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Praise for Just Open the Jar

“Raw-truth light bulb moments! Remember that you can make dreams come true when you bet on you!”

—Robin Wilson, Founder, Clean Home Design

“For those of us without the luxury of a clean slate, Just Open the Jar is a breath of fresh air. Paula Blankenship shows us how to create something beautiful and deeply authentic—without blowing up our lives to do it. If you’re ready for a fresh start, this is your paint and paintbrush to design the life you actually want to live.”

—Lauren Wittenberg Weiner, Founder, WWC Global, and National Bestselling Author, Unruly

“When big changes take your life by storm, this is the must-have read to restart your life.”

—Chuck Garcia, Leadership Coach; Professor, Columbia University; and Author, The Moment That Defines Your Life
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INTRODUCTION

In 2011, I was a forty-eight-year-old single mom praying my thirteen-year-old son wouldn’t get thrown out of the expensive private school I was busting my ass to afford, and wondering if, after a lifetime of entrepreneurism, I’d ever find stability.

Today, I’m the owner of Heirloom Traditions Paint, a company that generates $33 million in annual sales and stands as one of a handful of women-owned businesses in the paint and coatings industry. Forbes has called me the “Queen of Paint.” I’ve won a 2024 EY Entrepreneur of the Year East Central Award and received the Gold Stevie Award for Manufacturing.

Not bad for a high school dropout who started mixing paint in her kitchen.

You see, paint isn’t just a product to me. It’s possibility. It’s also always been my destiny. From my earliest days painting in the back of my mom’s furniture store to decorating million-dollar interiors, I’ve always seen the world through an artist’s eyes. But it wasn’t until I started mixing paint in my kitchen, trying to give my son something productive to do, that everything clicked into place. My mom taught me that everyone has something valuable to share, and I’ve built my company on that belief. I’ve created not just a product but a community where people support each other’s creative journeys. My paint comes in sample jars as a way to encourage others to try out something new. When someone opens one of our jars for the first time, they’re not just opening paint. They’re opening a door to transformation.

A long time ago, I learned it was important not to get hung up on the possibility of messing up. I saw how an accidental splotch of paint could be the beginning of a new and more interesting design than what I’d set out to put on my canvas. Eventually, I applied that lesson to my journey as an entrepreneur, and to my personal life as well. When I dove headlong into a new business venture that later went bust, I chose to see it not as a failure but as a chance to learn through trial and error. Just like when I wound up in a situation many people around me called a mistake—like getting pregnant out of wedlock—I quickly realized it was actually the greatest gift I’d ever received.

Embracing creativity, and believing in my ability to make something that contains value, is the foundation of the philosophy that has guided me throughout my life, in art, business, and some of my most private moments: Just open the jar.

“Just open the jar” means being unafraid to unlock transformation. It means being willing to try something new. And it means doing it at any time in your life—even after fifty, like me.

• • •

Years ago, I was not your stereotypical picture of success. I grew up in Oneida, a small town in rural Tennessee with more churches than opportunity. I dropped out of high school and never got a college degree. My parents wanted me to take over their furniture store business, but I turned my nose up at it. I thought furniture was boring. I had bigger ambitions. Or so I thought.

As you’ll see, my professional journey has had plenty of detours, dead ends, and unexpected discoveries. I opened a clothing store for teens with my sister when I was still a teen myself. I designed leather stage wear for country music entertainers in Nashville and got to go on tour with one of the industry’s most famous stars. I started a manufacturing business, scored a million-dollar order, and then just as quickly had to shut it all down. Those are just a few examples.

I flirted with big money and glamour only to learn that I wanted to work with real people—with family, or people who felt like it. I moved away from my hometown only to realize that I missed it, then moved away for good when I realized I had to save myself and my son. The place we landed is where Heirloom Traditions Paint was born.

I went full circle, from swearing off furniture to making paint that embellishes it.

