt. We were walking her dogs in the park near her house, when she asked me about my business and how many operators I had. You see, when I was still just a Starbucks manager, I always kept the dream alive and told everybody about my “company.” 
I got the sense that she was investigating to see how legit I actually was. At that point in time, I wasn’t legit at all as I had zero operators. Truth be told, at that point, my business wasn’t truly a business in any sense of the word – it was just an idea that I’d been working on for a few years.  I was pouring my Starbucks salary, and any money from any other job I had, into this dream that had stop-and-go traction for most of its existence. The investment from Cameron is what really helped make it legitimate. 
When she asked me that, it felt as if she’d caught me in a lie that I couldn’t talk myself out of, so I deflected. I had a Jaida Essence Hall “hey, look over there!” moment, pointing up to an empty sky. That feeling of incongruence with what I was telling people, and what was actually true about my business really started to bother me. While I never lied to people, I started to realize it was about time to actually be the entrepreneur that I said I was. To be fully aligned and integrated with who I truly wanted to become. You can only live off of the “Dragons’ Den” spotlight for so long. 
I think, when you’re trying to be an entrepreneur, people are going to look at you like you’re crazy – as though your ideas will never work because they can never see themselves doing what you’re doing. I could have bought into other people’s doubt about me and my business, and hell, I’ve almost bought into my own self-doubt from time to time, but there was something inside of me that believed wholeheartedly I could make this business work. Scott’s aunt reminded me that I was only one operator away from truly being in business. All I needed was one sale and if I could just focus on getting it, the rest would all work itself out.
Backing Out of the Deal
I went to work when we got back to Boston. I reworked those now ice-cold leads and I came across one guy who would be THE guy that galvanized my business into existence. 
His name is Kenny.
Kenny was from Mobile, Alabama. He had a penchant for business but a disdain for technology. He was old school and finicky about how things should be done in business. He owned 10 Subway franchises and a financial agency, so he knew a lot about healthy fast food and numbers.
I understood his hesitancy to move forward. After all, I was just some kid in Boston trying to sell him on why he should be in business with me, and why, as my very first operator, he would get the kind of specialized and personalized service that might not be available to anyone else, AND why no other vending company would ever, and I mean EVER, give him the kind of support I was going to give him. 
After having a few lengthy conversations with him over the phone and going back and forth, and back and forth, I closed his deal over text message during my training as a server at a fancy steakhouse where I worked part-time after Starbucks.
In between taking orders and running back to the kitchen, I was negotiating terms in the palm of my hand with a guy who was over 1,000 miles away. When I read, “I’m ready to move forward,”on my phone, I knew then that nothing in my life and business would ever be the same. I called Scott and told him the news; my excitement bubbled through the line.
“We did it, babe! Kenny said yes!! We have our first operator!!!” I screeched into the phone.
Being able to share that pivotal moment with Scott is one of the fondest memories of my early entrepreneurial days. Through all my self-doubt and sometimes false bravado, he stood by me and believed in me, and that was enough to carry me forward. This moment was as much his as it was mine.
I couldn’t wait for my shift to end so I could get home and start working on the next step, which I still hadn’t worked out completely. I was faced, once again, with building the plane on the way down and I had to figure out how I was going to get Kenny up and running. In the following days, I had the contract drawn up and got Kenny’s commitment in writing, but in a teeny tiny clerical error, I sent the wrong wire information to him and Kenny wanted to then back out of the deal. 
“Sorry A.J., but I decided against the investment. I have my reasons,” Kenny said on a voicemail a few days later. My heart sank to my gut while listening to the rest of the message. When we spoke, he said that he is a spiritual person and saw this as a sign from God not to move forward. I mean how do you argue with that?!
After a few pleasantries, I said, “Kenny, look…,” trying desperately to keep calm. “It’s not a sign. It was a typo and I can fix this in less than a minute, but I understand if you have your doubts and reservations about doing business with me. Besides, Kenny, we have a signed legal contract.” 
“Oh, so you’re gonna play hardball with me now?”, he said.
“I’m not playing hardball with you Kenny, I’m just reminding you that a contract is a contract.”
“How about this? I will personally come down to Mobile and help you get up and running.” He’d asked for this in the past.e expressed this as a request in the past. 
After a long, seemingly calculated pause, he relented, “Ok. Send me the corrected wire info.”
In that split second decision, I had built my wings and now, I had to figure out my landing. I ordered the Refreshment Centers (which was what we initially called the vending machines) and decals and had them shipped to Kenny.  
The day I met Kenny in Mobile was a sweltering day. I wore a button-up shirt, a sport coat, and pants that did not allow for any breathing room. I was also pretty overweight, something I attribute to my bad emotional eating tendencies particularly during stressful times. The thick air clung to every part of me and I felt like a hot baked potato. It was fall. In the South. I thought this was when it cooled down in the South. I arrived ill-prepared, and what I did, as I did with nearly everything at the beginning of my business, was wing it. 
He kept the Refreshment Centers in a storage unit where we would meet. When I arrived at the location and saw this mature, wise man, in his mid-50s, it dawned on me that I literally might have to do everything for him to get his vending machines up and running. 
Remember when I said Kenny was old school? Well, if the blank look on his face wasn’t a dead giveaway when I explained the technology integration to him, it was his antiquated flip phone that did him in. At least he knew how to text. 
Kenny and I learned a lot about each other that day. It turned out to be a horrific display of me trying to get pieces to fit and buttons to work and technology to integrate. I looked like an unprepared fool. These vending machines were new, completely different from the ones I had up and running in Halifax, and just not what I was used to dealing with. It actually turned out that the machines weren’t the ones I ordered. They came in three pieces rather than two. It was a nightmare.
We both threw in the towel after a long battle with the machines.. I ended up hiring a company to go out to Mobile to assemble the units for Kenny, and when they completed that, Kenny and I were both officially in business.
When Kenny came on board, I was already in talks with a third party location scout company. Locators, which we call them in the vending business, are a huge factor in our business. These machines have to go somewhere and it’s not like we can just roll them up to any open spot near a company or school and be in business. There is protocol to get a vending unit in a good location. 
Since this was a major part of our business model, I decided to get a third party locator involved because I was told (by this locator mind you) that as a business opportunity vending company, I was not allowed to also get the locations. I didn’t consider myself an expert in this area by any means and simply had no desire to do it myself anyway. 
The person I had as a locator was a guy named John who I’d met through online research. John had a vending locating business for quite some time and was a wealth of knowledge when it came to the industry. In fact, the main source of our leads, FranchiseDirect, was his recommendation. He was charismatic and fun and just knew how to make me feel comfortable when I talked to him. We would talk for hours some days and I truly saw him as a mentor and friend. He also clearly saw a potential goldmine and therefore did everything he could to maintain the relationship. 
He became my mentor in many ways by helping me navigate the vending industry early on for a few months. So when Kenny’s deal came around, I freely and happily gave John the business. In many ways, he helped me close the deal. At the time, having a third party locator who was also a vending expert, take on the hardest part of the business seemed like a no brainer. As it turned out, having a third party overcomplicated the sale and implementation process. 
John also told me something that was absolutely false, which was that we were not allowed to get locations. When I came to find that this was the case, we had a falling out. When I spoke with Kenny about his experience with John, Kenny told me to lose him if I knew what was good for me. I respected Kenny’s business sense and when John came pleading for the second half of the payment that was not yet due him, I knew I had to cut ties with him. It was this gross sense of desperation and someone who I looked up to all of sudden seemed like a big loser. 
Shortly after I returned to Boston, I had two new operators who were interested in coming on board but their only stipulation was that they did not want to work with a third party locator. That’s when I brought locating in-house and signed on my next two operators. It’s funny how things work out, isn’t it?
Although Kenny ended up ditching the business, it was because of him that KarmaBox started to thrive. The hardest customer to get is the first one, but after that, you can leverage it for the second and third and so on. Kenny believed in me, and took a chance by investing in KarmaBox. I am forever grateful for that man.
I owe a lot to Kenny because he believed in me when he didn’t have to. There were plenty of other vending business opportunities out there with more credibility, experience, and support, but it meant a lot to me that he held true to his commitment. 
Our entire business model and operator experience became based on how I handled my first 10 operators. I refined and fine-tuned my entire sales and locating process while I was spending facetime with my operators and that made the world of difference for my business. Kenny being apprehensive and technologically challenged is what prompted me to do the in-person visit, which I later offered to all operators. That became one of our biggest differentiators. Nobody else was doing it in the entire industry.
The growth we experienced after Kenny signed on and then after the operators who quickly followed was explosive and they don’t even know the impact they actually had on my life. I remember all of my operators, but the first few will always be ones that certainly stand out.
Today, when I’m an invited guest speaker at events geared toward entrepreneurs, I get asked a lot about growth and managing that growth, and as a small business, how to handle it. At first, I felt weird about that question simply because I clearly didn’t handle it well myself.On that same note, since I failed so big, I do know at least what you should certainly avoid.
My answer is invariably: you have to dance with it. Growth is a great thing but it can also be a detriment to your business if you’re not prepared to move and grow with it. The growth of KarmaBox was what made us succeed and made us fail.
At the core of crafting your comeback is making sure that you move, that you take some action and just keep going until the thing you want is achieved. It’s not a dance-in-one-small-box kind of dance, it’s the kind of dance that requires you to explore every nook and cranny of every opportunity that arises until you discover something that works for your business or life. 
And I believe that the only way your business grows is if you grow – if you allow yourself to expand and take risks that will make you stretch your mind, your whole being, and even your resources. 
“But that sounds so stressful.”I hear you. I find that many of us are most productive when we’re on the brink of breaking; when there’s so much at stake that if you stop now, you lose everything. The people who are comfortable in life and have nothing to lose often don’t accomplish much because, well, why should they? Why should they risk anything when they don’t have to? Sometimes you have to bend until you feel like breaking. I like playing the game to win, and when I know there’s a lot depending on me is usually when I pull through.
This isn’t the case for everyone, but stress and pressure can actually be a good thing for business. When you’re growing, and the momentum builds, there comes a point when the stress becomes so overwhelming that something has to shift and move to accommodate the growth or everything you’ve worked so hard for will crumble before your eyes. In other words, you adapt or you fail. Now this can go too far, as it did with KarmaBox. That amount of stress and pressure would have eventually killed me. I must admit that when it was time to downshift, although I was absolutely devastated, there was an immense amount of relief.
So keep the momentum in check but don’t hold back. Oftentimes we can be afraid of this momentum. I get it, trust me, it’s scary. One thing I want you to watch out for is avoiding growth and momentum through inert planning. For years, I was “planning” to build KarmaBox. The reality was that I was too chickenshit to do it until I got that investment. 
Creating a Plan Around Actions
How many times have you caught yourself in the trap of planning to act and end up failing to act? We make plans to do stuff, whether it relates to business or not, all of the time. Rather than putting the ball in motion and planning our next move around an action, we fail to launch because we’re perpetually stuck in planning mode. 
I’ve found myself in this position many times. The things I told myself kept me paralyzed in a state of inaction, and as they say, “no decision is still a decision.” My inability to act earlier only allowed more time to pass me by. While I don’t regret not taking action when I thought I should have, it showed me that the art of manifesting comes when we implement and take immediate action toward our goals and dreams. Wishful and positive thinking won’t get you far without taking some sort of action to create that momentum to move yourself toward the thing you want. 
Having a workable plan was something I learned very early in my entrepreneurial career.  If you ever want to learn how to think and move on your feet, go into theater. I tell people this all of the time. Planning and executing a play will completely alter how you think about running a business because it puts you in a position to think of all aspects of the production, from the biggest element to the teeniest detail. It forces you to see the bigger picture while implementing each individual piece of the production, back end (the show) to front end (the business), and it forces you to get really acquainted with your leadership style and how you deal with all sorts of people.  
In fact, I highly encourage you to seek out opportunities for you to practice your leadership skills. Whether it’s you joining a local board or non-profit, there are plenty of places eager for people to join their leadership team. Effective leaders can navigate through the different personality types and meet people on their level of communication. Producing or directing theater, in particular, will rapidly collapse your learning curve by giving you ample opportunity to make fast decisions to move the production along. Your problem-solving skills will be amplified and the quicker you can solve a problem or make a decision to move it forward, the quicker you’ll see results.
When I ran my theater company, I discovered the importance of being able to maneuver with the flow of all the moving pieces. I learned how to dance with my problems and keep the production going even when I felt as though it was going to fall apart at any minute (and there were many of those feelings.) Every day, a new issue arose which required immediate attention.When everything and everyone is tugging at you for a decision, you realize that nothing moves until you do. 
While this can be incredibly overwhelming, I believe that being able to create a plan around your action and being flexible to changing at any given moment is the mark of an effective entrepreneur and encapsulates turning setbacks into advantages. Your ability to move with what you must do now, while keeping an eye on your vision and the final outcome, will determine your effectiveness as a leader in your business.
