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CHAPTER ONE It’s Not Business, It’s Personal




A Successful Formula


The seeds of this book were planted in early 2017. My friend John Pan reached out to me about some challenges at ForwardLine Financial, the commercial lender he had recently joined. The company specialized in providing financing to small businesses. We had worked together years earlier at a company that helped these same types of businesses claim complex tax credits. That work had shown me firsthand how difficult it was for small businesses to access the same benefits larger companies routinely enjoyed.

“It’s the same problem we solved together before,” he said. “The team is struggling to scale the company. Would you be open to meeting our CEO, Craig Coleman?”

Craig had founded ForwardLine in 2004, building it into a nationwide small business lender and payment processor. Under his leadership, the company achieved fifteen consecutive years of growth and steady profitability. In 2015, he led a successful sale to a private equity firm, though he remained actively involved in the business. The investors saw untapped potential and envisioned using technology to offer funding to many more small businesses.

“In 2004, our approach to financing was unique in the market,” Craig told me. “We worked directly with the owners of Main Street small businesses, taking the time to understand their needs.” He explained how the market had evolved since then. “Others have entered the market and copied our products, but we’ve kept our edge through our understanding of these businesses. Our focus has always been on helping them get the best solution. Championing small business is part of ForwardLine’s DNA.”

“The market is changing, though.” he continued. “Tech-based lenders are making gains, and that’s why our new ownership is investing heavily in technology.” He explained their plans to streamline the application process, making it easier for business owners and faster for the underwriting team to make an offer. “By April, it will take only two minutes for a business owner to get an answer.” Both he and the new investors were convinced that combining their small business expertise with modern technology would unlock massive growth.

The potential was clear—an easier and faster application process should mean more business. I understood their excitement. Having worked with John on scaling up different businesses through technology at Tax Credit Co., I had some experience in this area. I shared a few of my lessons with Craig, gently suggesting that successfully integrating technology with their existing approach might not be as easy as “combine and stir.”

The conversation struck a chord with Craig. He invited me to meet with his team, including Larry, his chief marketing officer. During our discussion, Larry explained how their product—a short-term, working capital loan that didn’t require collateral—worked. But when he mentioned the interest rates they were charging, I was taken aback.

“Wow, that’s a lot more than I’d ever want to pay,” I said.

“Issuing these loans carries significant risk,” Larry explained. “There is no guarantee that we’re going to get our money back. But small businesses don’t have access to corporate bonds, and traditional financing is often out of reach. This capital, despite its price tag, gives them opportunities to expand their businesses in ways they wouldn’t have been able to do otherwise.”

Although I was skeptical about the product, I liked the team and felt like they had a solvable challenge. I stayed in touch with the ForwardLine executives through that summer, occasionally checking in with Larry and John. On one check-in call in the fall of that year, Larry told me that the technology investment wasn’t yielding the expected returns.

“On paper, the tech is working perfectly,” Larry said. “We’re processing more applications and collecting more data than ever, but we’re getting fewer businesses across the finish line.”

“If the product is the same,” I said, “what’s changed in your process?”

Larry sighed. “We’ve automated everything. Applications are online, data processing is lightning-fast, and we’re handling more volume with fewer people. But we’ve lost the personal touch. We used to spend time understanding each business. Now we just process applications, and we’re nowhere near the numbers we expected.”

This was familiar territory; I’d seen this scenario play out many times. Larry clearly understood the value of those relationships, but he couldn’t imagine returning to a system where his team spent thirty minutes on every application call. I explained that while technology could speed up processes and reduce costs, it couldn’t replace the vital elements his team captured during those longer conversations.

“You have to hold on to what made you successful in the first place,” I said. “It was about understanding your customers and building those personal connections. Your technology captured the data but missed the essence of these connections. Scaling up isn’t just about automation. You need a formula that includes the human understanding, not just the algorithms. Your challenge is finding a way to make a ten-minute conversation as meaningful as your old thirty-minute ones.”

Larry then revealed the real reason for his call. Craig was moving to the board, and they were bringing in a new CEO, Steve, to focus on securing funding from capital markets. They needed a chief operating officer—someone with experience in scaling businesses.

