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			Chapter 2

			Defining Who You Are

			I didn’t have a clear path regarding what I wanted to be after high school, but as I came closer to graduating, I heard kids intermittently discussing the advice they were given relating to preparation for college, career advice, networking, their image, and other things. Over time, guidance and expertise appeared to have a positive effect. Many of my classmates graduated from Winter Park High School and went to college to pursue their ambitions and specific areas of study, while I tried to learn more on my own.

			I would have appreciated having a mentor to discuss career options with, or who would take me inside of their business to show me how it worked. Perhaps I would have begun to flourish sooner and avoided making poor choices. Having a mentor wouldn’t necessarily have meant I’d take every piece of advice I was given, but it might have created more options.

			I’ve observed mentors who inspired others with their knowledge, passion, and expertise—wrapped with purposeful intent. That’s the way it ought to be. We should want to pass along what we know, provide opportunities for those seeking them, and lift others to see over walls to view the vast opportunities they may not have otherwise been aware existed.

			When people asked me who my mentor was, I felt uncomfortable replying, “Other than my drive to succeed, I didn’t have one.” My mentor wasn’t an individual; it was always hard work and drive that propelled me to the next level. Of course, I’ve received great advice, but I didn’t have a trusted advisor or anyone continually guiding or helping me. With the problems that adolescents are facing today, they need supportive guidance to help them be confident and optimistic about life, learn how to work through challenges, formulate better relationships with their peers, make healthy lifestyle choices, and establish goals.

			As my vision became more defined, I advanced by surrounding myself with great people—wise people I could learn from. I had an innate drive to do well, and I wasn’t willing to back down or give up on anything. The network that you create or become a part of contributes to or detracts from your level of success. I developed a hunger for success that wouldn’t subside. Perhaps some of my prosperity was due to the fact that I didn’t have anyone to work with me.

			College wasn’t a part of my plan, and when I made that choice, I never felt inferior because I didn’t pursue a degree. I felt college would teach me how to work for someone, and I didn’t want that, so I created my own path. I sought inspiration and devoured it. That helped me define who I was and who I was working to become. I had an entrepreneurial spirit, work ethic, and the ability to put myself in a position so people wouldn’t make fun of me for being disadvantaged. When I asked myself how I could change my situation, the answer was simple: work. It was always work. I didn’t make a choice not to go to college to circumvent learning; I loved learning. I didn’t decide to become an entrepreneur so I could have the freedom not to work. Working for myself meant that I would work more because I had yet to satisfy my appetite. I had a multitude of riveting ideas to sift through in the process, and I needed to see them through. I didn’t take several different jobs because I was trying to make money any way I could. I took them because I was trying to determine who I was. The answer: an entrepreneur.

			If I started another business, I wanted to do something I was good at and loved doing. I possessed a keen perception when it came to what teenagers wanted from working at the skating rink and being one. I was good at being a DJ, loved music, passionate about starting another business, and I paid attention to where I saw a demand. I thought teenagers wanted more options than going to the movies and skating. Even though kids couldn’t legally drink, they still wanted an alternative.

			My buddy Mark Salmon and I decided to open a young-adult club called Odyssey. We found a location, met with the landlord, shared our vision with him, and he agreed that we had a good idea. The landlord took a chance and rented the space to us. We had half the money required to secure the building and set up the club, but we needed an investor for the other half. I went to my network and asked around. A lady who owned the day care that my brother attended when he was younger gave us the investment in exchange for 50 percent of the business. The three of us agreed that Mark and I would co-manage the club, and I would be the DJ.

			Mark and I did a lot of work to get the club ready, and we hired people to help us. When we opened, we charged a five-dollar entry fee and had a concession stand serving soft drinks and hot dogs. The first night we were open, everyone paid cash, and we exceeded our expectations. We operated five nights a week from 7:00 p.m. until 1:00 a.m. and started each night with a line of anxious teens cramming the sidewalks, waiting to get in. Odyssey became the teen hot spot in town, and that line stretched down the street. At the end of the night, Mark and I fed leftover hot dogs to the alligator in the lake behind the building rather than waste them.