I am grateful that I had my experience running a theater company that has truly helped shape me into the entrepreneur I am today. Theater has always been my passion ever since I can remember. So it would make sense that one of my first businesses was a theater production company that I started at 17 with a friend in the town I grew up in.We gathered local friends and talent together to get this going and, through a favor of the owner of a historic theater, we put our productions on. It was so fun. We had a supportive crowd attend our shows every night and we pretty much always broke even, at the very least.
I was serious about becoming a theater professional so I wanted to step it up and put on our productions in Boston. We decided to do "Closer” by Patrick Marber, which at the time was a popular movie and a very trendy and edgy play. I was convinced this was going to be it; the first of many-to-come shows I would produce at the Boston Center for the Arts.
We worked so hard to get the word out and we emailed tons of people in the press, hoping just one of them would show up. A good review, after all, can extend an entire production. That was my dream. So when we got word that someone from the Boston Herald would be there, I was excited. This was going to be it. This would be my big break! The critic came to our Saturday night show, which was almost a full house. The very next morning, the review was printed in the Herald. And let me tell you, she did not hold back.
“The Independent Theatre Company’s “Closer” isn’t fit for anyone but the cast and production team’s friends and family. If you’re a paying customer, you’ll feel like you shelled out $25 to sit through Acting 101 at a community college…
“The production is further hobbled by the fact that Mike Nichols recently adapted Patrick Marber’s play into a well-received film starring the very talented, impossibly attractive Julia Roberts, Natalie Portman, Clive Owen, and Jude Law. It’s hard for audiences to go back to square one – or in this case, square negative two… 
“As for Dan, he needs to be so irresistible that two women whom he badly misuses can’t keep their hands off of him. Instead MacQuarrie offers ineffectual mumbling and a vague, looming presence.”  
Reading that review initially, I was crushed. It seemed like a monumental setback, a mark of failure that left me engulfed in shame and embarrassment. However, revisiting it recently cast it in a completely different light. Thanks to the CYC framework, which has become a cornerstone of my life, my entire perspective on such disheartening moments has shifted. I now view that review with a sense of pride. After all, at 21, I had a play I produced and acted in featured in one of Boston’s leading newspapers. That in itself is an achievement few can claim at that age. This experience, once a source of discomfort, has now been woven proudly into the tapestry of my story.
I used to react impulsively to challenges, and perhaps you can relate. The journey to where I am now – more resilient and almost impervious to life's hurdles – has been arduous, filled with growth, and a series of failures, flukes, and f-ups. Now, I face these challenges with a bold “BRING IT ON!” although, in quieter moments, I might add a cautious “But please, no more Fs!”
Embracing the CYC Framework can transform your approach to setbacks. It’s about reprogramming the way we perceive our failures, turning them from roadblocks into stepping stones. This change in perspective has become so ingrained in me that what once troubled me now feels trivial. Indeed, time has played its part in healing, but it's more than that. I've even showcased that once-dreaded bad review on my website as a proud feature of my journey.
So, I pose this question to you: What's your “bad review”? How can you reinterpret it in a new light? Perhaps there's a chapter in your life you haven't revisited in a while, waiting to be seen from a fresh angle. When you face your version of a bad review, don't let it hinder your progress. Such moments are crucial, not for the setbacks they present, but for the growth and forward momentum they can ignite, helping us move beyond the paralysis of planning and into the realm of action and achievement.
Reflect on a time when life threw you an unexpected curveball. How did you respond? Looking back, what could you have done to prepare better?























Chapter 5 Workbook Activity:
· Create a Backup Plan:
· Exercise: Identify one area in your life where you’re unprepared for setbacks. Write a backup plan (Plan B or Plan C).
· Area: _________________________
· Plan B: 
______________________________
· Plan C: 
______________________________
· Prepare for Surprises:
· Reflection: Ask yourself, “What’s the worst-case scenario for my business or personal situation?” Write down action steps for this scenario.
· Worst-Case Scenario: 
______________________________
· Action Steps: 
______________________________
· Build Flexibility Into Your Routine:
· Action Step: This week, schedule time to review your plans. Make adjustments to ensure flexibility.
· Review Date: ______________
· Adjustments: ______________
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“Make a decision. It doesn't have to be a wise decision or a perfect one. Just make one.” 
― SETH GODIN


W
hen Steve Jobs was asked in 1997 to return to a failing Apple, he knew that what he had to do would be unpopular, essentially leaving a lot of people questioning his leadership. His return marked a new era for Apple; one that would be the most memorable and biggest comeback stories in business history.  
Jobs himself was a master at crafting comebacks and letting go of anything that wasn’t pushing things forward. When he returned to Apple, he said, “we are shepherding some of the great assets in the computer industry. If we want to move forward and see Apple healthy and prospering again, we have to let go of a few things.” 
To Jobs, that meant quite a few things philosophically and literally. He had to let go of the idea that Apple was competing with other computer companies and embrace the idea that Apple was in a league of their own. If he could realign the focus of the company with his new vision, then he could “repolish the tarnished image” that Apple had become in his absence. Upon his return, he axed over 3,000 employees along with projects that were in various phases of production, thereby eliminating products that had already cost the company millions. At the time, Apple was already losing $1 billion in revenue annually and when Jobs returned, he knew he had to slow down the hemorrhaging of funds.
Jobs was famously known for not being the most pleasant person to work with, but he was also known for having an uncompromising commitment to his vision. This is how each and every one of us entrepreneurs ought to be. I meet a lot of people who have great ideas, but when asked specific questions about the bigger picture, they fail to explain. Those people usually never end up getting their ideas  off the ground.
Executing hard decisions comes along with having an uncompromising commitment to your vision. Jobs’ willingness to give up on ideas that weren’t in alignment with his vision marked part of his genius and ultimately paved the way for Apple to become the most beloved brand in the world. He did what he thought was right at that moment. And sometimes that means giving up to push things forward.
There is something that you should probably give up on. Maybe it’s obvious but oftentimes it’s not. Maybe it’s a toxic career or relationship. Or maybe it’s just your current business model or approach. Whatever it is, think more like Steve Jobs and be absolutely relentless when it comes to breathing new life into your vision. 
Are you Playing it Small?
A lot of what often holds “wantrepreners” back from truly becoming an entrepreneur is fear. False Expectations Appearing Real, we know this acronym, right? No? Neither did I until just now! Well, this acronym is a great explanation of what fear is, but I realized it wasn’t very helpful for me so I reframed it to help me get unstuck. The new acronym I created to help me feel the fear and move through it, is what I call Free (to) Explore, Accept, (then) Respond.
This helps me remember that while fear IS false expectations appearing real, I’m free to explore the expectation, accept the information about the situation to help me respond, and move the idea or situation forward. Fear, like stress, is an indicator of sorts. It helps me explore the unknown and dig deep within myself to make a choice that will move my business forward. Fear is an indication that it may be time to pivot, and my F.E.A.R.helps me reframe a noun into a verb. It helps me get into action. 
The idea is that you feel the fear and do it anyway, which is actually the name of a book I’ve been told to check out by Dr. Susan Jeffers. Most of our fears are mental constructs and stories we tell ourselves that attempt to keep us safe, and ultimately keep us playing small.
I have an instance where I played it small recently that I want to share real quick. I was at an in-person event and was so excited about it because it was one of the first ones since the start of COVID. I showed up, networked with a lot of amazing people, and had the chance to speak in front of everybody. It was my time to step up in front of the audience and shine. I thought it went really well. I felt good and energized afterward until a few days later, when I got feedback from a friend who said, “what the heck was going on with you?” It turned out, I didn’t appear the way I thought I did. 
In fact, I did just the opposite. I kept off to the side and towards the back of the stage. My body language was closed off and everything about me right then and there was showing people that I didn’t feel comfortable. Looking back on it, I did have the feeling that I was being judged. I felt like maybe some people thought that I shouldn’t be there and I wasn’t qualified enough. That was me projecting, of course. Anyway, I let them into my head and apparently it translated into my body language and how I was carrying myself. Looking at photos, it even translated into how I showed up to the event — I kind of dressed down when I should have dressed up a bit.
I was talking to my coach. I explained the feedback and how I was feeling that day. And she named what it was and it’s helped me so much since then. She said, “A.J., you were playing it small.”
And I was like, wow, she’s right. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing. And we all do this from time to time, some of us more than others. But I wasn’t playing small just then. I’ve been playing it small ever since my bankruptcy. I started off trying to play it big when I launched videos, content, and had lots of great plans around my Keep Going HQ business, but then as time progressed and my thoughts kept going, and I was hearing other people’s negative comments, I went small again. I’ve been afraid to get the ideas that are in my head out there. I’m sure it’s also happened to you. 
I’ve been afraid to finish writing this book, even though if you’re reading up until this point, it must not be that bad, eh? I had a few nasty comments over the years from former KarmaBox clients who hate me which  ultimately put me back in my shell. It’s funny that we can have 50 very positive comments but it’s that one bad one that just feels like a dagger to the heart. 
So yeah, I’ve been afraid. I’ve been playing it small. That’s really never been like me, so it got me thinking… why do we feel this way about ourselves? I believe we play it small for several reasons. It’s linked directly to our confidence and self-esteem, so if you aren’t feeling good about yourself, chances are you are playing it smaller than you really are. Playing it small is also linked to our fear (Free (to) Explore, Ascertain, (then) Respond) of failure. By playing small, we don’t have to worry about failing because we don’t step up to the plate to even try.
In my situation, I know that my playing it small was linked to my big f-up, which still haunts me to this day, albeit is less painful as time passes. Before KarmaBox, I was confident and secure. I was borderline cocky, (which I talk about in “The 7 Mistakes That Killed My Business” free training session that you can find at KeepGoingHQ.com.) I felt good about myself so I played it big back then. By playing it big, it helped me spark growth in many ways and I built my business off of that. It can be like the snowball effect. The opposite is true when you play it small. Your business suffers. Your sales and revenue suffer. It’s a sure way to go out of business, let me tell you that.
After KarmaBox failed, I couldn’t help but feel like I also failed BIG TIME and that I was a huge failure. Imposter syndrome really kicked in. You know, “who am I to write a book like this for people? Who am I to help someone with their startup?” Those toxic thoughts kept going on and on, repeating in my head. Everytime I heard them, I would get smaller and smaller and smaller, and it was bugging me. I quieted those thoughts by focusing on the fact that my failure is why I’m qualified to help folks. What’s a better teacher than failure?
So how do you snap out of it when you’re playing small? I have five tips for you:
1. First of all, you need to acknowledge it and put a name to it. You’re playing it small. You’re not tapping into your full potential and you’re probably doing it as a self-defense mechanism to protect yourself from failing.
2. Then, you should talk it out with someone. A friend, a mentor, a coach, a therapist. Talk about it and be open and vulnerable about it. This helps figure out how to get out of the pattern of playing small.
3. Do whatever you can to increase your confidence. Gather proof around you so you can see what good things you’ve done. You’re not as bad as you think you are, trust me. You’ve done amazing things and have the ability to do even more. My coach gave me a great exercise where I had to write down 50 things that I’m proud of. It helped a lot. 
4. Surround yourself around people who make you feel good. Cut out the toxic folk in your life. In Keep Going Academy, we have an exercise around this. Don’t let the naysayers and haters live rent-free in your head. Like I said, we often let one bad comment outshine 10 good ones.
5. Lastly, do things to make yourself feel big. Whatever makes you feel powerful, keep doing it. At one point, I was doing CrossFit for a couple of years. I now do indoor rock climbing with my boyfriend. I've been going regularly because it makes me feel strong. Maybe for you, it’s riding a bike or going for a power walk. Maybe it’s writing or something else. Whatever it is, do it and do it often. 
Do yourself a big favor and whatever you’re doing to play small, just stop it right now! Make the commitment to yourself to increase your confidence and self-esteem on a regular basis. I truly believe this is simply what separates the successful people from the average folk. The successful people simply believed in their abilities and just went for it. 
We all ought to be a little more confident in our abilities and potential. Imagine how many dreams were killed by people not taking action and believing in themselves. At the end of the day, everyone is just winging it and nobody knows what they’re doing, when you truly think about it. When you realize this and the fact that you have nothing to be afraid of in the first place, your confidence to make moves for your business and life will begin to soar.
When we are Paralyzed by Fear
People have an aversion to risk-taking because of their fear of the unknown and how things will turn out. I believe the not-knowing-how-things-will-turn-out is the best part of it; this is where you get to see what you’re really made of and how you handle the consequences of your decisions. I find this exciting because, regardless of the consequences, you’re going to learn something about yourself and your ability to lead your company by the risks you take and the decisions you make (as long as your decisions are legal and ethical, that is). And usually no one ever gets it right the first time anyways, so you might as well put on a safety suit and take the plunge.  
Isn't it funny how when we let our imaginary expectations, our fear, get to us, it paralyzes us? We don’t know what to do so we do nothing at all. It’s this paralysis that kills us as entrepreneurs because we waste time in being indecisive. Not making a decision is a decision made. (Read the Seth Godin quote at the beginning of this chapter again!)