“We want you to consider the position,” Larry said. “The board and Steve would like to meet with you.”

I had some productive discussions with Steve and several of the board members and was excited about the challenge, but I needed to understand the business better before making a commitment. I called Larry back a few days later.

“Larry, if these loans are really helping your customers, they would say so, right?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” he replied, immediately pulling together a list of clients for me to contact.

Within days, I was speaking with business owners across the country. The first call changed my perspective entirely. A furniture store owner walked me through his seasonal strategy. “I stumbled on this massive inventory of outdoor furniture last winter,” he explained. “The supplier needed to clear space. They were practically giving it away at 25 percent of wholesale. I knew I had to move fast. Sure, I had to keep up with loan payments through the cold months, but once summer hit, I made six times my investment. Now, it’s part of my business model every single year.”

My next call was with a jeweler. “We were at this show when we spotted these amazing pieces,” she told me. “They were way beyond our normal budget, but we just knew they’d sell. ForwardLine got us the financing within a day. When those pieces hit our display cases, they flew out the door. We cleared enough to cover the loan costs and then some. Now we travel to Europe annually for shows, select our pieces, bring them home, and our customers keep coming back.”

Five more businesses shared similar experiences. Each had spotted an opportunity they couldn’t pass up, needed capital quickly, and turned those investments into healthy profits despite the loan costs. These weren’t business owners reluctantly accepting expensive money; they were entrepreneurs using it to grow their businesses in ways that actually worked.

My doubts began to fade. While these businesses were successful, traditional banks wouldn’t touch them without collateral. Many told me they’d take another loan in a heartbeat if the right opportunity came along. It was becoming increasingly clear to me that without access to this capital, some of these businesses might not have survived, let alone grown.

The position was starting to look different now. I accepted the COO role, confident that with Steve securing our funding and my focus on operations, we could help even more small businesses grow.




The Business Case


As a team, we came up with an ambitious plan to scale the business. The goal was audacious: triple our revenue in six months and grow tenfold within two years. We even established a company mission: supporting the financial health of America’s small businesses.

When we shared this vision at our all-hands meeting to kick off 2018, it was met with smiles and polite applause. While the team appreciated that the new leadership had big goals, nobody seemed to believe they were achievable. With only two salespeople hitting their targets in 2017, the idea of eighty being able to do the same seemed impossible.

I spent time with the sales team, understanding their challenges. They explained how their best deals came from building relationships with business owners, from really getting to know them and their businesses. But these connections weren’t possible through email or online applications.

The company relied heavily on direct mail marketing—sending letters offering business financing. While this brought leads to our website and call center, it wasn’t building relationships. Each day, hundreds of business owners would respond to these offers, drawn by the promise of quick funding. To understand what was happening, I began listening to recorded calls—forty to fifty each month—hearing business owners describe their needs while my team worked through a standard finance application.

What I found was that every business owner had their own unique situation, but in our haste to process the financing application, we were failing to understand their underlying problem or opportunity. How would they know that our offer was the right solution if we never took the time to understand their needs?

“So many of these business owners that call in don’t even know what they’re going to do with the money,” said David, who would later lead our originations team. I could hear the frustration in his voice.


“A small business owner doesn’t pick up the phone without a reason,” I replied. “Their intuition tells them there’s an opportunity. Our job is to help them figure out what that opportunity is.”

When we dug deeper, we discovered that part of the problem stemmed from our drive for efficiency. In making the online application “easier,” we’d stripped away questions that seemed unnecessary for the financing decision. Yet those questions had been essential to our consultative selling approach, helping us understand what business owners actually needed. To scale effectively, we needed a new formula. Rather than pushing the fast application processes, we needed to go back to understanding each business’s unique situation.

I worked with David to develop a structured approach that balanced collecting the data needed by our technology with understanding the business owners’ challenges and acknowledging them. “We can’t just go back to our original process,” I told him. “It’s too long and inconvenient. The analytics team figured out how to make a financing decision with sixteen questions. We need something similar—a simple set of questions that gets to the heart of what a business owner needs.”

