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			Advance Praise for Making Waves

			“Making Waves is a heartfelt journey of resilience and empowerment. I was so touched by the honesty and vulnerability Helaine shared around all the challenges she faced while building her startup over a decade. This is more than a story; it’s a true testament to her strength and resilience—a heartfelt narrative that will resonate with many.”

			—Alli Webb, Founder of Drybar

			 

			“Helaine is honest, funny, authentic, and has stories that will change the way you think about entrepreneurship. If you are even thinking about starting a business or a side-hustle you must read this book first.”

			—Vanessa Van Edwards, Bestselling Author of Cues: Master the Secret Language of Charismatic Communication

			 

			“For anyone that wants a demystified view of life as an entrepreneur, with extreme highs and lows, this book is for you.”
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			This is not your typical hero’s journey.

			This is the story of how a shy, chubby girl grew into a strong, seasoned, and powerful start-up founder and executive—but the ending is far from what you might imagine.

			This is about the journey, the drive, and the focus to build a massive company that would change the fitness landscape. And it’s about the unlikely founder who led the charge. But it’s not the rainbows and butterflies journey to get there… nor would it be at the end. Not even close.

			This is my story, and I’m excited to share it with you. This was a ten-year grind, it was a tsunami of epic proportions, yet I’d do it again in a heartbeat. The deep challenges weren’t the tactical elements of building, running and navigating a monster business for over ten years; instead, what wore me down was weathering the battles of start-up life that reopened the wounds of my childhood and almost broke the confidence that took years to develop.

			This story is for anyone who didn’t feel good enough, strong enough, skinny enough, or confident enough. It’s for us, for the underdogs, the ones who started out shy and insecure and are still trying to figure out where we belong and how to navigate the world today.

			It’s for anyone looking to make a change, to jump into something new, who needs to dig deep to make a big decision—or learn to celebrate the small wins along the way.

			You’ll get a front row seat to my early years, the awkward, insecure, the anything-but-the-founder that I started out as, and what transpired and how I felt during each stepping stone that got me to the board room.

			You’ll learn what it was that finally got me to jump in on my own—what transpired over the prior decades to give me the confidence to actually do that. Then you’ll ride the insane start-up waves with me for over a decade.

			Through the good times, and the bad.

			Through the big wins and epic failures.

			Through a pandemic.

			And through the end, which will surprise you.

			This is my story—my point of view, my lens.

			 

			My lens is one through that of the founder—and you should know that founders are artists, we’re never done, we’re never happy, and we’re always striving for more. We are both the artists of our big ideas and their biggest critic. It’s a hard hat to wear (and it can be very lonely). Therefore, my vantage point throughout the story is that of the critic and seeing the tarnish: toeing the line between thinking I’m a failure and knowing I’m not. This is the story of my vision and a decade of execution. Strap in.

			 

			There’s always more to the story, for book resources and more (maybe a gift!) go here:  helaineknapp.com/making-waves-resources.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			As I sat across the table staring at my board of directors, who stared back, some with a little sympathy, others with what looked like hatred, all I could think of was, Haven’t I been here before?

			It was the occasion of my very first board of directors meeting after my company, CITYROW, had raised our Series A round of $12 million in start-up funding.

			I stood at the head of the twelve-person conference room table, rocking blue jeans (high-waisted because that’s what we have to do now), a new black blazer, white t-shirt and new black booties. I had a fresh DryBar blowout, a manicure and just before the meeting started, I’d practiced my power poses in the bathroom. This was a far cry outfit wise from my Lululemon and sneakers uniform I’d been wearing for most work days over the past seven years. For today, I’d done everything I could to build up my confidence—but my hands were shaking slightly and if you listened clearly, I’m sure you could hear the tremble in my voice.

			I just let the board know some bad news: we had only three months of runway left, and our growth metrics were far below our goal. I cleared my throat to deliver some more downers. I gripped the edge of the table, looking around the tiny, stuffy conference room in a midtown WeWork, wishing there was at least a window I could crack open to stop my sweating. Or maybe throw myself out of.