			A few months after opening, our growing business was interrupted when the ceiling of Odyssey caved in. Prior to Mark and I taking occupancy, there had been a fire in the building and the ceiling hadn’t been properly restored. Unfortunately, the landlord never disclosed this to us. No one was hurt, but our other partner was upset because the three of us were responsible for repairs if we wanted to continue operating. Mark and I accepted that it was out of our control, but our partner refused to pay for any damage and sued us. Mark and I defended ourselves in court and won because the judge said the plaintiff’s case was without merit. Faced with the decision to move forward or give up, Mark and I cleaned up the place, repaired the ceiling, and tried to recover the business, but in the end, it was lost. From this error in judgment, I learned to personally do a thorough walk-through before investing in any property.

			m

			Being that I didn’t want to remain where I was for the rest of my life, I couldn’t accept having a complacent mindset; it would only threaten my progress. My father’s absence encouraged me to figure things out and determine where I wanted to land. Indirectly, that helped me become stronger and more focused on being the kind of person I wanted to be.

			Over the years, I’ve learned firsthand that we all have something to offer, and it is left to each of us to elect what that contribution will be. For me, the point of working hard is not to accumulate wealth; it’s about pursuing dreams, achieving goals, personal development, positioning myself to take great care of my family, and helping others. It’s about maximizing my time here and leaving nothing undone. When you are blessed, bless others by paying it forward.

			It can take some time before we master certain things, and there will be countless others we never will. When we are able to pass those lessons along and reveal our own errors, it can be beneficial to others:

			1.	Lead by example.

			2.	Don’t be afraid to confront poor behavior.

			3.	Show interest and study people so you can effectively offer them good ideas.

			4.	Refrain from being combative in your communication and offer advice without being critical.

			5.	Take the time to listen to what people have to say.

			6.	Positively impact lives and elevate people to the next level.

			m

			My mother had been divorced for a few years, and when I was fifteen, she married Ron, a family and marriage counselor. On account of that, we moved a couple of miles away from the home we’d grown up in. Regardless of how hard I worked, Ron lectured me about something nearly every day. Being an entrepreneur wasn’t a real job to him, and he didn’t have any respect for me for not wanting to attend college. His recommendation was that I should get a real job. The day after I turned eighteen, without forewarning, my stepfather announced, “Son, you’re eighteen—you need to move out.”

			“When?” I asked.

			“Today,” he replied as if I should have known. But I didn’t. I hadn’t been planning to live at home much longer, but there had never been any discussion about moving out when I turned eighteen. If there had been, I would have prepared for it.

			“Really?” I asked flatly, processing his time frame. Ron didn’t reply.

			I don’t think he ever cared for me much, but I came with the package. Over the years, Mom had displayed a great deal of respect for the way I worked and kept to my commitments. She trusted me. When I turned seventeen, my mother co-signed so that I could purchase a beautiful white 1971 240Z. I learned about the power of credit at a young age, and I was never late on a single payment. I wasn’t going to let Mom down or have Ron say, “I told you so.” When Ron found out, he was furious with Mom, and I don’t think he ever let it go. Asking me to leave was a part of his lingering anger.

			That day, my mother’s expression appeared as if she had been denied the only thing she ever asked of Ron, but she couldn’t change her husband’s decision, and, respectfully, I didn’t expect her to. After Ron announced his decision, Mom quietly turned away and walked toward the hallway, taking slow steps. There was nothing else for me to say, so I shifted my mind into survival mode and obediently went to gather my belongings. I was resolute that I’d figure things out and quickly find a place to live. Visibly upset, Mom opened the door to the linen closet and reached inside. “Take these,” she insisted with a wistful glance, placing a top and bottom sheet in my hands. I calmly walked into the bathroom, grabbed my toothbrush and toothpaste, and then went across the hall into my bedroom. I scanned my room one last time, grabbed a stack of folded clothes from the dresser drawer, and left. Although Tammy was no longer living at home, I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to Tim and Heather.

			I drove a couple of miles up the street, trying to decide where to begin. When I saw a red and white For Rent sign on the lawn of an apartment complex, I pulled into the parking lot. At the very least, I needed to know what it would take to rent an apartment and then find somewhere to sleep that night. I went inside the office and introduced myself to the girl behind the desk. I told her I’d seen their sign and asked about the apartment they had available. She told me they were running a one hundred-dollar move-in special, which is all I had on me. Then she showed me a studio apartment. It wasn’t anything special, but it had the basics. Since I had to work that night, I didn’t have much time to look around. I filled out the application, paid the hundred-dollar fee, and asked if I could move in immediately. Half an hour later, she gave me the keys, and I settled in with the few items I had in my car.