Instead of only capturing information for the application, we taught our team to explore possibilities with business owners. “When someone calls without a clear plan, remind them that money is expensive. Help them think through what they could achieve with that capital and whether the return will justify the cost,” David explained to his team.

Sometimes, this meant suggesting they borrow less than requested. A landscaper might call wanting $50,000 for two new trucks. After reviewing their numbers, we might suggest starting with one truck for $30,000. “Get that truck running at full capacity, then we can discuss financing the second one,” we’d advise.


One of the sales guys raised a valid concern: “What if the loan costs more than it’s worth to them?”

“Then we tell them that,” I said. “If we talk someone into a loan that doesn’t make sense, they’ll never come back. But if we help them realize it’s not the right time, they’ll call again when they have a better opportunity.”

Years earlier, Craig had rebranded his sales team as funding consultants, focusing on helping owners make their decisions. I reminded the team that their real role was to be a consultant and help to develop business cases. This sparked some pushback. “When I hear that word, all I can picture is someone taking someone’s watch and telling them what time it is. I’m not sure we’re really consulting on anything,” someone on the team shot back.

“Think about it differently,” I replied. “Imagine someone rushing to meet a deadline, their hands full, asking you for the time. Yes, they’re wearing a watch. But do you mock them, or do you help them solve their real problem? ‘It’s six o’clock. Your deadline’s at eight? Okay, what do you need to accomplish in those two hours?’”

His skepticism faded as the word “consultant” took on a new meaning for him. Instead of simply selling loans, we were problem solvers helping business owners turn their instincts into solid business opportunities.

To refine our approach, I continued listening to customer calls each week. We analyzed what worked and what didn’t, developing questions that helped uncover viable business cases. Every business owner had to determine what to invest in, how much to invest, what return to expect, whether the cost made sense, and how they planned to manage those costs. When we helped them answer these questions, the right decisions became obvious.

Our formula worked. The team embraced the idea of understanding each business owner’s story, and combined with our improved technology and operations, we hit our six-month target. We’d tripled our business, just as we’d promised. This meant we could bring in more people, teach them the formula, and reach more small businesses that needed our help.

We celebrated by taking the whole company to a Dodgers game—an entire busload of us. Over the next eighteen months, the momentum continued, and we grew the business. Each milestone brought with it its own celebration, sometimes a big company outing, other times a celebration at our offices.

We continued on our upward trajectory, building a team of more than a hundred people at sites in multiple cities and helping almost twenty thousand small businesses with financing. I occasionally visited some of them, seeing firsthand how they’d put our funding to work. By early 2020, we’d built thousands of business cases and developed a clear understanding of how to help small businesses succeed.

By late 2019, we had grown tenfold, exactly what we’d told the team we’d do. This time, the celebration was held at our spacious offices in Woodland Hills, California. We planned an afternoon party with team-building games, food, drinks, and a mariachi band. That day, there was an earthquake, our caterer canceled, and the building’s power went out just as the band arrived. Determined to celebrate, team members went down fourteen flights of stairs to help carry the instruments up. All we had was tequila and the mariachi band, but nothing was going to stop the music that day.

Just as we were feeling unstoppable, COVID hit. The lockdowns erased years of progress overnight. Small businesses across the country had to close their doors, which meant they couldn’t pay their creditors, including us. With businesses shuttered, we couldn’t issue new loans either. We had no choice but to shut down our own operations and furlough most of our employees. Our survival now depended entirely on whether our small business clients could weather this storm.

I found myself in an unusual position. For the first time in my career, I was in the boardroom advocating a proposal that wasn’t about maximizing our profitability. “We have every right to protect our own interests,” I acknowledged. “But our leadership team believes it’s more important to take care of our customers, especially in the long term. Demanding they continue making their loan repayments might help our immediate cash flow, but it’s not in anyone’s best interest. If we do what’s right for our customers now, we all have a better chance of making it through this with a business worth growing.”