So mentally reframing your imaginary expectations gets you out of paralysis and gets your butt into action. It activates your ability to come up with creative solutions for your problems and resets the outcome of your experience by virtue of you doing something to move your business forward. If you do nothing, you stay where you are – you’re stagnant and mediocre; but if you are free to explore your options, accept the information you need, and then respond accordingly, that forward movement, no matter how small, will keep your progress and business in motion.
Fear will show up in different ways (and I hear this a lot) “But A.J. it’s not that simple, what about my financial situation – I’m broke!” or “I’m at the mercy of XYZ person or situation, I can’t do anything until...” 
I do recognize that some of us have privileges and I’m no exception. I think it’s very important for us to acknowledge privilege, because many of us have a head start in life without even realizing it. 
For instance, I’m a 6-foot-3 white mane who some may say is above average in the looks department. I recognize that this has helped me in many ways in life. While my upbringing was very much working class, check-to-check, I also have amazingly loving parents who provided nothing but encouragement, and support for my sister and I growing up. Meg and I were actually just talking about how lucky we were to not have any emotional or physical abuse growing up, or narcissistic or depressed parents. That, to me, is a privilege that I’m forever grateful for. 
There are countless videos online of Black people getting wrongfully accused of stealing something from, say, a Walgreens. I can walk into a Walgreens and not feel like security will be watching me to see if I’ll take anything. I can’t imagine what that must be like. That is a privilege I recognize. Recognizing your privilege doesn’t mean you had an easy life, it’s about understanding some things you just didn’t have to think or worry about.
On the other hand, you may have disadvantages in life and have had things tough growing up. I’m so sorry about that. Staying in that state of mind, and not learning and growing from it, can be super toxic. There is such a thing as playing the victim too much and that type of thinking also needs a shift in perspective and a dose of reframing. Let’s take the idea of being broke. On the surface, being broke may seem hopeless, as though you're up against a wall. If we take a deeper look, the problem is often pointed at an outside source as the reason why a person would be stuck. I’ve been broke before and I know when I stayed in that “life is unfair, poor me” mindset, I was stuck down there being broke. It wasn’t until I started thinking about abundance and wealth when I was able to truly flourish. 
While there are many valid reasons for being broke, with a little creativity and imperfect action, this issue could be resolved by taking personal responsibility for the outcome; meaning, taking ownership of the results you want and doing what’s necessary to see it to fruition, while believing in yourself and your ability to attract the right people and circumstances into your life. 
When I was pouring coffee for a living, I still saw myself as an entrepreneur, and I spoke it into existence at every opportunity I could. You see, if I were letting fear run things, I wouldn’t have ever spoken up about my vending business. It was during this time that I got to know my customers and when I had the chance, would talk about business, not necessarily about my business, but about business in general.
This is a very important part of being an entrepreneur. You must be shamelessly self-promoting your business. If you truly believe your business is going to help people (which you really should, deep down) then you would be doing a disservice to the world by not talking about what you do as much as you can.
Striking up that friendship with Cameron back in my Starbucks days and having him invest $20,000 left me flabbergasted, but, at the same time, not that surprised. That’s how business is done. Looking back at it now, I’m grateful for that man and honored that he believed in me that much to take that risk. 
At that moment, I contemplated my two options: 1) quit my job, take the $20,000, and focus all of my energy in building my business, or 2) play it safe, stay in my job, and work my business part-time.
“Play. It. Safe.” was in the back of my mind, but there was no way in hell I was going down that road. Every fiber of my being was afraid of letting go of the safety net that had been keeping me afloat. I knew that the longer I stayed in that job the longer it would take to get my business fully off the ground. You also have to remember that I was 25 years old and had not a lot to lose.
I was still scared.
I was scared of what would happen to me if I failed. Again. I was scared that I wouldn’t be able to pay my bills and give Scott the life I promised him. I was scared my friends would think I was crazy, the way they did when I left college to start this business the first time. I was scared of the unknown – what would happen IF I didn’t make all the right choices? Was I subconsciously blocking myself from the success I wanted by staying in this job longer? The inner saboteur is often alive and well inside each and every one of us. Fight that bitch. 
Fear of losing it all can stop you in your tracks, but you can shift how you see it. Next time you’re paralyzed by fear, ask yourself: ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’ Then, write down three ways you could recover if it did. Knowing you have a plan, even for the worst-case scenario, makes fear less powerful and action more possible.
There was a lot at stake and a lot for me to lose. I could fall flat on my face and have to start all over… AGAIN.  But the alternative of being chained to one Starbucks location and playing by someone else’s rules didn’t appeal to me any longer.
It took Cameron’s investment and a renewed sense of confidence and passion for my business for me to decide to leave Starbucks and dedicate myself entirely to my business. This was my new lift hill moment when I’d be brought back up to the top of the rollercoaster. As mentioned, it was a huge leap of faith, but after talking it over with Scott, it was decided that this was the best option for us. He was on board 100%. The leap was softened by his unfailing support. Given all of the research I’d done on the vending industry over the years, I was confident that what I had would work. It was a good idea that was capitalizing on a health trend during a time where people were itching to be entrepreneurs.
Since I took that fateful leap, I’ve discovered that my own fears never came to fruition the way I thought they would and has spawned a game I play with myself every day. We became successful over the course of three years, until March 2018. That success (our rapid growth) is ultimately what led to the big failure.
Every day, I try to take small risks or chances in things I usually wouldn’t do. I used to make small bets with friends even though I knew I may very well lose. Or park at a meter if I’m just going to run real quick and hope that I didn’t have a ticket on the windshield (I don’t recommend doing this). I frequently lose, but that’s okay because I find the more I get used to losing, the better I become at winning.  
This has enabled me to continually practice reframing my fears, and moving myself from a spectator to a player of this game called business. As Mark Cuban famously said, “business is the ultimate sport.”
By not giving in to the false expectations, you’re holding yourself accountable to your results by getting into action. And when you are in action, and have gotten to the other side of your fear, you’ll realize that none of the things you were afraid of were ever a real threat to your safety or success. 
Overcoming Obstacles by Taking Two Steps Back
Life and business wouldn’t be worth the story if you didn’t have setbacks to overcome. There would be no drama or tension and things would be so boring! Setbacks are a blessing in disguise because of the hidden lessons in them and the mere fact that they are part of your story. I’ve said it quite a few times already in this book, but when you come up against obstacles, it gives you an opportunity to learn something about yourself. See it as a test from the universe to make you better and stronger. I believe that in order to grow a successful business, YOU must grow alongside it.
That means you must draw your strength internally and find humility in your own humanity. After my bankruptcy, I was very humbled by going on food stamps for a few months, driving for Uber, becoming a server at a steakhouse in downtown LA, enrolling in community college, then getting a job in tech sales and building a marketing agency. Going from the boss of a seven-figure-a-year business to serving people in a restaurant was incredibly humbling. It’s frankly what I needed. I think I was going to become a big cocky asshole otherwise. I was going down that route, I felt it. For that, I’m grateful to have been humbled and therefore grateful for that setback. It was an experience with many lessons.
Some setbacks will be harder to get through than others, but these “tests” get you to the next level if you do the right things. They are like a muscle you are working out, getting stronger and stronger each time. That’s why it’s important to label them as a failure, fluke, or f-up so you know how to navigate them accordingly.
Now, how can a setback be an advantage as I insinuate in the subtitle? How do we craft our comeback in the first place? My dad is super into Stoicism and got me into Ryan Holiday, who is an amazing author and entrepreneur. He writes all about Stoicism through a modern day lens. I recommend you check out The Daily Stoic online- you won’t be disappointed.
Going way back to the 3rd century BC in Ancient Greece, Stoicism was born. Stoicism talks a lot about focusing on what you can control and not getting so worked up over what you cannot control. Epictetus, a famous stoic Greek philosopher said “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.” We have choices in how we react. We’ve all seen memes with messages to this effect, especially after COVID. 
Well, I think it ties in nicely with the Craft Your Comeback framework because you basically have two potential reactions when you encounter a setback. The first reaction we typically have is the negative one; to be defeated by it, to be let down, to feel anguish,  disappointment, shame, which — as we will get to in the next chapter — are good to feel temporarily. But staying in that zone becomes unhealthy, then toxic, and those heavy emotions can really take over and destroy you inside. When you start to go deeper down this road, it gets harder and harder to turn back. Sometimes you are so far away from the light that you are stuck in a very dark place. 
So your other option is just to embrace and accept what happened to you, and instead of attaching to a negative story about it, turn it into a positive one. This is where being delusionally optimistic comes in. This is when you truly lean into the setback and turn it into your advantage. 
Now I understand, because I've been through some horribly tragic setbacks that I’ve shared with you, that it could seem impossible to even fathom something positive coming out of some traumatic situations. I get it. You actually might not be ready to be optimistic about your setback. You might have a lot of healing to do and it’s certainly not my place to tell you one way or another.
But the way I got through my setbacks, I’ve always imagined a worse scenario that would have happened if that setback didn’t happen. We dive really deep into this in the Keep Going Academy and we’ll touch on this more in the next chapter. But you have to be delusionally optimistic at times, as I mentioned. You have to sometimes obsessively look for the positive in very shitty situations because every setback has some type of lesson or experience that you can learn and grow from. If you just can’t think of a positive, that’s when you make up a worse scenario that would have happened if you didn’t encounter that setback. This is all part of Plan B after you take your Comeback PILL. Read the next chapter (it’s the last one!!!) and you will totally understand what I’m talking about.
Let's say you got into a car accident, nobody was hurt, but your car totaled. That’s a huge headache. That sucks. That’s a huge setback for anybody. So how could a car accident that totals your car be an advantage? Well, a lot of people will say, “Well at least nobody was hurt.” Yes, true, but it’s still a setback and I don’t think that will help you at all. 
So what I would do is create a story that paints the setback into a very positive light. So the car accident, maybe it was just time for a new car and now you can upgrade what you were driving. That’s an obvious one, right? Well, what if it was your favorite car that was totaled and brand new. Well, I would tell myself, and convince myself, something a little different. This actually happened to my last car, a beautiful Mercedes SUV. I convinced myself that if that car didn’t get totaled, I would have been involved in a fatal accident at a later time. So that totaled car, with that delusional optimism, actually saved my life. That’s the story I would attach to and believe. So I can actually be grateful for that setback. 
You see? It’s better than attaching to a negative story because you would have likely just gone the negative route. It’s a natural response to be disappointed when your car gets totaled. But if you think, wow, thank God my car got totaled because if it didn’t, I would have really gotten into a worse accident next week. This is how I’ve been able to overcome a lot of my failures, flukes and fuckups in my life. I try to attach a positive story. We attach to stories all the time, every single day, made up stories. Why not attach to a positive one? I’m telling you, it works. It helps. You just have to keep going down the optimistic road.
As with everything in this book, this is what’s worked for me. It may or may not work for you, but I just want you to consider this is just another way of thinking to help reframe and reset. I know it sounds a little out there that I’m telling you to just make up a story, a scenario, an alternative take, but we attach to stories that aren’t true all the time in our lives, usually the bad ones. I’m just telling you to attach a good one because they’re there somewhere. I’m telling you. Think about what I said and think about how you can turn your next F into your setback advantage.
I often reflect on my journey and when I look back, I can always connect the dots. If that didn’t happen, this wouldn’t have happened. Maybe you didn’t get the dream job offer you wanted, but thank God you didn’t because if you did, you wouldn’t have built your next million dollar empire. You see? As you know, I dropped out of college for a year to pursue my vending business, but before I did, I went on “Dragons’ Den.” Everything leading up to that moment was full of high hopes, impassioned enthusiasm, and a naïve understanding of my business model. As I said before, when word got out, I felt like a local celebrity in this little college town in rural Nova Scotia. We made the paper and the news and everywhere I went around town, people stopped me to infuse me with their congratulatory adoration. 
I loved the attention. I loved how good it made me feel to be known, but most of all, to be seen as a young entrepreneur who was making it happen. That was certainly a lift-hill moment that inspired tons of momentum and energy. When we got to Toronto to shoot the episode, my unofficial business partner and I felt good about our chances of getting a deal. We knew our numbers, we gave them our best pitch, and we took the advice of the business professors at our school who told us that this model was the best model, any other model just would not work.  
We gave it our best shot, and in the end we did not get a deal. On top of that, we were told not to tell anyone the outcome of the episode. I walked out of that studio feeling like a complete failure – as though my entire world had fallen apart – and now I had to face all the people who were cheering me on and tell them that everything I worked so hard for was a complete bust.  
THAT was a hard pill to swallow. Failing on national TV was a gut wrenching, excruciating kind of humiliation. And I beat myself up for it big time before the episode even aired. Failing in private is one thing, but having the air knocked out of you in front of millions of people – well, that fucks with you on every level imaginable. I was a wreck emotionally, spiritually, physically, and psychologically. The only thing I wanted to do after Dragons' Den was crawl under a rock and never come out again. Little did I know how many more times I would feel that feeling at a much bigger scale.