			Around the table sat a wide range of people who were there to support the future of CITYROW. There were those I’d known for the better part of a decade, some that I’d just begun to build a relationship with, some who I had deep connections with, and others that I was almost afraid of. Some had put in large amounts of capital, some smaller, but all were meaningful. Some had been in the trenches with me solving big problems and some stood on the sidelines. Some were experts in fitness, and for some this was their first experience with franchises, hardware and connected fitness. Together, they brought a lot to the table and their job was to help guide this CITYROW ship alongside me. Technically speaking, this board is my boss.

			“Now you all know there’s very little left of the twelve million dollars,” I said. And you’re all going to think I’m incompetent, the little voice inside my head whispered like the devil. I still couldn’t believe we were almost out of money after the largest raise we’d ever done. I was pissed… and I was pissed at myself, and scared that everyone would think me unfit to manage the company forward, despite the clear plan on how to use these funds. What had happened to the market?

			The frowns of all the board members deepened.

			“We executed on our big [extremely expensive] initiatives, but don’t have a lot of traction, and as we all know, it’s a crappy market out there, right?”

			No one responded; aside from their steely glances, there was no reaction at all.

			I soldiered on. “Now,” I said, “We have to figure out how to reverse the company’s trajectory in six weeks. And while I know the investors around the table just put capital into a recent funding round [for the second, third, even fourth time], given the market and the poor traction, we’re going to need everyone in this room to put more money in immediately or the company will go under.”

			As I sat silently listening to the yelling and screaming around me, I floated away somewhere else, trying to drown out their fury and not internalize all that anger.

			Prior to the board meeting, I’d been terrified. All this business and governance behind-the-scenes work was reaching a level of incredibly sophisticated business topics that I’d never broached. I was learning by doing and soaking up as much information from people and resources around me (like my incredible advisors and lawyers specifically). Today, instead of focusing on the concrete topics we had to handle that day and putting all my recent learnings on corporate structure and securities and fundraising options into play, I had to figure out how to navigate the wildly different people and personalities around the boardroom table and bring us all together onto the same team, the same crew.

			My daydream was that I would walk out of that room with a really positive story to tell, a triumph over my very first board meeting.

			Nothing of the kind happened.

			And in fact, I had been here before.

			[image: ]

			Let’s switch gears for a story around a different kind of table, this one in my college sorority house.

			I felt like I was waiting for my execution as I sat on a small, stage-like platform in the basement of my college sorority house in front of fifty or so of my “sisters.”

			To be fair, my life as I knew it did feel like it was hanging in the balance.

			To my right, Lauren was crying quietly into her hands. To my left, I could feel Jess nervously swinging her leg back and forth, and biting her thumbnail—her biggest tell that she was super stressed.

			“Final agenda item,” said Rachel, the sorority president, looking down at her notes. In the meeting, we had already voted on a theme for the spring formal, discussed changing our weekly chapter dinners to Tuesday nights, and nailed down a schedule for our sorority basketball team practices. I barely heard a word of anything that had been said, though, anticipating what was to come.

			“Pros and Cons of Helaine, Jess, and Lauren,” she said. “A reminder on how this works: everyone who wants to talk stands up and offers either a Pro or a Con for each girl. We’ll tally the votes up at the end to determine their punishment—from removal from leadership positions to dismissal from the sorority.”

			In other words, the future of our college lives hinged on a single vote tally. And that vote would be influenced by people talking about us right in front of us. Couldn’t we at least leave the room? My wildest nightmares were being realized right in front of me, in what was supposed to be a safe, supportive community that I had actually paid to be a part of.

			“Helaine will be first,” Rachel added.

			I couldn’t believe it had come to this. There in my sophomore year, I finally, finally, felt like I was coming into my own, after years of being a shy and quiet and chubby kid, and not really having a solid group of friends for much of my childhood and early adulthood, I’d finally found my tribe and was no longer on my own.

			With the sorority, I had found my community, my friends, my people—my sisters. I had also started to develop my leadership chops; I had been elected social chair and into the coveted position on the sorority board.

			“Pro: Helaine has been such a positive influence on me,” said Tracey, a newly inducted sister, tremulously. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her.”

			How had it all come crashing down?