The board unanimously supported this approach. We adjusted our terms to whatever would keep these businesses alive. Instead of chasing repayments, we focused our energy on helping our clients stay afloat. We reduced payments, relaxed terms, and stayed in close contact with each business. Our thinking was that if we could help these businesses survive the lockdowns, they’d have time to recover and eventually repay their loans. Push too hard now, and we’d recover pennies on the dollar while forcing many of them to close permanently.




When Big Thinking Failed Small Business


While we worked to keep our small business clients afloat, the government launched its own rescue plan: the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP). Businesses could borrow money to keep employees on their payroll and cover basic expenses during the lockdowns. The government promised to forgive these loans if businesses maintained their staffing levels for eight weeks. The concept made sense: keep people employed, even if their businesses couldn’t operate. This would prevent mass resignations and the disruption that would follow when the economy reopened.

We had an early view of the program’s development when Forward-Line was invited to participate in Congress’s planning discussions. Having worked with thousands of small businesses, I knew their reality. During these sessions, I raised a point that really concerned me: Small businesses don’t have the sophisticated record-keeping systems of larger companies. They needed a simpler application process, and the program needed incentives that would encourage lenders to help smaller businesses. But like so many programs designed by big-business leaders for small businesses, my warnings went unheeded. The final design proved just how disconnected these decision-makers were from small business realities.

ForwardLine couldn’t tap into PPP ourselves since our private equity ownership made us ineligible, but we saw how we could help our clients access these loans. Direct lending wasn’t an option—we’d need capital to fund the loans while waiting for government reimbursement—but we could work as brokers, preparing applications for other lenders.

The program launched just three weeks after the lockdowns began. The government allocated $350 billion for the first round, but the program’s design favored large companies from the start. The fee structure told the story. A bank processing a $10 million loan would earn $200,000 for reviewing paperwork that was typically well organized and complete. The same bank processing a $50,000 loan for a small business would earn just $2,500 despite having to chase down scattered documentation and help business owners compile their information. The government thought offering 5 percent on smaller loans would motivate lenders. But who would choose to earn $2,500 for more work when they could earn $200,000 for less?


When applications opened on April 3rd, we had thousands of small businesses ready to apply, many of them our existing customers. We’d gathered their information and prepared their paperwork. But our applications were immediately rejected. The big banks had already filled the pipeline with their largest customers—companies borrowing millions who had their documentation perfectly organized. By April 16th, just two weeks later, the entire $350 billion was gone, mostly to these large borrowers.

Our small business clients faced an impossible situation. They had no revenue coming in but were told to keep paying employees if they wanted loan forgiveness down the line. They needed to produce tax returns, profit and loss statements, and bank reconciliations while trying to keep their businesses alive. Many couldn’t pull together the required documentation fast enough, and had no financial institutions motivated to help them through the process. The program that was meant to save small businesses had left them behind.

The program’s flaws were obvious from the start—exactly what I’d warned about during the planning discussions. A program meant to save small businesses was built on big-business infrastructure, with incentives that pushed banks toward their largest customers, the ones who, in my opinion, needed the funding the least.

The second round of PPP funding, launched a month later, addressed some of these issues. The government approved more lenders, including companies like ours, that understood small business needs. With additional licenses granted and more organizations able to process loans, small businesses that had been pushed to the back of the line in the first round finally had a better chance at accessing the funds. Forward-Line got its opportunity to broker these loans, allowing us to help the clients we’d originally prepared applications for. But even with these improvements, many small businesses still couldn’t get the funding they desperately needed.

As PPP money began flowing through the system and lockdowns lifted, we gradually collected enough on our outstanding loans to resume lending. For any of our small business clients to have made it through this period without declaring bankruptcy was a massive achievement. Survival alone was a victory. By late 2020, we’d reopened our doors, though as a very different company. Most of the executive team, including Larry and Steve, along with many of the people who were a critical part of the company’s remarkable growth, had to move on. I stayed on as the new CEO with a skeleton crew, working to rebuild the business to its pre-COVID size and prepare it for sale, which our investors still wanted.