I took it hard to say the least. It shook me, uprooted me, and made me feel so small about myself as a person that I almost walked away from the business entirely. I let the “Dragons' Den” experience humble me. After the whole fiasco, I decided to take time away from the business to sort out my life.  
I needed a break to catch my breath and forget about everything. I was broke, heartbroken, and had a badly battered ego I needed to nurse back to health. I moved back in with my parents and started working at Starbucks. Starbucks was where I met Cameron.  
So it seems that when you take one step forward and two steps (seemingly) backward, you find that you were moving forward all along; and when you reflect back on the setbacks you encountered, you realize that it was a set up for you to get back in alignment with your highest vision. If I didn’t fail on Dragons’ Den, I wouldn’t have moved back to Boston, and I wouldn’t have met Cameron, and I likely wouldn’t have built the business to how big I built it. 
When To Stay & When To Walk Away
One of the biggest commonalities I find in successful entrepreneurs is that we tend to fight for what we believe in sometimes to the detriment of everything else in our lives. This is a great quality among high performing people, and I must admit, I possess this for many things in my life; however, there comes a point when it’s time to walk away or change directions from things that aren’t working. This is hard for some people because of the sheer amount of time invested in the thing itself but look at the number of men and women who stay in terrible relationships and you’ll see that human beings are pretty stubborn when it comes to fighting for what we believe in. 
No idea is ever set in stone, yet when we commit to fulfilling an idea, we commit ourselves to the crystallization of how that idea should be carried out and that alone can cripple the creative faculties one has to fully realize said idea.  
Entrepreneurship is about being flexible and open to changing directions when what you’re doing isn’t working.  There’s nothing wrong with putting an idea on pause and working on a different idea that might garner the same outcome you’re looking for.  
It might be helpful to have some criteria to help you assess whether to stay or walk away from an idea already in motion. I use F.E.A.R. to get me in the right reframed mindset and then assess the issue(s) at hand. 
My criteria fall into a few categories: 
Impact
Alignment
Opportunity Cost
To assess the impact of the idea, I look at how staying with or leaving an idea impacts the team, our customers, and the bottom line. The modern day business has multiple stakeholders ]and, as leaders, we must take them all into consideration. We assess how long the idea has been in play,what it has already cost us and what it will cost us to keep the idea in motion. Then we do an alignment check. Does the idea currently align with our core values as a company and will a new idea align with our core values; or will the new idea just be a temporary fix that doesn’t fulfill our core mission. I want to make sure that all of our actions as a company align with what we’re about as a company. If it passes the alignment check, then it will be considered as an alternative solution. 
Finally, what is the opportunity cost of staying with a current idea or doing something new?  What will it cost if you don’t take a new path? And when it comes down to it, sometimes you just rely on pure intuition on whether or not you stay or walk away from an idea that isn’t working.  Sometimes you just have to trust your gut and trust where you’re being led.  
Above all else, if you’re still unsure, take a break from it, go for a walk, and focus your mind on something completely different for a while. I always find that putting an idea on pause and doing something out of the ordinary usually helps me “come to terms” with it and a decision will become clear. Take a vacation or something, you probably need it!
Above all, when it comes to whether you stick with something or walk away, trust yourself and what you need. It usually leads you to the thing you need at that exact moment of your journey.  
Set Some Small & Audacious Goals
One of the ways to shake fear out of your system is to set some new goals for yourself and your business. This can infuse a whole new level of excitement into your project. Get into the habit of doing something small everyday to move your business forward and let the goals gradually get bigger and bigger each time you’ve accomplished a small goal. These small steps can be so powerful and fulfilling. They keep you moving at the very least, which is what we all must be doing with our businesses. The idea is to begin conditioning your mindset to think like and do things an entrepreneur would do. 
Get used to the idea of investing in your business, spend some money and a lot of time on it. Some of the things you should do right from the get-go is build a brand, buy business cards and a domain name, set up a separate business bank account and deposit a few hundred dollars, invest in office space (even if it’s a dedicated room in your house), start social media pages, etc.
I also always start a “Start-Up Cost Spreadsheet” so I can list all the things I would need to get the business up and running. I list everything from tech tool investments, employee salaries, business consultants, advertising, office equipment, website, to office supplies, and marketing materials. This will give you an idea of what you need and what you can start working on. Start small and gradually work your way up to the bigger things. If you’re not ready or willing to invest in your business, maybe entrepreneurship isn’t for you.
BE ACCOUNTABLE to yourself and your goals. Create a system for yourself that will keep you accountable; find an accountability partner, hire a virtual assistant, get organized and put your deadlines on a calendar, ask your spouse to ping you reminders, create a “Goal Jar” and put $20 in it every time you fail to accomplish something and make a promise to donate the proceeds to a charity you hate.
With goals and accountability, you’re creating a structure of success for yourself. If you exercise these muscles daily, you’ll start to see results and your business will come to fruition.
“Do What You Think is Right”
When I first had the idea for KarmaBox, I sat in my dorm room one night going over all the data I compiled when a stark realization hit me like a lightning bolt: This was a huge opportunity and I had to drop out of college to pursue this business.
I thought that dropping out of college was the next right thing to do because I knew that school would  always be there for me but opportunities like healthy vending wouldnot. What came next was the monkey mind chatter that berated me on how dumb of an idea it was to leave school. The little voice in my head said things like, “You’re an idiot.You’ll never be successful. This is the worst idea you’ve ever had.” And then there was the other part of me, that gut feeling I couldn’t ignore, that said, “Look at the data. Data doesn’t lie. You can do this!” 
We all have a choice in which voice we give power to. We can give power to our self-doubts or we can give power to our supportive self. I believe we have a say in all we do in life; that we’re the creators of our reality and if we give in to our self-doubt, then we’re setting ourselves up for a life of mediocrity. “Thoughts become things” is a real thing.
And my worst fear in life is mediocrity, so I called my buddy who was going to launch this business with me and told him what I had to do. 
His reaction? “You’re crazy man, you’re really going to leave school?” 
That was the sentiment from many of my peers when I announced I would not be pursuing a role in the Students’ Union due to no longer being a student, to pursue my vending business full-time.
 “A vending business? Are you serious? There’s no money in vending!” said some freshman kid. At the time, I was living in Governors Hall, a brand new dorm that was hotel-style with a private room with a bathroom and a large kitchen down the hall that we all shared.
These were pretty posh accommodations that were only given to students, which meant I’d have to give it up, along with other perks, and live off campus. It was a minor concession for what I was going to gain with my newfound freedom from classes, but it could only happen after I told my parents. 
If you’ve ever had to tell your parents anything of importance to you, say like, that you’re gay, or that you’re getting ready to drop out of college, you know the trepidation that is inflicted upon you is not a figment of your imagination. Your parent’s response can make or break you. So I picked up the phone and just dialed.
I began with a pit in my stomach. “Dad, I have something important to tell you.”
 “What’s going on?”
“I have this great idea for a business and I am going to leave school, for now, to pursue it,” I blurted with my eyes clenched as I held the phone tight. The tension between us broke when I heard a slight sigh before he responded. 
“A.J., I trust your judgment. Do what you think is right.”
He asked me questions about the business and I had absolute conviction. I’ll never forget those words, “do what you think is right,” because they filled me with the confidence I needed. Another small lift-hill moment. You see, if my parents were not supportive (most would not be, let’s be honest), then that would be a challenge that I would have to navigate and could potentially derail launching a business. Energy and vibes are important. It’s not crucial to get your loved-ones’ blessing but it’s pretty important. 
I packed up my bags and moved off campus to a house I shared with two other guys with a tiny bedroom the size of a closet. It was meager and cramped, but it was the start of something bigger than I could have ever imagined. I got a job at the front desk of the gym in town and snuck into the meal hall on campus regularly to offset my food costs (I’m not proud of that). 
I’ve mentioned this before but it’s worth saying again: I’m very lucky to have a mom and dad who always support me in my decisions and never try to sway me one way or another. They’ve always given my sister and me complete autonomy ever since we were kids. I’m forever grateful for them allowing me to be my own person, making my own decisions, and yes, living with the consequences (however good or bad they may be!).
So do what you think is right, even if it turns out NOT to be what you expected. So much of being an entrepreneur is about being willing to fail, being willing to be wrong, and being willing to get back up and try it all over again. You need to be open, flexible, and adaptable. If you are a naturally rigid person, I feel like you might struggle with entrepreneurship if you don’t keep that rigidity in check. 
When you’re working on an idea whose time has come, the only person you’ll have to convince of its worthiness is YOU. Is it worthy enough for you to pursue to the very end? Most people won’t understand you as an entrepreneur and that’s okay. They may try to sway you away from a business venture simply to protect you. So listen but take their words with a grain of salt. They probably have no idea what they’re talking about. 
Ask yourself, is it worthy enough for you to put all of your distractions aside and focus on it until it has manifested in your reality? Is it worthy enough for you to dedicate your life to it as if your life depended on it being successful?
There are people in your life who secretly want you to quit, so they can say, “I told you so” or just so they can see you fail. There are people who will support you through it all; but the only person you should never give up on is yourself. 
Trust that everything you’ve done in your life up until this point is guiding you toward your highest potential. Listen to that voice. Listen to the voice that will teach you by experience and do what you think is right. Don’t be easily swayed by others. Have absolute conviction in your ideas and vision and you will be one step closer to success, whatever that looks like for you.
When I think about all the times I was faced with a hard decision, I hear my dad’s voice saying “do what you think is right” and I automatically feel supported to make a choice regardless of the outcome.It’s like the Seth Godin quote at the beginning of this chapter, "Make a decision," we often find ourselves hesitant or anxious about decision-making. 
This apprehension usually stems from a fear of making mistakes or an underlying reluctance to pursue our true goals. However, avoiding decisions is arguably the worst approach. It's more advantageous to make a decision, even if it's not perfect, as it propels you forward and exemplifies decisiveness. In essence, taking action, despite its imperfections, is preferable to stagnation and indecision, as it keeps the momentum of progress and learning alive.
So do what you think is right, even if people call you crazy, and just make a damn decision! 
How To Escape Mediocrity
Entrepreneurship can be a lonely game to play, especially if you’re venturing into this realm for the first time and have always been surrounded by people who haven’t run a business before. It makes it even harder if your inner circle of folks aren’t ambitious and settle for mediocrity.
You probably don’t have to think too hard about who these people are in your life.  They’re the ones who may like to complain a lot but don’t do anything to get ahead. And it’s never their fault that things are the way they are. Run from these people.
Surround yourself around a solid Core 11, a group of people who are up to big things and humbly learn from them.  
Working at Starbucks taught me some valuable lessons about successful people.  Every day, I would drive half an hour to work from my not-so-affluent neighborhood to one of the wealthiest areas in Massachusetts. Every day, I saw symbols of success – Maseratis, Astin Martins, fancy Mercedes Benzs – come to my store and I took every opportunity to connect and learn something about my customers’ lives and what made them successful. Not in a creepy I-have-an-ulterior-motive kind of way, but in a genuinely interested kind of way because I knew I had a lot to learn and I wasn’t afraid to humbly ask about things I wanted to know. 
I made the highest use of my time with the people I saw every day and the knowledge I gained from all of those conversations helped shape my mind for success, one golden nugget at a time. Working at Starbucks and being exposed to the upper crust of society was another little lift-hill moment that I didn’t even realize at the time. 
Want to escape mediocrity? Level up your friendships and get around people who are successfully doing what they’re called to do. Attend networking events to find these people. Unlearn everything you thought you knew about people, money, and success and begin learning about what it truly takes to become a success story yourself. And read books from the best of the best. There’s so much wisdom out there already for you to take in.
Mediocrity is a state of mind and if you elevate your mind, you’ll inevitably escape it. Improving your leadership skills will also help elevate your mind and surround yourself around like-minded folks. 
Lead Like A Millennial
Please don’t roll your eyes because yes, I’m going to talk about millennials for a moment here. Specifically millennial leadership. What does that even mean? It sounds like an oxymoron, doesn’t it, because c’mon - since when did millennials become known for their leadership skills? 
We are, after all, the generation who is most known for inventing the Selfie – a proclamation of self-centeredness that screams deep psychological issues. How can a me-me-me generation be leaders in an ever-changing business landscape that requires you to be focused on everything other than yourself?
Well… buried deep in every selfie ever taken by a millennial is something I like to call dormant potentialities for greatness - because I believe, if channeled in the right direction (a self-chosen one), millennials can make great leaders in every area of business, particularly entrepreneurship
If we look back over the last decade or two, the face of business ownership has completely changed. In the past, if you wanted to start a business, you’d have to raise a significant amount of money, find a location, and perhaps go beating on doors to sell your product. The mentality was “work hard to earn your keep.”
With the advent of the Internet, the face of business has completely transformed and anyone with an idea, some tech-know-how, and a small bankroll can start a business with a few swipes on a screen. 