My all-in-one paint has everything in one, so that my customers don’t have to rely on people at a hardware store to purchase the right prep. I limit the color options to the best ones, so it’s easier for people to make better decisions. I also use my social media channels to educate people on paint, color, prep, and process.

Our paint works on leather, fabrics, cabinets, exterior surfaces, interior surfaces—you name it. And the best part? There is no primer, sealer, or sanding required. It has this incredible bonding power that allows it to adhere to almost any surface. It’s also flexible, so it won’t crack or break apart over time. It can handle heat and sun exposure, making it perfect for front doors and outdoor projects.

That’s been its claim to fame, and it truly delivers on that promise.

But Heirloom Traditions Paint is not just a major business. It’s also a lifestyle. I have 1.5 million Facebook followers, five hundred thousand of whom are in the private Heirloom Traditions Paint Facebook group, where I engage, interact, and teach painting techniques on a weekly basis. There, people post before-and-after photos of their DIY projects and get advice and encouragement from fellow members. The results aren’t always something that could be showcased in Better Homes and Gardens, but they’re real, and that’s the point.

Transformation doesn’t have to cost millions. It can start with a single jar.

Our customers are retirees rediscovering purpose, wornout executives wanting to get their hands dirty, or families teaching their kids not to throw something out just because the color faded. They invite their friends, they post their projects, and they keep us growing. We now ship hundreds of thousands of orders every year.

I believe people already have everything they need inside them to change their lives. They just need the right tools, a little direction, and the courage to start. Because here’s the bigger truth behind what those little jars represent: You don’t have to gut your life and rebuild it from the ground up to create something beautiful. Sometimes, you just need to paint over it.

A lot of people think transformation means demolition. That to change your home—or your business or your life—you have to tear it all down, burn bridges, walk away from everything you’ve known, and start over. But that’s not how it works for most of us. Especially not the women I serve.

Most of us are juggling kids, jobs, relationships, aging parents, bills. We don’t have the luxury of a clean slate. But we do have a room full of old furniture, or a kitchen we’re tired of looking at, or a life that feels a little worn around the edges. That’s where paint comes in. It’s a fresh start without a full do-over.

You don’t have to rip out your cabinets. You don’t need to replace your furniture. You just need to open the jar, pick up a brush, and begin.

That’s how most of our customers start. One small project. One tired dresser or chipped chair they’d been thinking of tossing. And once they see the transformation, they start looking around for what else they can renew. They grow more confident. They stop second-guessing themselves. They stop asking for permission. And soon, they’re not just painting furniture—they’re painting a new picture of who they are.

We show people that transformation is possible—without a contractor, a big budget, or a degree in design. You don’t need to be an expert. You don’t need to wait for the timing to be perfect. You just need to start.

That’s what I did with my own life. I’ve been able to embark on so many different business ventures, start so many new chapters, because I wasn’t afraid of just opening those jars. Some beginnings were harder than others, especially in my personal life. But ultimately, through practice, and by cultivating confidence, I was able to continually change and adapt. Sometimes, I had to start from scratch. More often, I had to work with what I already had. And over time, with every stroke, every setback, every lesson—I built something beautiful.

That’s what I want for you too. You don’t need to change everything to change your life. You just need to open the jar.

• • •

In the following pages, I’ll take you through the wild, colorful, and often unpredictable journey that led me from a tricycle in my parents’ furniture store to building a multimillion-dollar paint brand. My story is about taking creative leaps without letting fear of failure stop me. At its heart, this book is about trusting your instincts, making beauty out of messes, and believing—deeply—that you can shape your life with your own two hands.

In “What Does Opening the Jar Mean?” you’ll see how, from watching my mom transform discarded furniture into something beautiful, to learning embroidery from a neighbor and entering craft contests, I grew up with the confidence to trust my hands and ideas. That early support—and my mom’s example as a savvy, fearless businesswoman—gave me the courage to take my first big leap: opening a clothing store at sixteen. It wasn’t perfect, but it was my first real “open the jar” moment.