			During the fall rush, my crew (my pledge class) and I were in charge, responsible for running the entire recruitment process, essentially picking who would be our new sisters. And now that we knew how awesome being a part of the sorority was, we took our jobs seriously. During my entire college career, I maybe pulled an all-nighter or two, but during those heady weeks of rush, we never went to bed before four in the morning—this was too important, and we were too busy organizing the rush schedules, preparing the house and making sure every sister knew their important role to play so our house came across stunningly. We thrived on the adrenaline and excitement, not to mention the perceived seriousness of our jobs, since so far, this was the most important thing any of us had ever done!

			We were insanely happy with the final set of girls on pref night—the night where you accept your bid, go to the sorority house, meet your new sisters, and toast to a future of sisterhood. Our house had been under the radar on Michigan’s campus, but welcoming in our pledges—our “littles”—felt like we were ushering in a new, positive trajectory for our house.

			Unlike how it happens in movies, we treated our pledges like sorority royalty, showering them with gifts, treats, and hosting them at events.

			And just like that, after a few short weeks of pledging and before heading into Christmas break, it was time to initiate these new sisters—our new friends—into the house. Initiation Day was a big deal to everyone, especially those sisters who took the history, practices, and culture of our sorority to the next level. I was always excited to join a house, but for me it was about the people, the community, the support and the tribe. For others, that was part of it, but they also found excitement and connection to the history of how and why the sisterhood was built, the rules and guidelines, the doctrines and mantras. I rolled my eyes as the “prayers” we said at chapter while others embraced it like religion.

			With all the littles crashing at the sorority house the night before initiation, and some older girls who lived off campus throwing a party, for some of us, it was the perfect time to celebrate in advance of the actual initiation the next day. Initiation itself was super proper: We all wore all white with strands of pearls and solemnly celebrated the super-secret rites and rituals that had been passed down from generation to generation of our sorority sisters. To college Helaine and her friends, it was time to party.

			“We have to stick by the rules and bylines of this sorority,” said Emily primly. “Helaine didn’t do that. Con.”

			There were rules that came along with hanging out/living in the house, in particular, no boys or alcohol.

			Those rules were broken, often.

			That night before initiation, we pre-gamed in the house and between our friends and a big group of the littles, we might have been a little louder and more excited than normal. Maybe a little tipsy, too.

			As we were leaving to head out to a party at some of the senior sorority sisters’ houses, some of the older junior girls, our sisters, confronted us in the stairwell.

			“Have you been drinking?” one of them, a tall blond with a too-tight ponytail, demanded with her arms crossed over her chest.

			Of course, we were, but we weren’t flaunting it, and literally everyone did it, including them.

			“It’s completely against the morals and standards of this sorority to drink alcohol, especially in the house,” declared the tall blond, whose name was Jen. She added firmly, “Con.”

			While almost all our second-year friends were taken to Standards (basically an arbitrary board of sisters who reprimand you for missteps) and slapped on the wrist, three of us were singled out as the “ringleaders”—so Jess, Lauren, and I were about to be made examples of inappropriate behavior.

			“This is absurd, we cannot dismiss Helaine,” cried my roommate and bestie Sarah as she read the words she had written about me from a paper that shook in her hands. “Pro. Please go easy on her and take all of the amazing things she does into consideration.”

			Looking back with perspective, the Pro/Con vote that night wasn’t just about me and my friends, it was about those sisters’ need for control and authority—we were young and fun and dynamic—we were the collateral damage. As I will talk about later, nothing in life is really personal, but at the time, boy did it feel that way. It was a perfect storm of factors: probably one was about the old guard feeling jealous of our excitement to usher in a new era of the house, essentially leaving them behind, and another might have been the swell of the younger girls about to take executive positions on the board (I had just been voted social chair and our friend group made up the entire board from rush chair and finance manager to president). We were bringing new life into a previously stagnant sorority—and if there’s one thing in my life I’ve learned, change from the old tired ways of doing things is really hard for some people to accept.

			“This type of behavior really demonstrates a lack of respect for our esteemed institution,” said a senior named Heather. “Con.”

			I couldn’t help myself: I stared, boring my eyes straight into her like laser beams. I don’t know how she didn’t burst into flames—probably because she deliberately wouldn’t make eye contact with me. I had only met her once and reminded myself that gut instincts never lie; I didn’t like her then, and I don’t like her now.