We achieved that goal in 2023, selling ForwardLine to a new buyer. We’d rebuilt our volume and were once again helping numerous small businesses. But something didn’t sit right. Yes, we’d accomplished our goal of scaling the business and selling it. But what about our mission to improve the financial health of America’s small businesses? Almost 30 percent of our loyal clients from before COVID had closed their doors, and there were more just struggling to survive.

When I shared my unease with a colleague, he brushed it off, quoting a statistic used in conventional thinking: “A third of small businesses fail within their first three years anyway. Just be happy with your success.”

I couldn’t accept that answer.





Rethinking Small


The conversation brought back memories of watching You’ve Got Mail years ago with a group of friends, when we still rented videos from Block-buster. The film follows Kathleen Kelly, played by Meg Ryan, who owns an independent children’s bookstore called The Shop Around the Corner on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Her world is shaken when a giant chain bookstore, Fox & Sons Books, announces plans to open nearby.

The story unfolds as a romantic comedy. Through an online chat room, Kathleen connects with Joe Fox (played by Tom Hanks), not knowing he’s actually the executive behind the mega-bookstore threatening her business. They fall in love despite being on opposite sides of this retail war. In the end, she loses her bookstore but finds happiness with the very person who put her out of business. Hollywood calls this a happy ending. But I didn’t quite see it that way.

As we sat around discussing the movie after it ended, my friends were puzzled by my reaction. “The guy got the girl,” one said. “What’s the problem?”

“But her bookstore didn’t survive,” I said. “Her passion, her livelihood, gone. Why did the underdog have to fail?”

“That’s just how it works,” another friend sighed. “Big businesses always win. Scale always wins.”

I never bought that explanation. And now, feeling empty after Forward-Line’s sale, that question returned with new urgency: Was it really true? Are small businesses really destined to fail when faced with bigger competitors?

I needed answers. What made some small businesses do better than others? What was the secret to having a good business case? And how could we use this information to help other small businesses succeed? I had access to more than twenty thousand business cases that we’d documented over the years. Surely there were patterns in the data that could explain it.

I dug into the numbers, looking for correlations. Was their success tied to the size of their loan? Was it their growth rate? Inventory management, perhaps? The raw data showed nothing conclusive, although there were some interesting links. For example, businesses that borrowed between 10 to 15 percent of their annual revenue tended to fare better than those asking for very large or very small amounts. Nothing in the data blew my socks off.

The real answers, I discovered, weren’t in the spreadsheets—they were in the stories. Six years of developing business cases at ForwardLine had given me insight into thousands of successful strategies. I went back through our cases, listening to recorded calls and revisiting my conversations with business owners who’d succeeded over time. A pattern began to emerge. While others followed conventional business strategies rooted in pursuing profits, these business owners followed a more personal path. I discovered three principles that set them apart. These principles, when combined with their commitment to their original vision, gave them an edge over their competitors, not just in terms of how successful they were, but in terms of how well they weathered the challenges they faced.

The first of these principles was positioning—these small business owners built their businesses around finding and serving customers who understood their vision and truly valued what they offered. When opportunities arose, they stayed true to their vision, even when that meant serving a smaller market. Then there was proximity—their closeness to customers gave them unique insight to their needs, allowing these businesses to deliver more complete experiences. That closeness proved invaluable during tough times, with loyal customers rallying to support the businesses they’d come to care about. And finally, there was purpose—like the others, they ran their businesses for profit, but their decisions factored in their personal values and needs, balancing purpose with profit.

I call these the Underdog Principles because, in a world where big businesses have deeper pockets, bigger teams, and more resources, small businesses start with what looks like a disadvantage. Yet positioning, proximity, and purpose are intrinsic to every small business. Whether the underdog succeeds or not depends on their ability to recognize and actively use these principles.

Think about how many small businesses naturally gravitate toward serving particular customers. A neighborhood coffee shop becomes the morning hub for local creatives. A specialty bike shop draws serious cyclists from three counties away. Yet not every business recognizes this natural focus as a strength they can build upon.

The same goes for customer relationships. Small business owners often know their regulars by name, remember their preferences, and understand their needs in ways that go beyond any corporate data analysis. These personal bonds develop naturally, but the most successful businesses actively nurture them.