Next, in “Why You Just Need to Get Started,” I share how a chance encounter with country music star John Schneider gave me the courage to take a leap I wasn’t sure I was ready for—and how that leap set everything in motion. I’d never made a leather outfit before, but when John asked me to design one for him, I said yes anyway. That “ just get started” moment led me to win a national leather competition and, eventually, to dress another huge country music star, and this time for the cover of Spin magazine—all because I dared to dive in before I felt fully prepared. But I also learned the flip side, that starting something doesn’t mean you’re locked in. Sometimes you have to know when to walk away.

In “Sometimes the Simplest Idea Is the Best,” I talk about coming home to Oneida after a few years on the road designing leather outfits for country stars, thinking I was giving up on adventure. Instead, I stumbled into something even more lasting. It’s about how my sister and I finally gave in to the thing we’d resisted our whole lives: the family business. What started with a van full of carpet rolls turned into something much bigger, and taught me that sometimes the most obvious, unglamorous ideas are the ones that actually work.

In “Back to the Drawing Board,” I walk you through the wild turn my life took after my divorce—when I had no job, no plan, and no choice but to start over. What began as a scrappy little side hustle selling painted candleholders turned into a full-blown manufacturing business—and then a million-dollar order. But just when I thought I had it all figured out—business partners lined up, a move to Cleveland in the works, everything falling into place—life threw me the biggest curveball yet.

“Coloring Outside the Lines” is about the time I came home at thirty-two, pregnant, unmarried, and completely lost. I thought my life was over, that all the momentum I’d built was gone. But that little boy in my arms, my Brady, would turn out to be the reason I would rebuild everything better than before.

In “When Paint Peels Back,” I take you back to the day a flashy New Yorker with slicked-back hair and a tank top walked into the little store in Oneida I was running and asked me to furnish a house—by tomorrow. That wild, whirlwind project was the start of a six-year roller coaster with a millionaire who taught me more about business than any MBA ever could. One minute I was decorating log cabins in Tennessee, the next I was designing for Fortune 500 companies in Connecticut. But while my career was soaring, my personal life was crumbling. Success on the outside hid a darker private reality, and getting out of that took every ounce of strength I had.

In “Starting Heirloom,” I tell the story of how a simple act—painting an old dining table—turned into the start of the defining business of my life, though I had no way of knowing that at the time. I was in a new city, trying to give my son a better future and find my way after some tough years. Painting helped me feel like myself again, and when I shared my projects on Facebook, the response shocked me. That interest led me to an old family paint plant in Louisville, and soon I had my first product, my first color card, and my first customer.

In “Scaling Up,” I walk you through the moment this little side hustle of mine turned into something much bigger. What started as a fun after-school project with Brady suddenly became our family’s best shot at stability when Craig—my new boyfriend and eventual husband—very abruptly lost his corporate job. With no choice but to make it work, we doubled down. Orders were growing, but so were the challenges. I realized we needed a better product and a new strategy.

In “Ditching the Middleman,” I tell the story of how we finally made the leap to direct-to-consumer. After years of chasing retail deals with companies like hardware and other lifestyle retailers, we realized those stores weren’t actually putting our products on the shelves—and in some cases, they were breaking contracts and selling our paint online at a discount. That was the tipping point. I tore up a big order and said, “We’re doing this ourselves.” We learned how to run Facebook ads and shot live videos to connect directly with our community.

In “Staying the Course,” I share how a burst of creativity nearly pulled me off track—and how learning to focus saved everything. Right after our first big breakthrough with Facebook ads, I invented a travel pillow that took off like wild-fire, landing me on TV and almost in global airport stores. But chasing that success nearly derailed the paint business I’d worked so hard to build. With Craig’s steady voice in my ear, I made the hard choice to walk away from the pillow and double down on what
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