Point blank – the traditional ways of doing business are dying and whether you like it or not, millennials are taking over and will be a force to be reckoned with. That’s the good news. 
The bad news is that there are a lot of barriers we must break down to get the acknowledgement we deserve (self-entitlement? Maybe.)
I’m not denying the labels society has thrust upon us are not the most flattering for a generation, but I must say that we were born into a world not ready to embrace the generation they created.
We were born to a generation of parents who wanted nothing more than to protect their children and give them a life they themselves did not have. That doesn’t mean that we were raised to be entitled, lazy, phone drones, and unrealistic job hoppers… 
That simply means that we were raised to think differently, do things differently, and to be different – and believe that we can accomplish anything we set our minds to. 
That’s the gift of a millennial. And that’s the kind of leadership our world needs… If we can just get past how the world sees us and embrace our gifts and talents. We were born to create a better way to do business and I believe we’re living into a future that is being built by millennials… right now.
We get a lot of slack for being the generation that has had practically everything done for us; but the reality is, the labels placed on millennials are viewed through the lens of an old and nearly broken paradigm a.k.a the “traditional way of doing things.” If we were to look at those labels through the lens of, let’s say a millennial paradigm, then we can flip-the-script on the societal construct that diminishes our value in the marketplace, because let’s face it, we’re willing to do the work albeit in a different way. 
This clouded lens from which society views millennials makes it very hard for those of us who know deep down inside of us lies a dormant potential waiting to be unleashed.  When we’re constantly fighting the bombarding messages that we’re lazy, entitled, unrealistic, and soft spineless pansies, we tend to shirk our own potential and let the harbored resentment toward society get the best of us.  
And no matter how hard we try, we’re fighting against a force that is relentless in its ability to crush us. Why?  Because society at large shows up as the faces of our friends, family, and co-workers and when you have to face that force on a daily basis, it becomes a tireless and defeating way to live. 
So, what can we do to tip the scales in our favor? 
The answer lies in something we’ve covered already in this book: Reframing. 
I’m going to break down and reframe the most common labels that society pushes on us so that we can go forth with a convicted heart, unleash our dormant potential, and set the world on fire!   
Fuck Labels – Let’s Peel Them Bitches Off… And stick ‘em where they belong  - in the trash, along with all of your disempowering and limiting beliefs! 
These days millennials are labeled a lot of things that aren’t so flattering. These labels have been repeated so many times in so many ways that it has permeated through the collective consciousness and has tainted an entire generation’s self-image. These generalizations can wreak havoc on one’s motivation, inspiration, and ability to gain traction in one’s life IF we give power to them. Let’s look at some of the labels millennials are given and view them from a new paradigm. 
Millennials are…
LAZY – We grew up in a world that thrives on convenience and it was probably a millennial who coined the term “Life Hack.” In the past, going to “work” for a lot of people meant going to a factory and performing some sort of manual labor and the collective sentiment in those days was that you had to “work hard” to earn your keep. “Working hard” literally meant to physically exert your body for lengthy periods of time making the owner very rich in the process. 
Let’s be real, in those days, working hard in a factory was an “honorable” way to earn a living or so the elite class had us all thinking that. Life was hard back then; everything required physical exertion for many folks. As technology evolved, industries evolved and so did our way of thinking about work. As technologies and industries evolved, the people who adapted to the changes and embraced forward progress created new paradigms for themselves and how they went about earning a living. Technological advances created new opportunities for us and as a generation raised in modern conveniences and in a world run by technology, the traditional way of working no longer exists for most of us. 
We’re a generation that is the epitome of working smart, not hard. We are a generation who understands the true meaning of leveraging our time and resources rather than “putting in the hours” all by ourselves. This is true now more than ever in the post-COVID world that we’re living in. We believe in collaboration and that our value isn’t in the “hourly wage” mentality but is determined by the value we create with our services and/or products. We’re not lazy, we’re about leverage; we believe we can earn more with less work and you must work smart to accomplish this.
ENTITLED – I don’t know about you but I’m highly aware that my parents worked really hard to give me a life they never had growing up. My parents were my biggest cheerleaders and rarely ever told me I shouldn’t or couldn’t do something I wanted to do for fear that I would fail. Millennial parents are blamed for creating a generation of young adults who permit themselves to aspire for greatness; however, we live in a world that rewards said greatness so long as it comes with a struggle. 
We were raised to believe in ourselves and even though many of us were given participation trophies just for showing up, it built a sense of confidence, optimism, a willingness to try unlikely things, and gave us an unshakeable belief that we’re good enough to make things happen. We’re not entitled, we were groomed to have a positive mindset and believe that no matter where we start, we can always strive for better – that the only competition we have is with ourselves. We believe we can accomplish anything we set our minds to and sometimes we want it sooner rather than later – that doesn’t make us entitled, it makes us impatient. (Don’t blame us for that… our entire world thrives on instant gratification. We. Can’t. Help. It.) 
PHONE DRONES – Can you really blame us for this one? When our entire existence has been predicated on having a piece of technology in our face 24 hours a day, it’s hardly fair that we are getting a bad rap for utilizing the very thing that defines our generation: technology.  Everything in our world lives in data, MBs, and pixels – we love and embrace and adapt to new technologies fairly quickly and it is this fact that will propel millennials into the future (and society as a whole- you’re welcome!). 
We are the ones carrying our technological advances, along with the evolution of our species, and our collective knowledge into the future. WE ARE THE FUTURE and our ability to adapt alongside technological advances will undoubtedly increase our value to the marketplace.
JOB HOPPERS – Given that most millennials came of working age in the middle of a long, brutal recession, it was a challenging time to find jobs with companies that were investing in their employees. Going from job to job in a “Gig-Economy” creates a feeling of insecurity and dissatisfaction with the job market along with an overwhelming sense that we aren’t making an impact in our roles. That overwhelming feeling of dissatisfaction and wanting to make a big impact in our world culminates into a trial-by-fire mentality. This is good for entrepreneurship. This grooms you to see things from a distinct perspective: from within (inside) an already established organization. This view lends to your experience and will help you gain insight on how to run a business.
As a millennial entrepreneur, I hate it when I hear people use these labels to bash us as if we don’t have anything of value to offer the marketplace and the world of business. I use these labels to reframe my own experience and it keeps the fire burning inside of me to keep building and growing and making a difference in the world. Context counts and if we can create an empowering context around what society views millennials as, then it will make our journeys much more enjoyable. In the bigger scheme of things, if you have what it takes to be an entrepreneur, nothing will stop you from achieving your greatness – not even stupid labels that are meant to keep the mediocre in their mediocrity.
You can’t stop greatness, but you sure as hell can stop mediocrity.  
Millennial Leadership – Redefined
Some people possess the natural gift of leadership while others work to cultivate the many qualities of great leaders. Leadership is a relative thing, but in today’s world, millennials will be shaping the future of business and it’s happening right now. 
What society deems our weaknesses as a group, as individuals we can reframe those labels and use them to empower us along our journey into entrepreneurship. We can use their words against them and forge ahead into a future created by our very own vision of who we are and what kind of life we want to create for ourselves.  
Traditional ways of doing business have evolved and we (millennials) are at the forefront of a new horizon. We are being asked to step up and into our best and highest selves, not only to create a life that works for us, but a world that works for everyone.  We have a social responsibility and duty to create businesses that will help future generations thrive on this planet. 
We need a paradigm shift in the way we lead our lives and our businesses and that starts from the inside out. At the heart of millennial leadership is social responsibility and that’s whether you call yourself an entrepreneur or not. You don’t need to be in business to have a major impact on the world; it just so happens that entrepreneurship is the most satisfying way to make a difference.
If we start with a social responsibility to do good things with our business, I genuinely believe everything else will fall into place. We must believe in our ability to make the world a better place and give ourselves a chance to live into that future. Leadership qualities can be learned, but to fully integrate and implement those qualities takes a bold step and commitment to live and operate at a higher standard and do so consciously, conscientiously, and with integrity. 
Entrepreneurship requires leadership, and without it, you won’t go very far. 
The world needs you. Do you have what it takes?
Think of a time when fear paralyzed you in the past. What did you lose by not moving forward? Now, imagine what could have happened if you had acted despite the fear. How does that change your perspective?






















Chapter 6 Workbook Activity:
· Face Your Fear:
· Exercise: Write down your biggest fear in your career or personal life. List three potential outcomes if you push through it.
· Fear: ______________
· Positive Outcomes: ______________
· Practice a Fear Reframe:
· Reflection: Next time fear shows up, ask, “What happens if I don’t take this risk?” Write how this reframe changes your outlook.
· Fear: ______________
· Reframe: ______________
· Take One Bold Action:
· Action Step: Identify one bold step you’ve been avoiding due to fear. Write down what action you’ll take today to push through.
· Bold Action: ______________
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[bookmark: _heading=h.qsh70q]Take the Comeback PILL
“Turn your wounds into wisdom.”
― OPRAH WINFREY


The Person You Become Will Inspire
D
uring the first few years of the vending business, I had tunnel vision on what I thought my company should look like. It always occurred to me that my little business idea could have an impact on anyone or anything outside of myself despite my circumstances; I mean, c’mon, I was a broke college kid trying to keep my grades up while in the throes of partying. I wasn’t concerned about anything outside of my dorm room for the first two years at St. FX.
In the beginning, my biggest vision was more than just being able to pay my rent and eat a decent meal every day. I still believed that I could build an empire, a true brand in the vending business. I always said that when you think of coffee, Starbucks or Dunks comes to mind. When you think of pizza, Pizza Hut or Dominos. When you think of vending, what comes to mind? There is no recognizable brand out there of vending machines besides the product manufacturers like Coke.
I was so broke because I had a horrible mindset when it comes to money, and that followed me around for years and ultimately led to my bankruptcy. I was always hungry for something more, something bigger, something better for my life and I knew I had a damn good idea that could work. I had enough data to prove it to anyone who asked and had already convinced myself that I could do it. That’s where the tunnel vision came in. You have to have tunnel vision about doing it. but you must be flexible about how it happens. I think that’s very important.
At the beginning I thought to myself, If I could just make enough money from these refreshment centers to cover my rent and food, I’ll be okay.  I was sort of able to do that. Then I thought, how can I make more money to buy more machines? 
You see, my vision at the outset was never just to be a single operator. I wanted branded machines everywhere and I was okay not owning all of them. The mission was bigger than that, it was to make healthy snacks and beverages more convenient. It was to spread “convenient good health” around the world one vending machine at a time. It was a mission I truly believed in.
Of course, the more machines I had, the more money I could make. But I quickly realized the only way to grow a brand is to have other people own and operate the machines at a large scale. Franchising was on my mind but some business professors told me that the franchise model would never work and because I listened to them rather than my gut, my vision became clouded by their influence. 
I was only a student and hey, they held the almighty title of Business Professor with a PhD, so of course they knew better and I should take their word as fact.
So here I am, a young, naïve, wild-eyed kid who saw dollar signs - lots of them – running around town collecting Toonies and Loonies out of big hunks of metal just so I could pay my rent and eat.
This is not the way to live folks – trust me; it will drive you straight to the loony bin.
Luckily, I had a mentor who saw something in me. She saw enough to invite me to speak about my business in one of her events. It was at this event that I met someone who would change the course of my business and snap me out of my tunnel vision. 
“Hey A.J. I really enjoyed your talk. I’d love to introduce you to someone who did something very similar to what you’re doing now, but with popcorn machines. He’s a multi-millionaire and super successful. You should talk to him. I think he could help you.” 
“A conversation couldn’t hurt,” I said. 
It was my tunnel vision that led me to that event, and it was my ability to recognize an opportunity that altered the direction of my business. I spoke with that popcorn machine entrepreneur on the phone one night.
“You should do a franchise model. It could work, but only if you sell the dream,” he said. 
Those three words changed everything.  
“You mean a franchise model could really work with this?”, I replied.
I only had six machines and thought that maybe I needed to build it up more. I had to reconcile what he was saying to me against what I was told by the business professors and it all boiled down to real world results vs. textbook theory. 
I held on to that piece of advice, but it would take a few more years before I actually saw the bigger vision.
I still had to pay my rent and eat, but I let those words settle into my bones.  
Having tunnel vision is good. It’ll either lead you straight into a wall or straight to the sliver of light that will shine a path to the clearing you need to take off running.
A Vision Doesn’t Have To Be Grandiose
It’s easy to think that a BIG vision has to be this grandiose and elaborate picture of what you think your business should look like; however, this couldn’t be further from the truth.  Having vision is about being able to see the immediate, bigger picture from your current viewpoint, along with knowing how to execute the details to bring the vision into reality.
After my first “Dragons’ Den” experience, I left Canada feeling like a complete failure. I was certain that everything I had built up until that point was over. I loaded up a U-Haul with all six of my refreshment centers, dragged them all the way back to Boston, and stuffed them into a storage unit hoping that I could eventually sell them off to some other wild-eyed kid; but, I let them sit there, somehow knowing that this wasn’t the end of the road for me.