			I stopped by the local movie theater to give one of my buddies my new address. He ran into the back room and came out handing me a large box of toilet paper. I left the theater and went to the grocery store, bought a fresh loaf of Merita bread, a pack of Oscar Mayer Thick Cut Bologna, and a jar of Miracle Whip. I went home and sat on the floor of my empty apartment, eating a bologna sandwich. I had to save money to pay bills and furnish the place, so delicious bologna sandwiches would have to be enough for a while. I was prepared to make do.

			When I finished working at the club that night, I drove over to our old house. I didn’t stop; I slowly passed while reminiscing about the little home I had grown up in. I recalled playful moments wrestling with Mom, weeding the yard with her over lighthearted conversations, and comfortably sitting together on the sofa watching television. I could see myself rushing through the door to the aroma of Mom’s tacos wafting up my nostrils, or sitting down to a plate of hot dogs and potato chips with my family.

			I was grateful for that house and the memories created there. This time, the house was different. Everything was pitch black, as though that part of my life had ended. It was time to build the life I wanted—the way I envisioned it. I gradually accelerated and continued down the street, with a heaviness swelling in my chest. 

			I opened the door to my apartment, flipped on the light switch, and closed the door behind me. My eyes wandered around the empty space as I slipped out of my gym shoes. I removed the sheets from the kitchen counter, traded them for my car keys, and spread them out on the floor. When I shut off the lights, I laid down, resting my hands behind my head as a pillow, only to stare at the ceiling in a silent room that had a magnetic pull on my thoughts. I was intent on changing my lifestyle, but for now, I had to start somewhere. As hard as it was getting thrown out of the house, it turned out to be the best thing for me. I’d manage my money better and continue working toward who I wanted to be. Before long I drifted off, thinking, I’m going through the process of trial and error, but it’s not going to be this way forever.

			m

			Being in pursuit of your destiny or trying to ascertain how you will shape your life doesn’t mean it should be unpleasant or stressful. That’s why it’s essential to maintain balance during the process. Music was therapeutic and it did that for me. As a result, I continued working as a DJ, but shortly after I turned nineteen, a couple of friends presented me with an opportunity to become an investor and partner in their stucco and drywall business. I agreed and invested a portion of the income that I made as a DJ into the stucco and drywall business and added this to my list of endeavors. The problem was that there are only twenty-four hours in a day.

			Waking up early was innate. Since the age of fourteen, I’d delivered monthly newspapers for a neighborhood in the Pines. Around the time that I became a disc jockey at some of the more prominent nightclubs in town, the newspaper increased my distribution area. The problem was that I worked the nightclubs until two o’clock in the morning. With a larger area, eight hundred papers needed to be delivered by 4:00 a.m. Despite the fact that I managed to get all of the papers delivered on my first day with the new route, I was thirty minutes late. I struggled to get by on an hour and a half of sleep. The following day I was late again, and my boss cautioned, “You can’t be late anymore.” After working twenty-two and a half hours for two days in a row, I accepted that I couldn’t keep up with that pace. I wasn’t managing my time appropriately and, if I continued overextending myself, I’d damage my reputation and lose my job anyway. I didn’t want that as part of my job history, so I thanked my boss for the opportunity and resigned from the paper route. My lawn mowing business taught me that time management was a critical aspect of success. When the demand on my time became challenging as a DJ, I hired other DJs to work for me and then placed them at the clubs that wanted me for a percentage of their pay. I enjoyed all of my other jobs for different reasons, but spinning records and interacting with the crowd was the most fun.