Then there’s purpose. Some business owners start their venture with a clear mission in mind, while others discover it along the way. For some, it’s about creating a life that allows them to spend more quality time with their families. For others, it’s about supporting their communities or championing causes they believe in. When I talk with business owners who say they’re in it “just to make money,” something else invariably emerges. They light up when describing how they solve problems for their customers. They beam with pride when talking about providing good jobs or building something that matters. This sense of purpose influences every decision they make.

As a small business owner, your success isn’t measured by market domination or the size of your customer base. Your smaller, focused market—your positioning—gives you the freedom to focus on the customers you genuinely want to reach. You can build your entire business around their specific needs instead of trying to be everything to everyone. This closer connection to your customers—your proximity—allows you to understand and serve them in ways no big business can. Your purpose doesn’t need to be world-changing; it might be creating a better life for your family or making a difference in your community or simply doing the work you love in a way that matters. What’s important is staying true to what drives you personally.

When you understand and harness your three unique strengths, you can build something that no corporate giant can replicate.


THE UNDERDOG PRINCIPLES



	POSITIONING: The ability to serve a focused set of customers who value what makes you unique

	PROXIMITY: The deep understanding of customers that comes from direct, personal interactions

	PURPOSE: The freedom to build something meaningful beyond just making money










How Hollywood Got It Wrong


While researching this book, I learned that You’ve Got Mail was inspired by actual events on Manhattan’s Upper West Side back in the nineties, when big-box bookstores like Barnes & Noble were displacing independent bookstores. The movie’s portrayal was accurate in many ways. Fox & Sons Books, like its real-world counterparts, offered cafés, a wider selection of books, and discounted prices. Small bookshops, with their higher prices and limited inventory, appeared outmatched. This pattern was supposed to repeat everywhere. Big stores would open, and small stores would close. But something unexpected happened. Like David against Goliath, many independent bookstores continued to thrive against all odds.

Though my work at ForwardLine hadn’t brought me into contact with bookstores before, they presented the perfect case study for testing my theory about the three Underdog Principles. While interviewing independent bookstore owners across the country, it became clear that their success wasn’t despite being small but because of it. Following the same path as successful small businesses everywhere, they found ways to turn their size into an advantage, serving their customers in ways that no big, impersonal chain store ever could. Here’s how they did it.

Let’s begin with Jonathon Welch, the founder of Talking Leaves in Buffalo, New York.




Talking Leaves: Independent, Idiosyncratic, and Still Standing


Talking Leaves’s story began with a late-night conversation in a Buffalo bar in the fall of 1974. Jonathon Welch, then a middling graduate student in an English PhD program at SUNY Buffalo, and his fellow students had just learned that their favorite off-campus bookstore, which had been operating since 1971, was closing. The owner planned to sell and move to New York City to be closer to her daughters.

“My entry to the bookstore world was accidental, sort of,” Jonathon recalled. That night at the bar, inspired by a cooperative bookstore he had belonged to in Madison, Wisconsin, a group of students and community members hatched a plan to save the store themselves. Their solution was ahead of its time—crowdfunding before the term existed. They approached anyone they knew who might have spare cash, offering 5 percent simple annual interest to be repaid over five years. About twenty lenders believed in their vision, and on January 1, 1975, the store on Main Street reopened, with Jonathon as its cofounder.

“I was one of two people hired to work twenty hours a week,” Jonathon told me. “Part of my role involved managing the volunteer staff who would later become the first members of our co-op.”

“None of us had any bookselling or book industry experience, and no serious retail experience, so we flew by the seat of our pants,” he admitted. He took what he thought would be a year’s leave from his PhD program to help establish the store and catch up with his studies. That temporary break has now stretched across five decades.

From the beginning, Talking Leaves carved out its own space in Buffalo’s literary landscape. “Our mission was to stock the books other stores didn’t—the non-commercial, adversarial, marginal books, authors, and subjects from small and independent presses,” Jonathon explained. “We featured books from political and social movements and from underrepresented communities—Black, Indigenous, third-world, queer voices that weren’t finding shelf space elsewhere.”

