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​Dedication
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“Successful people aren't born that way. They become successful by establishing the habit of doing things unsuccessful people don't like to do. The successful people don't always like these things themselves; they just get on and do them.” Unknown

––––––––
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This book is dedicated to all those people who do the things successful people do.  In this case, the thing is to get up after failing, learn from mistakes and try again.  I have met some of you already, and I hope to meet many more and learn from you.  Surely this country wouldn’t be half as great as it is without your example of courage. 
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​Introduction - 2009


[image: ]


I started writing this book as a blog, in the week that I had to put my business into liquidation.  I cannot catalogue all the emotions that have chorused through me, but they include anger, frustration, embarrassment, shame, disappointment, hurt and dare I say, relief.  

John C. Maxwell was quoted as saying “From a success you can write a line.  From a failure you can write a book.”  That sounded like good advice and somewhat of a challenge and I certainly have a book full of failure I have experienced in the last two years. 

Jim Rohn also wrote an interesting comment.  He said that we always pay attention to business successes, but we could learn so much from business failures. 

“It's too bad failures don't give seminars. Wouldn't that be valuable? If you meet a guy who has messed up his life for forty years, you've just got to say, "John, if I bring my journal and promise to take good notes, would you spend a day with me?"

Well, I haven’t messed up for forty years, but I have paid some attention to what went wrong in the last two, and some of that is shared in this book.  I hope some of my lessons can help you to avoid some of the worst mistakes or take advantage of some good opportunities in business.  

Being in business for yourself as an entrepreneur is a wonderful adventure, but it is not for the faint hearted. 

To put the beginning of the story into perspective, I purchased a service / retail franchise store that was opened in Kwa Zulu / Natal, while I lived in Gauteng, South Africa.  First my mother, and then later my father ran the retail store while I lived in Gauteng and pursued my own career as a speaker and a trainer.  

However, in the month of opening the store, my mother suffered a series of heart attacks that left her in hospital for many months.  It took a long time before she was even strong enough to have a bypass operation, and she suffered additional complications while in hospital.  My father left his job to manage the store and to care for her, and my daughters and I eventually moved down to KZN.  

In spite of the store being busy and us having lots of fun, the business failed 2 years after it opened, and I lost all my money in the process. I also lost my house, my car and my investments. Its not fun to retrench your own parents! 

South Africa, 2009
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​Introduction Update in 2026
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Good grief! It has been almost 2 decades since I first wrote this book and catalogued my lessons on the way to my business failure. And lesson #52 lasted the test of time - I haven’t made all my mistakes yet. 

But this book has served its purpose. There are two stories I always share when I explain why this book is close to my heart. 

Zen in a time of loss

I attended a women’s business networking event when I was first marketing the book. Around the table during the networking section the business owners were all expressing similar concepts: business was okay but sales could be better. Things are going nicely but we could do with more clients. 

Later I got up to speak and I shared some of these lessons including the one about find someone to tell you the truth. I handled the Q&A section, had some private one on one conversations and then drove home. By the time I got back to my computer there was a long email waiting for me, from one of the women at the event. 

She had been one of the people to say business was okay but sales could be better but now she told me the truth. Her business was in really bad shape. She didn't know how she was going to carry on and she was fearful of the next stage when things were going to turn legal. She was asking to be heard by someone who understood the anxiety of what she was facing. 

I wasn't able to ethically give any real advice but what I did suggest is that she take the decisions that needed to be taken before somebody else took them for her. 

I sat with the weight of her sorrow for a few days but then a week later I received a second email from her. The tone was different, still solemn but somehow a little lighter. She said she felt very ‘zen’, sitting in her empty home as many of her possessions were gone. She had sold some of her personal belongings to afford the legal help that was required to wrap up her business. She had retrenched her staff, ethically. She had had conversations with her two daughters who worked with her and helped them to find new opportunities. She was sitting with the legal and financial consequences but they were all under her control. No one had come knocking on her door and telling her what needed to happen. She thanked me for giving her the insight and the courage to take the steps that needed to be taken.

I actually laminated that email and carried it around with me for some time as a reminder that our stories are important to tell.

The Unheralded Void

Soon after that I received a phone call one Friday lunchtime and a woman said she wanted to buy my book. As I started to explain where she could find it she interrupted and said no she needed it today and where could she meet me. So we meet in the parking lot behind a fast food joint and exchanged some money for the book and she rushed off. I had money to buy my children a treat that Friday afternoon and I thought no more about it until I received an email from her on Monday.

The email started in a way that no author expects to hear. She said “I read your book and I was so disappointed”. But before I could sulk I carried on reading to hear exactly what it was she was disappointed about. Just before she had phoned me on Friday she had had a meeting with a business broker and the owners of a business that she wanted to buy. She really wanted to buy that business, it was the sort of venture that was a dream of hers. But during the meeting she experience some uncomfortable feelings that she couldn't articulate. She remembered hearing about my book, bought it read it. And on Monday morning she had asked some new, specific questions of the business owners. The insights from my book and my experience helped her to frame what she was concerned about. And the answers she received were not satisfactory, so she had withdrawn from the deal. 