			Working as a DJ played an instrumental part in helping to cultivate my networking and public speaking skills, which have proven to be indispensable in business. You are a brand and you must be able to promote your own brand. When I’m speaking, it’s important for people to feel that I am confident and that they have my personal attention. I learned how to speak to a room of five hundred people as though I am speaking to a single person. I also found that asking the right questions and learning more about the business side of what you are doing can help create other opportunities. Often people focus on doing their job instead of understanding the full scope of the business; however, that’s where professional growth comes into play.

			m

			Initially, my partners and I were making money here and there in the stucco and drywall business, but it had its drawbacks when it came to being paid on time, or even getting paid at all. I suppose it was the nature of the beast, and we kept working, anticipating that it would change. Fortunately, having a dual income allowed me to sustain my lifestyle and continue pushing through with the stucco and drywall.

			Time and a lack of experience gave rise to one harsh lesson after another. The stucco and drywall business struggled, and we went $100,000 in debt. I spoke with my partners and proposed that they could walk away and I’d take over the business, assuming all the debt. They accepted the offer. I had enough infrastructure that I thought I could turn it around. I anticipated the first few years on my own would be challenging, but I forged ahead, given that I was learning the business from the ground up. After I took over, I made money, lost a few more deals, and struggled some more, but I needed to be resilient and somehow find a way to persevere.

			I was doing better financially, but I was working from one end of the day into the next. After a little over a year of being on my own, I moved into a nice villa and bought a 1978 silver convertible Mercedes-Benz with a red interior. I never forgot the guy with the Mercedes. I got the car, but it was his advice that was still looming. “Get into real estate.”

			m

			A year and a half later, I was standing in line at the bank making a deposit for my stucco and drywall business when I met Ronna, a super-hot girl with beautiful, long brown hair and a stunning smile. We started dating when I was twenty, and our relationship organically evolved into something quite special. A year later, Ronna and I were married. We worked together with the stucco and drywall business, but we hadn’t made much money. My DJ income was what kept me afloat in in the interim, but after we got married, I gave it up because I didn’t think being a DJ would work well for our marriage.

			When we moved into our apartment, we had some furniture, but we didn’t have a dining room table. We went to Burdines department store and saw a table for $99 but couldn’t afford it. Every Saturday, Ronna and I went to Burdines, and we’d look at that table. Ronna would sigh and say, “I really like that table,” but we could barely pay our power bill. Four months later, we bought that $99 table. Although it’s in storage, we still have it today. It’s one of those things that reminds me of where I came from. Things were difficult back then, and I haven’t forgotten that $99 was important to us then, and it is now.

			My wife and I started buying and selling foreclosed homes from the government. We fixed them up—painted, landscaped, and then sold them. Ronna and I were getting by, making do with what little we had. Ronna’s mother, Reba, often invited us to dinner because she knew we were struggling and that was her way of helping us. If we weren’t eating at Reba’s house, our standard meal was macaroni and cheese, hot dogs or both for nearly a year. Neither of us complained because we believed that if we kept working, things would get better one day. A year later, the landlord raised our rent. Ronna and I decided we couldn’t afford the rent, and it was more advantageous to invest in buying a two-bedroom house in Winter Springs.

			I usually went by the house to see Mom, and one afternoon we were sitting at the kitchen table catching up. She asked how business was going, and I told her about some of the situations that occurred and what we were dealing with. As I explained why we were still struggling with our stucco and drywall company, Ron walked in the kitchen rubbing his fingers through his long white Santa Claus beard.

			“You need to quit being in business,” he began. “Go get a job at McDonald’s and work your way up. Then get a mail truck and drive that around instead of that fancy car.”

			I didn’t say anything to him. Instead, I thought, I’ll never do that. I’m going to stay in business. How would I accomplish anything if I quit every time I faced adversity? I might not be successful all the time, but I’m not going to quit and give up. That wasn’t the first time it happened, and it might not be the last, but somehow I’d work through it. I wasn’t convinced that the stucco and drywall business would be a lasting career, but I was gaining knowledge from that line of work, and it was challenging me to find solutions. I did the opposite of what Ron advised and continued with C.W. Diversified, my stucco and drywall business.

			I was optimistic about the stucco and drywall business because I had great communication skills and I knew I could sell our services. And while I owned the business, I didn’t do the work; I piecemealed the jobs out. Typically, the crew was paid $1,500 or so for doing a job. In addition, we were taking on and completing both residential and commercial business.