The store, whose motto is “Independent and Idiosyncratic Since 1971,” soon became a gathering place for readers seeking something beyond the mainstream. “We wanted to be a place for safe but active conversation, where people could discover unfamiliar ideas and be challenged by them,” Jonathon said. Rather than letting market trends drive their inventory, they let cultural and political discourse shape their shelves.

They’ve built the store around their readers. “The point became to meet our customers where they are,” Jonathon explained. “We provide the books they know about and can order anything they want while constantly exposing them to the unfamiliar, the challenging, and the uncommon. We hope they’ll take a chance on something new and different, hoping their curiosity will at least meet, if not match, ours.”

This decision to be different became their greatest asset. “We operate on the margins of the retail world,” Jonathon explained. “And we’ve weathered everything from blizzards to recessions to Amazon because what moves and motivates us is culture and politics, not economics.”

The store has become part of many readers’ lives. Mick Cochrane, a longtime customer, wrote, “Talking Leaves may be the only place on earth I’ll ever be a regular, and I confess that I love it. Jon and his wife, Martha—and most of the people who answer the phone in the store—know my voice, and I know theirs. Jon knows which books I want to read before I do, and he sets them aside for me.”

They’ve never invested much in marketing, preferring to let their customers find them organically. “It’s largely through word of mouth that we get discovered,” Jonathon said. The way they see it is simple: Treat your customers with dignity and respect, and give them space to browse and engage with staff, books, and other customers on their own terms, in at least modest comfort and safety.

It’s the everyday interactions between people that are really important. “Retail is human interaction,” Jonathon observed. “Amazon’s Jeff Bezos used to talk about friction, about how, in his ideal business world, transactions would be frictionless. For us, it’s that very friction, those moments between browsing and buying—the conversations, the discoveries, the connection—that makes everything work,” he continued.

The book world has changed a lot since 1975, but Talking Leaves still serves the readers it set out to serve. “We know we’re not for everyone,” Jonathon acknowledged. “That’s why we need many independent stores, each with its own character. It gives readers real choices.” Now in its fifth decade of bringing lesser-known voices and challenging ideas to curious readers, Jonathon remains modest about their success. “So far, our luck has held,” he said with characteristic understatement.

What made Talking Leaves work was a perfect example of positioning—knowing exactly who you serve and why. With this in mind, I headed to Chicago’s Lincoln Square, where Suzy Takacs had built her neighborhood bookshop on something equally powerful: proximity—that special kind of connection that transforms customers into friends and a store into the heart of a community.




The Book Cellar: Uncorking a New Chapter in Bookselling


Wine and books. For Suzy Takacs, these two pleasures had always paired perfectly at the end of a long day. This simple pleasure sparked an idea in 2004 while she was working as a nurse practitioner in the Chicago suburb of Evanston.

“I kept thinking about how much I love ending my day with a good book and a glass of wine,” she told me. “These are my two favorite things in life. I figured there must be others who feel the same way.”

The neighborhood had no bookstore, and Suzy began imagining a space that would combine her two favorite things. She even came up with a name: The Book Cellar. The timing, however, seemed questionable. Independent bookstores across the country were closing their doors as Borders, the retail giant, strategically positioned new stores near successful shops. But Suzy saw an opportunity to create something unique—a place where wine and literature could come together.

With no business experience but plenty of passion, Suzy got to work. “It wasn’t just my favorite books and wines. I took time to curate the inventory and learn from others,” she told me.

Finding the right location came with its own challenges—she needed a spot that was safe from the expanding Borders chain, plus she had to secure a liquor license. But luck was on her side when she found an ally in her local alderman, who had a soft spot for small businesses and helped her navigate all the complexities. And so, on June 12, The Book Cellar became the first independent woman-owned bookstore in the USA to feature a wine bar, opening its doors to both literary and wine enthusiasts alike.