Meanwhile, the words, sell the dream were percolating and seeping into my subconscious mind. I knew this was the next step in my business but I didn’t know how to put it all together. My business was now becoming a franchise model and that meant limitless possibility – refreshment centers could be everywhere, but I had a big problem: I was still working at Starbucks AND I was broke. Sure, I was making a salary and had good benefits but let’s face it, life is expensive.
At that juncture, I had a few key pieces of information at my disposal: 1) this was a business opportunity that could be nationwide; 2) healthy vending was still relatively new to the market; and 3) I only had to sell ONE person on the idea.  
My biggest vision at this particular moment: Get ONE operator on board. That’s it – just ONE operator. This got me excited so I started over, this time, with one thing in mind: I need my business to appear bigger than it was. I needed to act as if I had already “made it” – as in, act as if my business was already successful.  I had to own it. In some ways, I think I wanted it to appear bigger than it was, not so that it would convince other people that my business was legit, it was so that I could convince myself. 
The book “The E-Myth Revisited” by Michael Gerber really helped me think of implementing the franchise model. That and working at Starbucks, a company with 70,000 stores around the world, also got me thinking about scaling, processes, and routines. 
Soon after this realization, I came across an industrial warehouse that was the perfect place for me to set up shop so I signed a lease for it right away; I got an 800-number on Grasshopper.com; and I started advertising on a national franchise website instead of the local paper. It was this small mindset shift that allowed me to focus on my immediate growth while working on building toward my vision of being a national company. 
The execution of small details like getting an 800 number does something to you internally. It shifts the lingering disbelief over to belief, not only in yourself, but in your vision. I can’t tell you how many times I called just to hear the “Thanks for calling KarmaBox Vending, a nationwide healthy vending company offering guilt-free snacks, beverages, and care products… press 1 for sales, press 2 for support…”
In the beginning, your vision will belong to you and only you to execute until you’re able to show your results, but one of the beautiful things about moving your vision into fruition, is that it expands and gets bigger and bigger until it no longer belongs to you. Your employees will adopt it and so will your customers and vendors and anyone your business touches. You need to be very clear on your vision, though. And articulate it clearly and concisely. 
Sometimes you must start where you are, with what you know, with the resources you have and execute the vision one step at a time; even if you can’t yet see everything in front of you. 
The fog will lift and some day you’ll be on the mountaintop able to look back at what you’ve built and see that the vision you had in the beginning pales in comparison to what you have now. It’s also important to know that the vision is not set in stone and may (and sometimes should) adjust accordingly. Don’t be stubborn if it’s not working. Your vision doesn’t have to be grandiose, it just has to be bigger than you right now. The bigger you become, the bigger your vision will become and you can only get bigger by accomplishing small goals one step at a time. 
The Mind Of A Visionary
When asked, “what’s the number one quality you look for in a leader?” over 50 percent of CEOs answered VISION; the ability to not only be forward thinking, but the ability to see into the future. That sounds like some hocus-pocus-woo-woo stuff, doesn’t it? You’re not psychic, are you?
Some of us can’t see past the end of the day much less look that far into our future, but when it comes to having the kind of vision that pulls forth the manifestation of a dream (or a product or service), it’s almost as if the vision magnetizes itself through you and takes on a life of its own. The pull of your future vision latches on to your imagination and it becomes your purpose to bring it out to the world. That’s the gift of vision to a visionary; the power to act on bringing abstract concepts into physical reality. Being an entrepreneur requires you to be a visionary in your own way.
The mind of a true visionary is quite complex in that it’s able to recognize patterns of success rather quickly and intuitively; they seem to operate mostly on feeling rather than over analysis of data, however, they seem to usually find the data to support their intuition. Being able to have a clear vision even in the slightest way on the smallest scale is a sure way to help craft your comeback.
If you look at Steve Jobs, his ability to disrupt the phone industry caused a revolution in how people communicated and accessed information. He could take information he had about an industry, to“peer into the future” desire of society. He took the future pull of this vision (the iPhone) and deconstructed the mechanics of the device in his mind, then reconstructed it into workable schematics for his engineers, and after years of development, he wowed us with a mini computer disguised as a phone. 
He was able to fulfill a need that we didn’t even know we had yet; in some ways, he created the desire and the illusion of need. He was able to elicit an emotional response to his vision of the future of communication and many of us bought into it hook, line, and sinker. Admit it, whether you love or hate Apple, they know how to get to the heart of their consumers.
That’s why having vision isn’t enough; it’s the ability to manifest a vision in physical reality that makes a visionary a visionary. Let’s face it, most of us will never be able to see past tomorrow, but those who can, will be an agent of change and will alter the course of the world with products and services. 
Wherever you are along your journey, work hard to be able to see a vision, articulate it clearly, and get buy-in from others. Don’t let your vision die. You will have small setbacks and big ones try to take you down. Just know that your vision can change at any moment and you should be flexible and able to flow with whatever comes your way. 
The question is, can you envision a future where your product or service will change your customer’s life? If you can’t imagine that, has your product or service changed your life?
Start with yourself and you’ll be able to project into the future one day at a time until all the pieces of the puzzle fall into place. When it all clicks, you’ll see the future with clear eyes and you’ll know how to make it all happen. The road map will be laid before your eyes.
Second Chance to Slay the Dragons
After Scott’s passing, things in my life seemed like they started to crumble and my vision for KarmaBox began to get blurry. We were in the process of moving to Florida to start that new life together. We had been in Orlando for less than 12 hours before that tragedy struck. We arrived on Jan. 30, and Scott died the next morning.
I was just beginning to see my business gain some momentum when Scott left this world abruptly, leaving me with many questions. We’d just hit $250,000 in sales and were starting to see operators spring up all over the country, California being one of those states. 
I had to put everything on pause so I could grieve and give myself some time to figure out what my next move was going to be. My sister was a sweetheart and had everything under control with the few operators we had. I was emotionally drained and couldn’t bear the thought of business at the time. 
After a few months of sulking, my cousin from Toronto messaged me randomly asking if I could send her my “Dragons' Den” episode so she could show it to her finance class. Hearing the words “Dragons' Den” got me thinking about the show again. It occurred to me that a few years had passed and the business was doing great. I had taken the Dragons' advice and changed the business model which was why the business was doing so well.
I emailed the producer who helped me get on the first time and was surprised to get a response back. 
“You’re just in time. We’ve started filming our next season and we’re looking for second chance contestants,”she said. 
We set up a call and a few days after our meeting, I got an email that said, “Congratulations! Come on, you get a second chance!” This was exciting, just when I thought I might give up on the business altogether, this opportunity was another lift-hill moment that kept me anchored to KarmaBox. 
I borrowed my godson’s shitbox truck, loaded it up with one of the vending machines, and my mom drove with me to Toronto. I put new decals on the machine to spruce it up a little because at this point it was more than a few years old. I remember the drive through upstate New York with my mom was peaceful. For the first time since Scott’s passing, I had something else on my mind.
I went into the studio (late, mind you!), did my pitch, and was offered an investment deal of $100,000 split between Mike Wekerle and Michele Romanow. And this reignited the flame inside of me, an even bigger lift-hill moment. It proved to me that I had something worthwhile now and it was my chance to keep my promise to Scott. He always believed in me and this was my chance to truly make something of myself. I was sick and tired of mediocrity. Ever feel that way? Like you are destined to make a bigger mark than you’re making? Keep going!
After the show, I ended up turning down the deal with the investors on “Dragons' Den.” I had the realization that I had made the same amount the deal was worth, in one sale. The new business opportunity model was working and it was working well. We had some momentum.
California Looked Good On Me
It was now March 2015 and we were officially becoming nationwide with HQ in a worn-down warehouse in Norwood, Mass. that was definitely out of code and with new operators in Mobile, Detroit, St. Louis, Dallas, and Escondido, Calif. I had been putting off visiting and setting up my newest operator in Southern California for months. She was understanding of me not wanting to work after Scott died, but after being on “Dragons' Den,” I realized I had to get back to work. So I planned a visit out to San Diego.
As soon as I arrived, I immediately fell in love with California. Up until that point, I’d only visited my aunt and uncle and cousins when I was in high school and definitely didn’t appreciate its beauty. All I wanted to do back then was go to Sea World and the zoo. It was only visiting as an adult that I could truly appreciate this gorgeous region. Who wouldn’t fall in love with warm weather, palm trees, beautiful mountains, and the Pacific Ocean? It was the vibe and change I was looking for. No, yearning for after the tragedy I had just endured.
It was part of KarmaBox’s competitive edge that I, the CEO of the company, would come out and visit you, the new operator, to scout locations together. No one else was doing this in the industry. I knew it would eventually be unsustainable once the business grew, but because we were still young and sales were slowly gaining momentum, I was thrilled to be traveling to a new city. It made me feel even more legitimate as a businessman.
It was during this visit that I decided to move to San Diego. Scott’s passing outed me as a gay man and I figured I had the opportunity to start fresh, with nothing holding me back, even my sexuality. I was ready to live my life as an openly gay man and I felt like a brand new person. I was free and liberated. It was a mix of darkness and relief. I didn’t realize the power of living your true authentic self until this moment. Authenticity, I learned, is a key ingredient to crafting your comeback. Embracing your true authentic self empowers you with the unwavering strength and resilience needed to transform setbacks and obstacles into stepping stones toward growth and success.
When I got to San Diego, my plan was to work from home and I realized fairly quickly that was not going to be productive for me at all.( Today, it’s all I do, but remember, this was 2015!) Plus, I wanted to grow the team so I found a small office in Chula Vista that I paid for month-to-month, until the business grew big enough to move to another office.
During this transition, my sister Meg was still helping me with the business. She was essentially my right hand woman; she did everything from paperwork, to location calls, to managing my clients. She was super helpful and one day she casually said, “A.J., I wish someone from Fresh Healthy Vending could teach us how they got locations.” Finding and securing locations was our Achilles heel - we’d bang our heads against the wall because it was hit or miss for us - it was hard for us and we were still trying to figure out this part of the business. 
So, my sister had the foresight to place an ad on Craigslist and the very first application we got was from Abby.
My sister called me immediately and said, “A.J., you’re not going to believe this. We got an applicant from Fresh Healthy Vending. You have to call her now!”
Abby came in for an interview and the meeting ended up lasting for hours. We had this immediate connection and synergy that felt so powerful and right. It was because of Abby that we grew so quickly. It was the spark that blew everything up in the best way possible. She worked with me in that small Chula Vista office, and within a month, we outgrew it and moved to a very modest spot in Lemon Grove. The new office was in a fairly undesirable part of San Diego, but it was big and had so much potential. 
We filled the office with ten new employees within months and were bringing in hundreds of thousands of dollars in revenue. We hit $1,000,000 in sales at the one-year mark of being in business, and eventually ended up blowing out the walls and renting out the office next door as we grew. It was the most amazing feeling in the world but I was blinded by the growth and success. I didn’t even have much time to revel in it, to be honest. 
I was just going, going, going. Nonstop. Flying to three new cities a month, hiring people, firing people, feeling like a boss. I was starting to get complimentary upgrades to first class and nicer luxury vehicles for rentals due to my frequent business traveling. We were on a bullet train of growth and my business was growing faster than I was. My job got incredibly complicated very quickly. As I was traveling the country meeting with new operators, I was also always on the phone closing deals, I was dealing with employee issues, putting out fires every day.
On top of the chaos, we had some operators who were extremely upset because we weren’t finding locations fast enough. Those operators were sometimes even refunded, which obviously wasn’t pleasant. On the flip side, we had operators bringing in 60 to 100 vends per day per machine at high foot traffic locations. That math equates to about $1 profit per vend.
And then we just kept growing. 
My day-to-day operations were absolute chaos and I ignored all the signs.  My team was not performing and I was doing a terrible job managing and leading them. There was zero accountability with my team and so many people who just weren’t doing the jobs that needed to be done. But people tried but they weren’t cut out for the role.
I let the growth and the money in the bank dictate my decisions. And those decisions were often driven by a feeling and no data. It was also maybe part of my coping mechanism to deal with my grief, a distraction if you will. I don’t use this as an excuse but you also have to remember I had found my boyfriend dead at the bottom of a pool just a year earlier. I was an absolute hot mess and had no business running a seven figure company as a 20 something year old. This is hard for me to admit but it’s the truth.
Looking back, I wish someone would have knocked some sense into me sooner. The money and the power kind of got to my head a bit and I started feeling invincible. I think this happens to a lot of entrepreneurs and if not kept in check, well, the results can be devastating.
A Simple Question I Couldn’t Answer
I moved from my tiny one bedroom apartment in Golden Hill, a cute San Diego neighborhood, to a two bedroom apartment in a high-rise downtown; I later bought a Mercedes SUV; I went on a couple vacations. I let the vision of who I thought I was, outweigh the reality of what my business was and I thought I was a good businessman for it. I probably should have still been in that small studio driving my Hyundai and eating ramen. Instead, I played the role of Mr. Big Shot CEO so well that I even started acting differently. My dear friend and mentor Deb often called me out for this.