			After we were able to save enough money, we invested everything we had into a bigger job. The company we completed the project for went out of business. We didn’t get paid, and we didn’t have the resources to pay our workers. Our reputation was everything, and the fact that others could walk away from their responsibilities was devastating.

			m

			We took all the money we made on residential projects and, once again, bought into a big job for $72,000. We completed the entire job within the thirty-day billing cycle, and it took every single dollar we had; it was critical to get our investment back. One week after another, the company put us off, saying they were taking care of it, and then that company filed bankruptcy, leaving us with nothing. My little brother, Timothy, loaned me $100 to pay our power bill. I recall the day my wife and I pulled up to a Circle K convenience store and gas station. Before I got out of the car to pump the gas, she turned to me and asked, “What do you want me to do? Should I sell my wedding ring?”

			I looked in Ronna’s gentle, beautiful eyes as she slowly twisted her gold ring, ready to take it off and hand it to me to sell. Ronna handled the books and knew where we were financially, but that told me my wife believed we would get through this, too. In the midst of the uncertainty and hardship we were facing, Ronna’s faith in me was unfaltering.

			“You’re not selling your ring.”

			Although it was particularly stressful because we didn’t have any money, I believed there was a solution, and I was determined to find it. We had applied for an American Express credit card and, by the grace of God, it came in the mail that same day. We used that card to fill up the gas tank, knowing we had a month to pay it off. I drove my wife home and told her, “I’m not coming home until I figure this out.”

			I drove from builder to builder and one house to another asking for their business. Then I called one of the builders that we conducted business with and asked, “Steve, do you have any houses that need stucco? Anything?”

			He said, “Yeah, I’ve got one in Tuscawilla.”

			He gave me the address, and I went over to the house and took measurements. Then I called him and said, “I measured your house and it’s a $5,500 job. But I really need some money right now. If you’ll give me $3,500 in advance, I’ll complete the job for you at cost. But, Steve, I need the check today.”

			His response was, “Come by my house and pick it up.”

			Steve agreed because of my track record. He trusted me. I went home and told my wife, “Honey, we can pay our mortgage payment and we can buy groceries. We’ll use the rest of the money to finance the job.” Completing that job helped us get rolling again, and we didn’t have to sell my wife’s wedding ring.

			Three years later, we had over 110 employees at the stucco and drywall company. We did a lot of small jobs and we did them well. We did what we said we would do and worked to exceed expectations. We were consistent, likable, and acted with integrity. When our reputation had grown, we were offered an impressive opportunity—the convention center at the World Center Marriott. Part of being successful is knowing when to move on to the next level of whatever you’re doing. If you’re not moving forward, you’re not progressing. Taking each valuable lesson with me, I left the stucco and drywall business. I had more to offer, and the vision I had was building homes.

			m

			While doing stucco and drywall, several of the home builders didn’t have the money to pay us. I wasn’t willing to continue on that path. The solution to alleviate the problem of not getting paid would be to build homes myself. This way, I could ensure the people who worked for me were properly taken care of in the process. I went to a trade school and earned my general contractor’s license. At that time, Ronna and I still had income from flipping houses and thought it was time to build ourselves a house. We learned a great deal and were confident that we knew how to do it right, so we began. Our house was coming along beautifully and, halfway through the process, a guy came to me and said, “I’d like to buy that house from you.” I’d barely convinced the bank to give me a loan for $135,000, though we sold the house for $195,000 before it was even finished. The great thing was that not only did we sell that house, I had five other people who asked us to build them a house, and so we did. I paid attention to every minute detail we put into each home, making sure that when we were done, each of them was a home that Ronna and I would have loved to live in. Taking care in building one beautiful and quality home created five additional opportunities.

			After building homes for a couple of years, I met someone who wanted to be partners, and I thought we could grow the business together. This lasted for about a year. One day I called and asked where he was. He casually admitted that he was home reading the paper and drinking coffee; meanwhile, I was out in the heat pouring concrete. I told him I was the one who was always working—we couldn’t be partners anymore. This was my third partnership, and the only partner who’d worked as hard as I was my buddy Mark, who had opened the teen night club with me. I realized that the others didn’t have the same work ethic as I did. Unless you are equally yoked, someone is always doing more work. The person who works the hardest may be resentful, and I was running harder on the hamster wheel. When one partner isn’t putting in the effort, the other may begin to think
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