Suzy quickly discovered she wasn’t alone in her vision of pairing books with wine. “While some customers come just for the wine and others just for the books,” she shared, “I wanted to create natural pairings that would bring both worlds together.” And she did just that. Wine tastings became a natural complement to author events, with readers sipping carefully chosen vintages while discussing new releases. She even began hosting special evenings where wine authors would share their expertise, creating an atmosphere that was unique to The Book Cellar.

While Suzy held firm to her wine and books vision, she kept her ears open when the community suggested adding espresso to her café menu, like other bookstores were doing. She decided to have her café serve lattes, but in true Book Cellar style, it became another way to bring people together. The café created its own stories, like the one about a young woman, now in her late twenties, who first discovered the store as a child.

“There was this little girl,” Suzy told me. “She would sit in the café every weekend with her grandfather. They’d spend hours here together. Even now, all grown up, she’s still in touch. She’s part of our history.”

Like any small business, The Book Cellar has weathered its share of storms: the 2008 financial crisis, the rise of ebooks, Amazon’s growing dominance, and Suzy’s personal battle with cancer. Each time, her community rallied around the store. During COVID, loyal customers even organized an online campaign to keep the store’s doors open.

“The store’s purpose has evolved over time,” Suzy reflected. “It began as a way to share what I love, but it’s become something more meaningful. We’re part of people’s lives now.” That connection with her community has become another of her favorite things, right up there with books and wine.

This deep connection to her community continues to shape her decisions. When the city announced it would be removing parking spaces in 2024, Suzy knew she had to speak up. “The new alderman will work with me because I know my customers. If they’re going to spend time here browsing books or visiting other shops on the block, they need somewhere to park.” Her customers backed her up, showing just how strong these relationships have grown.

What’s kept The Book Cellar going through the years isn’t just its unique combination of wine and books. It’s the genuine understanding Suzy has of her customers, including recommending the perfect wine to go with their latest read, creating a space where people can come together over morning coffee to discuss the latest bestseller, and appreciating how families have made her store part of their lives across generations. Big retailers might be able to stock books and serve wine, but creating the kind of warm, personal atmosphere that makes The Book Cellar special can’t be manufactured or mass-produced; it’s something that comes from years of genuine connection with customers.

If Suzy showed me the power of genuine customer connections, my next conversation revealed how personal purpose could transform a bookstore into an agent of change. In Maplewood, New Jersey, I met Jonah Zimiles, whose path to bookselling began unconventionally—in a federal courthouse.




[words]: Beyond Books and Business


Not every bookstore owner starts with dog-eared novels and dreams of endless reading. For Jonah Zimiles, the journey began when he clerked for Judge Max Rosenn of the Third Circuit Court of Appeals after graduating from NYU Law School. It was there, among case files and legal briefs, that he would discover an unexpected lesson about the power of community service.

“The judge would walk around town during our lunch breaks,” Jonah remembers. “Everyone would stop him, and he would listen and talk to them. He had this philosophy—you’ve got to have your family, you’ve got to have a good job, and you have to serve your community.”

Those words stayed with Jonah through fifteen years of corporate law. “That clerkship helped me land the big job out of law school, which led to other big roles,” Jonah explained. But working around the clock at prestigious firms left little room for family or community. When his second child was diagnosed with severe autism, Jonah and his wife, Ellen, who was then a partner at KPMG, faced a turning point. Two high- powered careers weren’t compatible with supporting their son’s needs. “Even though I had moved into focusing on nonprofit work, it was just too hard for us to manage.” So Jonah stepped away from law to become a stay-at-home father.

During those seven years at home, Jonah volunteered one morning a week at his daughter’s school bookstore. Later, when Ellen was preparing to leave KPMG to start her own consulting firm with private equity backing, Jonah helped analyze the business offers she was receiving. She noted his talent for distilling complex proposals into clear one-page summaries. “I don’t know why you went to law school,” she remarked. “You should have gone to business school. You’re really good at this kind of stuff.”

That comment sparked something in him. Their son’s situation had stabilized enough that Jonah could consider returning to work, though returning to a traditional law career no longer appealed to him. He enrolled at Columbia Business





















Being Small Is a Superpower
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