Her disappointment was not in the book but in the reality of not being able to pursue this particular dream, or at least this version of it. But she concluded her email with a thanks that these insights had saved her from making a big financial mistake that would've had a huge impact on her life and that of her family. She could always find another opportunity and the disappointment of this one would fade in time.

I don't know if she still thinks about me or my book when looking back on things that didn't happen in her life. But I do. In my recent work I have discovered a concept I call the ‘Unheralded Void’. This is the space in our lives where something doesn't happen because a good decision was made. The void is that of the drama, loss, anxiety that didn't happen because an insight was shared and a mature decision made. I count her avoidance of this particular business deal is one of the victories in my life and an encouragement to me to do the work that I still do.

Me Personally

I still find it difficult to read this particular book. My edits are light and superfluous because I still feel too much empathy for the person I was and for the pain I went through during this time. 

So if you are reading this and if any words in this book help you to make a better decision, to recover quicker, or to be able to support someone else in challenging circumstances like this, then it is still worth keeping the book available. 

I wish you all the very best in your life and your business.

Charlotte Kemp

Malaysia, 2026 
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​Lesson #1 Business isn’t right for everybody 
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Human beings, who are almost unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others, are also remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so. - Douglas Adams

Please remember that I am sharing about my personal experiences here, but I don’t think that everyone that goes into business, should necessarily be going that route.  The barriers to entry to starting a business are very low here, which is good for competitiveness.  And I think South Africa offers a wonderful environment for creativity and entrepreneurial activity.  

But it has been my experience that not everyone who is in business is either in the right kind of business, or has thought through their business model properly.  

Robert Kiosaki’s Cash Flow Quadrant demonstrates that people are either an Employee, Self Employed, Business Owner or Investor.  But he stresses that each quadrant requires different skills and that you have to educate yourself before moving to another quadrant. 

As a trainer, I am self-employed.  It is difficult and potentially dangerous as I am the sole source of income of my own enterprise.  I ‘own a job’.  And it is totally different from owning a business where there are staff, management, landlords, franchisors, suppliers, stock, machinery, business partners, lenders and opening times.  To be completely honest, I naively thought that I would be an Investor – checking in every now and then on an investment business, rather than a Business Owner who was involved at all in business decisions. However, I failed to anticipate, plan and prepare for contingencies.  

The retail store business I invested in has left me with little time to pursue and develop my training business, which is a creative exercise requiring personal discipline.  I was attempting to operate in two quadrants at the same time. 

There are many reasons we go into business. Sometimes we are attempting to move towards something like creating wealth or opportunity or freedom.  Sometimes we are moving away from a previously repressive job.  But I should have invested a great deal more time in investigating my motives, and anticipating the future before laying down that much money, and eventually losing it all.  There are other ways of earning money and investing time and different business models to pursue.  Exploring those first would have given me more options and have reduced the losses.  
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​Lesson #2 Focus or get Frazzled!!
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When two men share an umbrella, both of them get wet. - Michael Isenberg 

Nothing illustrates the ease by which we can get distracted than this part of a conversation between my own daughters.  We were driving in the car when my 9 year old, blond daughter started instructing her 6 year old sister on ways to make progress in life.  I swear this is how the conversation went.  “You have to concentrate and focus on what you are doing.  You won’t get it right if you don’t ... ooohh!! Look!! A pink truck!!”  

My attention was as easily distracted when I started my business.  Firstly I started a new business in a different province, coming straight out of a divorce, while also trying to restart my own training career which I had put on hold for a few years when I had my second child.  And then my mom, who was running the business, had a series of heart attacks and ended up in hospital for months.  My emotions were all over the place and I was travelling back and forth between two provinces.  I arrived in KZN for business one week to hear that my daughter needed emergency, although minor surgery back home.  When I was in one place I was thinking of the other and when I worked on one business I thought of the other.  

However I have become more aware of it, and frankly more concerned, since I started networking and seen the number of women who attempt to run more than one business at a time.  A phrase I came across to describe the phenomenon is ‘patchwork professionals’.  These are people who have a profession or business, but still feel the need to add something else to the mix.  

I could attempt to justify my own position by saying that it was not my intention to get involved in the retail business and had my mom not became ill, then things might have been different.  However, for the sake of being honest and learning something I must confess that even while all the rest was going on, I bought another business!  It was an online, regional advertising and event guide.  I did learn a great deal from that experience, but gosh the school fees were high.  

Why do some people attempt to get involved in too many things, too many businesses, too many projects?  There are going to be some semi-legitimate reasons like attempting to earn money from one source while trying to get another business going, or transitioning from one to another.  There may also be problems with seasonal businesses.  

But can I also suggest another potential reason, and one that has personal consequences?  Is it not possible that sometimes we add on a project or two to justify our own failure?  “I couldn’t help not getting that done on time.  I did my best.  But I am so busy!”  And yet we subconsciously made ourselves busy to provide an excuse when we
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