I always had issues saving money throughout my entire life. I managed my business’s money the same way I managed my own: By looking at the bank balance and saying, “oh, we have the money, let’s get XYZ.”  XYZ was a new ad to run, a new tech tool to try, a new employee to hire. It all went back into the business and never my pocket except for my living expenses. This was reckless and ignorant on my part and it wasn’t until we hit $1 million in sales that I decided, at the urging of my therapist and mentors, to bring in a bookkeeper. 
The first thing my bookkeeper said to me after going through all of my bank statements and receipts was, “It’s incredible that you weren’t keeping track of anything. I don’t know how you ran this business the way you did. I’ve never met an entrepreneur who did this.” 
And instead of taking that comment as a red-flag to learn more about my financials and how they work, I took it as a sense of pride. I stupidly and arrogantly thought it was because I was just a smart entrepreneur. Had I taken heed of his words and dealt with my financials sooner, I would have had a better grasp of where my business was and where it was headed and could have taken corrective measures sooner. I would take it a step further and say had I taken that investment on “Dragons’ Den,” I likely wouldn’t have gone bankrupt. But this was a setback advantage, a lesson that not only made me humble but a savvier entrepreneur. Like every clichè says, we learn and grow from our mistakes.
I do wish that my angel Investor from Starbucks was also more on top of the numbers. Toward the end he started asking questions and wondering. I remember being on a call with Cameron in a hotel near O‘Hare Airport and he was asking if we were profitable. I literally had no idea (we weren’t). I was afraid to know the truth. Like they say, ignorance is bliss and I was on Cloud 9 and didn’t want to come down. I was also partying a few weekends a month in the gay scene of San Diego as a way to deal with the massive amount of stress I was enduring.
But, hey, my business was on that bullet train and I didn’t have the time to deal with my finances (I realize how stupid this sounds). That’s why I hired someone, and my bookkeeper and CPA became my crutch. I’d handle getting the money in the bank and they’d deal with the accounting.
My mental crutch turned out to be without me realizing, if I didn’t know my numbers and just focused on what I saw on my bank balance, I could take more risks; in reality that was faulty thinking and it is your duty as a business owner to know your numbers inside and out. For yourself but also for the stakeholders, which as a modern business includes investors, customers, employees, the community, and the environment. Your financial statements are your company’s scorecard and you must be keeping track. Start with P and L and balance sheets, which can be generated by pretty much all of the bookkeeping platforms (I’ve tried them all and recommend Xero or Freshbooks).
Perhaps I turned a blind eye to the state of the financials because, let’s face it, I had no idea what I was doing and was doing everything, and I mean everything, on the fly. To top it off, I hired some inexperienced and unqualified folks for key roles who I paid very average wages to work in positions that required professional experience with salaries and good benefits. Like having a strong operations person would have helped a lot, as would an experienced sales manager. 
I made decisions solely on what I saw on the bank balance as I said, not on budgeted dollars. In fact, I didn’t have a budget. I spent money on what I thought we needed and I had the best intentions with those decisions. At the time, I thought every purchase I made was money well spent if it meant we could keep our doors open another day. Despite all of these f-ups that I’m admitting right now, I don’t regret anything because I’ve learned so much during this process. I mean, of course I’m doing the facepalm emoji in my head now. And I'm even cringing when sharing this information but I think it’s an important lesson.
My bookkeeper was the first person to explain accrual accounting to me and I’ve been learning about it in my MBA program at Boston University. He basically told me that when we received money from a client, it was a deposit, it wasn’t a sale until the vending machines had been built and shipped out. This didn’t make sense to me at the time but I just went with it. To me, if the money was in the bank, that was a sale - “a sale was a sale is a sale.” So when we had $30k, or $80k wired from a client, it wouldn’t be reflected on the books as income until the machines went out for delivery. The deposits would actually be reflected as liabilities on the books.
Our books started looking wonky to me, further confusing me even more about accounting. We’d hit $2 million, but the books weren’t saying we hit $2 million. It just didn’t make sense to me. Rather than hugging the numbers, I put my hands up and said, “okay, I don’t get this. Moving on.” Looking back at it and going through the bankruptcy process, I totally understand accrual accounting now. I urge you to understand these fundamentals. If you ignore the numbers, it will bite you in the ass.
A Mountain of Liabilities
It was around March of 2017 when my bookkeeper said to me, “Look A.J., your liability is adding up. It’s OK right now, but if by this time next year, your liability hasn’t shrunken, you should consider closing down your business.”
I thought to myself, “Yeah, OK. I don’t think this guy knows what he’s talking about. He’s a fucking bookkeeper. I’m a brilliant entrepreneur!!!” 
How’d that work out for me?
Ironically, he knew more about my business than I did and saw the truth in the numbers. The numbers don’t lie, as they say. They’re the ultimate scorecard in business. I thought I was a big shot but really I wasn’t even playing the game properly. I was in complete denial at the time and brushed his comment off as ignorance. I mean, c’mon, we just hit $2million dollars in sales, we were doing great!
Around the same time, we had a lead come in from a guy in Tampa, Florida. An older gentleman who had built his wealth by franchising MailBoxes, Etc. He initially wanted to buy 30 vending machines and through a number of conversations with him, he hinted at becoming an investor instead. He’s an important part of this story, so I'll come back to him momentarily.
Warnings aside, we blew a hole in the wall and took over the adjacent suite in the Lemon Grove office as we began to expand. We had a huge office now, literally doubling its size. We enjoyed the larger space for about six months, then it crossed my mind that I should get a new office - a better one, with better views and lighting. I let this thought slip to a new operator while at lunch on a frigid winter day in Minneapolis and she said, “Good, you should. I almost asked for my money back when I Googled your office because I thought maybe you guys weren’t legit.” From the outside, the office does look a little unpolished, to say the least.
Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. “New office” was my new obsession. Our offices were in a shabby part of San Diego and it was an older building. I wondered how many people did what she did and decided to not move forward with us because our office building looked like it needed to be demolished?
There were a few deals that came to mind that were so close to signing when they backed out at the last minute. Did they not feel comfortable wiring $50k, $80k, $100k to us after seeing our office??
So we moved the office to 9th and B St. in downtown San Diego, in the building next to the skyscraper I was living in. The office cost me about $400 more per month, plus parking for my long-time employees that I agreed to pick up the tab on. It was a complete facelift and if anyone wanted to Google our office, they’d see that we were legit. We were downtown, baby! I thought this was a smart business move but in reality, it was just more food to feed the ego.
Do You Want to Be Rich or Famous?
Now, back to my buddy in Tampa. By this time, we’d developed a pretty close relationship. He had a good friend who was looking for a job, so I hired him for about a month or so. Tampa guy and I spoke on the phone regularly and he became a mentor and friend. So I planned a trip to the East Coast and while I was there, I dropped by Tampa to meet with him. We had a nice dinner at The Cheesecake Factory, and one of the first things he asked me was, “Do you want to be rich, or famous?”. 
And I had to seriously think about that one for a minute! I told him I wanted to be rich. I think he asked me that because I was too focused on marketing and PR. I was always self-promoting. I’m sure he was wondering about what my real motive was. He never wanted to be famous or well known. He only wanted to make money and keep making money and grow his life and business. He was always under the radar. In many ways, I respected that. 
Before I left, he said, “Look, I’m going to be honest with you. I’m worried about you and I’m worried that you’re not going to make it because you don’t know a thing about your numbers.” He concluded this over several calls when I didn’t know the answer to basic questions about KarmaBox’s financials that every CEO should know cold. “I’m worried you’re going to fail because you don’t know your numbers and they’re the most important part of your business. And you know what else? I’m afraid you’re going to die young.”
That guy I hired for my buddy in Tampa? Yep, he was the eyes and ears on my chaotic day-to-day operations and ended up sharing his own story about rags to riches to ruin, to getting back up after his own battle with cancer and even bankruptcy. I imagine that he had reported back to my buddy that the office was in complete chaos and I was a stress-case every single day.
That was the first time I thought, “Oh shit. He’s right. My lifestyle is not sustainable.” I showed him our financials anyway, you know, the one where “the sale is a sale is a sale.” We looked so damn good on paper, but in reality, we were in a big pile of shit and I didn’t know what to do about it. While I never lied to him, I also never addressed the fact that we had a huge amount of liability that was crushing me.
Tampa guy left it at this: “When you know your numbers better, we can talk.” And I left Tampa having to face some stark realities about my business.
A Bite on The Ankle
I was a hot mess, my business was holding on by a thread, and I wasn’t doing a good job running my life or my business. Sure, there were things I was great at, but when it came down to the fundamentals of business, I was just not equipped to manage it all. 
I should have taken heed when other things in my life and business started to unravel. While I was on my Florida trip, my 11 month old Scottish terrier bit someone in the elevator of my apartment building. That incident ended up getting me kicked out of the building due to, go figure, liability. I scrambled and moved to an even more expensive apartment 30 minutes north of the city in Carlsbad. 
My right hand gal, Abby, had given her notice months prior and was moving on to start her own business so that just added even more complexity to my predicament. This was all the start of the fall.  As the week progressed after my Tampa trip, it became utterly clear that I was headed toward bankruptcy because everything just started to go downhill from there. 
I got back to San Diego and decided to scale everything back. I took a deep dive into my finances and found over $200k of spending I could have totally done without. I saw that by simply facing the numbers. I cut back my staff, stopped all business travel, and basically tried to staunch the bleeding as much as I could. My team knew something was up. I actually even stopped going into the office. 
I was in a panic. Our expenses in 2017 were $1.8 million and that had been a huge reality check for me. If it weren’t for my buddy in Tampa, I would have been stuck in my old patterns and would have kept ignoring the truth. But now I knew: the numbers never lie. 
My bookkeeper tried to warn me, my close friend Deb tried to warn me, even my friend’s dad tried to forewarn me (but again, I brushed him off because, hey what did he know about my business?)and I didn’t recognize it until it was too late. 
It was my Tampa buddy who shook me awake and said, “what the fuck are you doing?” and I took him seriously because I looked up to him. He knew business. His final advice to me as I stood in the middle of a Manhattan Beach mall after a meeting with a prospective vending location was “close down the business and file for bankruptcy. It’s going to be a tough couple of years, but you’ll get through it, you’re young.” He said that was the advice that he would give his own son. I accepted that advice that very moment and realized that the fate of KarmaBox was sealed.
Another thing that really killed me that I want you to be careful of is borrowing money from banks and loan sharks. There are a ton of predatory lenders out there who take advantage of business owners in a tight cash crunch. I took out two lines of credit from hard money lenders, but they were high interest loans and they were debiting my account $1,400 a day, Monday through Friday. It was unsustainable. I had to throw in the towel.
In March 2018, KarmaBox was officially closed. It was almost a year to the day that my bookkeeper tried to caution  me about my own demise. It was as if he looked into a crystal ball and saw my future, and that crystal ball was line item after line item of my financial mess.
I declared bankruptcy over a year later after immense fear, shame and embarrassment. I finally had to do it and face my creditors that day at my bankruptcy hearing. Some of them were families who lost their life savings. The first thing my lawyer told me to do was to change my phone number and I totally understand why. People hated me and still do. It’s my biggest f-up to this day and I’m truly so sorry.
In that moment, I realized something crucial: fear is often a sign that you’re on the verge of a comeback. Fear doesn’t mean failure—it means you’re pushing yourself to the edge of your comfort zone, and that’s where growth happens. Whether you’re facing a failure that’s a mix of what you could control and what you couldn’t, or an F-up that’s entirely within your hands, reframing fear is the key to moving forward. The comeback starts when you stop letting fear hold you back and start using it to fuel your next move.
Fear often feels like it’s trying to protect you from danger, but in reality, it’s holding you back. When fear takes over, try this reframe: ask yourself, ‘What will happen if I don’t take this risk?’ Fear is often tied to losing something, but so is playing it safe. By imagining the loss you face by not acting, you’ll shift the focus and reclaim your power.
It’s taken me this long to reconcile this within myself enough to share my story with you and I do it with reluctance. It was a devastating loss for not just me but many hardworking folks who trusted me. To those people, I’m truly so sorry for causing financial trauma and I hope to be able to make it up to you somehow someday. It’s been a wild ride. I learned so much from this setback that I hope the lessons will make me a better businessperson and I can somehow pay it forward. What I know for sure, is that I’ve been humbled by this experience.
This book is part of the next chapter in my entrepreneurial journey. I am, as I write this, crafting my comeback and hope that you will be inspired to do the same if you’ve encountered any of The 3Fs. It’s my belief that no matter what you’re going through or what your circumstances are, you have to try your best to have an optimistic perspective of your life and what’s next. You have to KEEP GOING. Setbacks are stepping stones to help you refine your character, make better decisions, and get back in the game with new insights and learnings. Setbacks make you a stronger person and I believe it’s truly about the person we become in the process and not the outcome that’s most important. Embrace them. Appreciate them. Love them.