			“Come on. We can’t be hypocrites. Everyone does this. Everyone drinks in the house sometimes or gets a little rowdy,” declared Nicole, the most practical and slightly nerdy member of our pledge class. “Pro.”

			Before the closing prayer of chapter that Sunday (being a Jew and solemnly intoning, “And so fulfills the law of Christ” every week along with the rest of the house made me giggle internally), Lauren, Jess, and I were removed from our positions on the board, but were not voted out of the house.

			The little girl inside me—the former shy, chubby kid who struggles (still) with self-worth and acceptance—was both relieved but also felt like I remained on shaky ground, not to mention fuming: Cool, enough of you like us. Thanks. I guess.

			To this day, I can still tell you the full name of every person who stood up to Pro me, and everyone who stood up to Con me. I remember the girl who would be our incoming president telling me a week later that she “politically had to Con” me because it was about upholding the rules and she wouldn’t be taken seriously as the new president if she hadn’t. When people tell you who they are, believe them the first time, I thought to myself. Despite living with her in houses for the next two years, I never trusted her again.

			Tainted but not entirely down, Lauren, Jess, me, and the rest of us impacted by that night decided to stick it out with the house and the Pi Phi sisters. Though we were somewhat soured from the experience, we were still in it together and ultimately stronger and tighter for it. Isn’t that what sisterhood is all about?

			Years later, during my side hustling and building of my company CITYROW, I was living with the very same fellow ringleader Jess in New York City on the day I launched it. It was a fitting end to one story and beginning of another.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A PAPER BAG OVER MY HEAD

			Before I explain what actually happened in the boardroom, it’s key to paint the picture of who I am both as founder of the company as well as the deeply sensitive person who eventually had to weather the perilous storms facing my start-up.

			We’ll start from the beginning.

			Picture this: three-year-old me dressed to the nines in patent leather velcro Mary Janes, a frilly navy and white dress and dark black hair cut just above my shoulders, but with big bangs hanging down my forehead. I was holding a golf club bigger than I was with both hands over my head, red-faced with fury, stomping over to a red toy cozy coupe car, which two neighborhood boys three times my size and age were sitting in (rightfully, as it belonged to them), and ordering them out of it. They complied, I dropped the club, and got in, happily steering around our driveway, until my mom got wind of it and ran over to drag me out of the car I’d stolen.

			Then imagine around the same time me sitting down with Grandma Paula who was babysitting me one afternoon.

			“Gwamma,” I said, taking her hand and pulling her downstairs and over to the desk where our new Apple computer sat dark. “We play the ’puda.”

			At a very young age, my affinity for jigsaw puzzles, which I was also doing nonstop as a kid and at which I was apparently quite advanced (although my grandma tends to be biased!), tracked with what became my long-term love of problem solving. To this day, I’m still known for pulling all-nighters to finish a good jigsaw puzzle, but really am obsessed and gravitate towards any and all kinds of puzzles. I love figuring things out. While it started with cardboard pieces of a picture, it now translates to all areas of life for me and is the foundation for one of my biggest strengths in business: creative problem solving. I’m forever questioning, curious, and strategically thinking on how to break the status quo and solve all sorts of things, which is a critical quality for someone innovating and building in business.

			“Oh,” Grandma said, looking at the 1988 Macintosh SE, and peering around the back to try and figure out how to turn it on, unsuccessfully. “How does it…how does it…what do we do, Helaine?”

			From that day onward, my grandma took it upon herself to take computer lessons, determined to be competent alongside the future generations. For me, it was the foreshadowing of being a budding tech CEO, the start of my love and passion for technology, innovation, and games (why else would I want that computer on?!) and a natural leader that had the foresight to push into the future and bring my friends and family along for the ride (or row, as later became the case).

			Around the same time, one of my mom’s friends passed along an opportunity for me to try out to be featured as a baby model in a commercial shoot for a pasta brand, so Grandma took me to New York City for my first “audition” and press hit.

			At the studio, I had to sit without her in a big room, otherwise entirely dark except for the camera shooting me. I was propped up in a high chair, with a bowl of pasta in front of me.