The PILL Formula
I realized that as someone who encountered quite a few setbacks, I had an almost formulaic process of going through them without even realizing it. The acronym spells out PILL, so you just have to remember to take your pill!
To get the most out of the Comeback PILL, try this daily habit: choose one part of the framework (Patience, Initiate, Leverage, or Let Go) and apply it in your day. When I was building my new company, I spent one week focusing only on ‘Letting Go’ of perfectionism in my work, and it freed me up to be more productive. Start with one area, and see how it transforms your comeback journey.
When I applied the Comeback PILL after KarmaBox’s collapse, it looked something like this: I started by ‘Practicing Patience,’ reminding myself that rebuilding takes time. Then, I ‘Initiated New Ideas’—one of which became Keep Going Media. I ‘Leveraged My Network’ by reaching out to past mentors. Finally, I ‘Let Go of Perfection,’ understanding that my next step didn’t have to be flawless, just forward-moving. Here’s how you can apply it: take one part of PILL today, and focus on that.
It was two months after I closed down KarmaBox and I was two hours north of San Diego in the City of Angels. It started out as a seemingly peaceful night in Los Angeles as I was just finally getting settled there. I went from living in that beautiful apartment on the 23rd floor in downtown San Diego to a small studio with cockroaches that was in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint. Don’t worry, I had the landlord get rid of the cockroaches before I moved in and ended up putting some color on the wall with my dad to spruce it up. 
The Comeback PILL isn’t just about getting through a rough patch—it’s about actively crafting the next phase of your journey. Whether you’re facing a failure, a fluke, or an F-up, the principles of patience, initiation, leverage, and letting go will guide you through. Your comeback doesn’t happen all at once. It’s a series of intentional steps that take you from where you are to where you want to be. And it’s the PILL that turns setbacks into setups for your next success
Now, talk about a roller coaster ride because just a few weeks prior, I was running a multi-million dollar business and felt like I was on top of the world. And then, just like that, there I was without a job, without money, wondering what was going to happen next. It was the second lowest point in my life. I’m sure you could guess the first one. 
I was Ubering for some side cash. Moving from a spacious two bedroom to a small studio required getting rid of 80% of my stuff. And boy did I have a lot of stuff. I mean why do we collect so much?! It was crazy. The one thing I had left that I was determined to keep was my flashy white Mercedes Benz SUV. The one materialist thing left that was a good reminder of where I’d been. So that night when I was in my apartment, I planned to go to a spin class at Equinox, a bougie gym that I was about to not have membership to anymore due to the hefty price tag. But I was so exhausted from everything that I decided to take a quick little nap that turned into a deep sleep that was much needed. 
It was interrupted by a screech, bang, and then a crash! I woke up, my dogs woke up, and immediately I heard a baby crying. Whatever that crash was, it didn’t sound good. The baby crying was also extremely alarming so I quickly grabbed my dogs’ leashes and just as I was about to open the door to run downstairs, the lady who managed the building came running up screaming “MISTER, YOUR CAR! YOUR CAR!”
“WHAT?!”
Oh, no, I thought. 
I ran downstairs and I saw a ton of my neighbors (some new and old faces) all around the street. And there was my car, SMASHED TO PIECES and thrown onto the sidewalk, about 10 feet from where it was parked.
In the middle of the road was the Honda Civic that hit it. Nobody was in the car. The man driving ran away on foot while his girlfriend and baby walked to their in-law’s house around the corner. She came back shortly afterwards, all cut up and distraught. Her baby was OK, thank God. Apparently they got into a bad argument and he went crazy. Luckily nobody was hurt. The cars, on the other hand, were a different story.
I was absolutely devastated. That car was my pride and glory and while it was just a materialistic thing, I put way more meaning on it than it deserved. My neighbor said “man, that thing’s definitely totaled.”
Another guy came up to me and said that he worked for this autobody shop around the corner on Santa Monica Boulevard. He slipped me a business card and said to talk to the owner to see if he could save it. 
My car was towed, and I was even more hurt. It was like adding salt to a bad wound. Not only did I have a failed business, angry clients andno money, but my one prized possession was destroyed. That car represented something to me. I also didn’t have a vehicle to Uber with anymore.
I thought to myself… why? Why does this happen to me? Why do I seem to be the KING OF SETBACKS?
It seemed that so much in my life was remarkable. I was either running a multi-million dollar business or going bankrupt. I was either driving a Mercedes, or a bike. So it got me thinking about my past setbacks… and I wondered how I got through them so smoothly. I so desperately wanted to get through this one so I really took a moment to think and reflect. 
That’s when it dawned on me that I’ve been using a formula to navigate my setbacks without even realizing it.
The Setback Advantage formula is all about taking your PILL.
The P stands for Pain. The I stands for Impact. The L stands for Lessons. And the last L is Let it go. 
So the P is for PAIN… you gotta feel it. Be upset, be sad, cry, yell. Do whatever you have to do to experience the feelings and emotions associated with whatever you just encountered. For the rest of the night, I was defeated. I was sad, I was grieving. I let myself feel those emotions. Studies have shown that this is a very important part of experiencing setbacks, hurdles, grief, etc. You need to feel these emotions. (I recommend you check out Episode 3, FEEL THE PAIN, at KeepGoing.tv.)
The I stands for IMPACT. This is when you need to really think about the impact that your setback will have on your overall life. Sometimes in the heat of the moment a setback can seem more devastating than it really is. Ask yourself:
Will this matter in a week?
Will this matter in a month?
Will this matter in a year?
Sometimes after this step, you’ll immediately start to feel better after realizing the long-term impact of the setback isn’t that great. I quickly realized that even if my car was totaled, it really only affected emy pride.
The L is for Lesson. Start to think about the lessons that will come out of the setback. There is always a lesson or something to be learned, no matter how big or small. The lesson with my car crash is that I put way too much emphasis on materialism. The fact that I was so devastated was all the proof I needed. Then being without the car for a while was a great lesson though I didn’t really need it in Los Angeles. Between my bike, Ubers, and scooters, I got around just fine. I was also able to get a rental through my insurance, which I used for a few weeks. Also, that incident is what sparked this whole concept that I’m now able to share with you. It took that moment to realize that I have something that can really impact people’s lives in a positive way. 
Now the last step is easier said than done, but after the first three steps, you have to just LET IT GO.
I know “just let it go” is totally easier said than done. When the setback is still bothering you after going through these first three steps, I have another hack that can be Plan B after the comeback pill. 
Which of the four PILL steps do you struggle with the most? Why do you think that is? Reflect on how you can strengthen that area in your comeback journey.
You Just Gotta Do It!
One of the most rewarding things about being an entrepreneur is being able to look back at your own growth and acknowledge how far you’ve come at any given moment during the journey. When I started this book, I’d been in San Diego for only a few months in a tiny apartment in an “up-and-coming” neighborhood and at the time, had about 10 operators, a small staff, and one office location. In a little over a year, our staff nearly doubled; we went from 10 operators to over 40, and did over $1.5 million dollars in sales.  Then, by year three, we had 89 operators, $4 million in total revenue, and, well, the rest is history.  When I look at myself in the mirror today, I sometimes don’t recognize the person staring back at me because there has been so much growth.
A lot has changed since I started this book; not only in business but also in every area of my life. I have a lot of stability in my life financially and emotionally now, with an amazingly loving and caring boyfriend. We lived in a beautiful suburb of Boston with that same Scottish terrier and a Frenchie. I’m happy and healthy and feel a deep sense of purpose to share my story with others. If you’re still reading up until this point, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I should also say that I go every week to the same therapist I’ve been seeing since Scott’s passing and he’s been a huge reason for my growth.
I’m not the same person I was - as I grew, my business grew, and I believe that when you are continually learning and consistently implementing what you learn, your results (whether good or bad) will always move you forward. The dots will always connect when you look back on your journey. The failure of KarmaBox was actually one of the best things that ever happened to me and sadly one of the worst things that happened to some of my former operators. As strange as that is to say, I feel like it needed to happen in the most humbling and educational way.
When you go after your dream, it will require that you let go of what’s holding you back; and usually that something is an old belief that a younger part of yourself is holding on to. You have to get out of your own way and let the person you’re becoming move into fruition. You must listen to that impulse you have inside of you to branch out on your own and give yourself a shot at experiencing your own potential. If you don’t, you’ll never know what or who you could become and that would be a great tragedy. 
Dr. Carol Dweck’s research on the Growth Mindset shows that those who believe in their ability to learn and grow from challenges are much more likely to achieve success in the long run. This mindset shift is essential when crafting your comeback—because setbacks aren’t the end of the story; they’re just another opportunity to learn and grow. When you believe that your efforts can lead to growth, there’s no limit to what you can achieve.
If you’ve ever wanted to be an entrepreneur, listen to that inner voice and get around the right people. People who will encourage you, inspire you, and guide you along your path. People who will support your choices and nudge you along until you recognize and have lived into your own potential. Find a mentor who can see not only your potential, but the person you’ll become when you’ve fulfilled that potential.
I truly believe that when we first get started as entrepreneurs we almost always do it for selfish reasons; whether it be for how good it makes us look to our family and friends or for how much money we get to make or for the freedom it gives us in every area of our lives, we usually go after the dream to satisfy a personal desire. However, once all of our selfish “needs” are met and our friends aren’t that impressed with us anymore, we start to look for other reasons why we continue on the entrepreneurial path, because, let’s face it, this journey is not for the faint of heart. It takes a lot of grit, gall, go-getting, and an unwavering persistence to be successful. And then maintaining that success is a whole other story.
I believe that when our focus begins to shift from our selfish pursuits to serving others, you’ll naturally inspire people to want to do business with you. That’s when YOU change and become someone whose vision is bigger than yourself. The person you become will inspire your team, your customers, your investors, your family & friends, and everyone around you to be bigger than their current circumstance.
I can tell you that when I started KarmaBox, I was afraid of a lot of things. I was afraid I would never succeed because I thought no one would take me seriously because I am gay. I was afraid I wasn’t mature enough to handle a multi-million dollar business (because I was terrible at handling my personal finances). That last part turned out to be true. I was afraid I would lose everything I worked so hard for.
I’ll tell you from experience, those fears, if they actually come true, aren't as bad as you think they are. I had even more fears with Keep Going HQ, my current venture, that I still grapple with today. But I recognize them and push them aside. I try my best to turn that anxiety into action.
The fear will subside when you take consistent action and will eventually turn into courage and confidence. Some days fear will rear its ugly head, but you’ll be armed with a healthy dose of self-awareness and you’ll be able to acknowledge it and act anyway. If you keep doing this, you’ll be unrecognizable to yourself and to everyone who’s ever known you. It takes practice, experience, and heartache. 
Thomas Edison’s persistence in the face of failure is one of the most iconic examples of crafting a comeback. He is said to have failed over 1,000 times before successfully inventing the light bulb, but in his words, ‘I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.’ His resilience teaches us that comebacks aren’t about immediate success—they’re about staying committed, learning from every setback, and pushing forward.
You’ll be an Entrepreneur – a risk taker, dream maker, and life changer.  
I don’t know about you, but I can definitely live with that title.
Every setback is a chance to craft your comeback. Whether it’s a failure, a fluke, or an F-up, the way forward is in your hands. This book has been about more than just surviving the tough times—it’s about thriving in spite of them. You now have the tools to take control of your story and rewrite it on your terms. Your comeback isn’t a one-time event—it’s a lifelong process of rising after every fall. So no matter where you are right now, keep going, keep learning, and keep crafting your comeback.
As you finish reading this book, I challenge you to craft your own comeback roadmap. Start by writing down your biggest current setback. Next, list the three most important lessons from this book that you can apply to your situation. Finally, create a 30-day plan that includes one small step you can take every day to move forward. Remember, your comeback is not a single moment—it’s a series of intentional steps.











Chapter 7 Workbook Activity: Practice the Comeback PILL Framework
1. Pick a Setback to Reflect On:
· Write down a recent or significant setback you’ve faced in your business or personal life.
· Setback: ______________
2. P: Pain (Feel it)
· Reflect on the emotional and physical pain this setback caused. Give yourself permission to feel the pain fully, without judgment.
· What does this pain feel like? How is it affecting you right now?
· Pain Reflection: ______________
3. I: Impact (Will This Matter?)
· Now, reframe the setback by assessing its true long-term impact. Ask yourself: Will this matter in a week? In a month? In a year?
· Write down your reflections on the potential short-term and long-term impact of the setback.
· Short-Term Impact: ______________
· Long-Term Impact: ______________
4. L: Lessons (Learn and Grow)
· What lessons can you extract from this setback? What did it teach you about your approach, mindset, or actions? Write down any insights or wisdom you’ve gained.
· Lessons Learned: ______________
· How can you grow from this? ______________
5. L: Let It Go
· Finally, let go of the setback. Acknowledge that you’ve felt the pain, understood the impact, and learned the lessons—now it’s time to release it. Write down how you plan to let go of this setback emotionally and mentally.
· Letting Go Plan: ______________
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