			After forty-five minutes of me staring at the pasta and wondering where I was, where my grandma was, and why there was brown mush in front of me (this was the eighties; whole wheat pasta was new), they pushed me. “Helaine, just taste it,” the producer kept saying to me over and over again.

			“No more,” I finally declared.

			“Please taste it now,” the producer snapped.

			So, as the budding people pleaser I was becoming, I took a quick bite. Then I dumped the entire bowl of pasta on the floor before I smiled up at him. To his eyes, it probably looked like a problem child at her finest—but I still ended up getting the gig because I was the only little kid auditioning who didn’t cry. My family loves telling this story, perhaps because it became a great print ad of me as a cute kid and a fond memory of me and my grandma. However, it’s also a great early example of what would become an early lesson in what to expect in business: Sometimes, you may want to cry, but you just need to sit down, show up, and do your job. There would be hundreds of times in my future career where all I wanted to do was cry and throw the proverbial pasta on the floor. Sometimes I channel that inner childhood strength and hold in the tears (a key skill I’ve developed) and sometimes, more often than I’d like to admit, I’m just human. The emotions take over, and I don’t show up maturely, instead giving in and throwing whatever is bugging me right on the floor.

			These childhood stories are examples of the truest me: bossy and brassy and sure of herself in every way—before the outside world influenced me too much. In my rawest form, I was precocious as hell.

			I was also determined and strong, sometimes to a fault. When I was eleven, Grandpa started teaching me to play golf. As directed, I took his three wood and continued hitting the ball and hitting the ball and hitting the ball. I was precocious but also exacting—hard on myself (so was he)—and always wanted to get things right out of the gate. I was focused and wanted to be the best.

			Suddenly, I hit the golf ball. And the ground. I hit it so hard that the head of the club just broke off. I’m not sure how easy it is to break a titanium golf club (I have yet to do this since and can hang decently for nine holes of golf), but I am sure I’m very strong and determined, and the broken golf club was collateral damage that day.

			Alongside this kind of strength, I’m also a deeply sensitive creature. One day when I was around eleven, I was dressed in my workout / biking gear in all my 90’s kid glory, driving with my mom to go on a bike ride. As I was sitting in the back seat taking in the normal scenery of my childhood neighborhood, I looked out the window and suddenly shrieked, “Mom!!!”

			Mom slammed on the brakes with her hand on her heart, and looked back at me, alarmed.

			“What is it, Helaine?” she asked.

			“Look,” I said, pointing out the window at a car pulled over to the side of the road, its hazards on and a police car pulled up behind it, lights flashing. “Someone needs help. Can you pull over so we can help them?”

			“Honey,” my mom said, resuming driving and looking at me in the rearview mirror while I craned my neck to watch the pulled-over car worriedly. “The police will help that person. We don’t need to pull over.”

			But it was hot, we had a carful of water, and eventually she caved. We stopped and ended up sharing some of the water from our upcoming bike ride with the people whose car had broken down. My sensitive and empathetic self always wants to help people, which sometimes creates a dichotomy or paradox for me as a powerful executive. Over time, I’ve learned to channel that empathy and eventually to lead with it.

			There was also the me who wore a paper bag over my head (something I wanted to do many times as an adult but that’s a story for later). One evening when I was around ten years old, my mom and her friend Judy were sitting at the white Formica table in our kitchen.

			I came into the room wearing a paper grocery bag firmly over my head to get a juice box out of the fridge. I was so shy I couldn’t handle the prospect of connecting with Judy, even though I’d grown up with her kids and knew her extremely well.

			Golf club attacks notwithstanding, I was and am a sweet and deeply sensitive and empathetic human being, outwardly bold but also introspective, internal, and at times introverted.

			As with many women, something happened along the way to quell my voice and my verve. By third grade, I remember being conscious of being chubby, and not being cool. I can still vividly picture the lunchroom table I was sitting at—black Formica, peeling at the edges—when Nate, a cute boy a grade above me, approached.

			“Hey,” he said. I couldn’t believe my luck that he wanted to talk to me.

			“Hey,” I replied, playing it
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