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    Advance Praise for
the secret is YOU


    “Pure Romance is a story about the power of a dream and the will to break down the barriers standing in the way of that dream. Chris tells the inspirational story of how a business that started in a basement turned into a global phenomenon. But maybe more importantly, he clearly reveals that the same principles that were born in that basement, the bedrock of his company’s success, still positively impact his company, employees, and customers today. Those principles can help anyone bring their dreams to life.”


    —Rob Lynch, CEO Papa John’s


    “Finally, a book that shows you how to embrace getting outside of your comfort zone and how coaching, passion, dedication, and hard work are the foundation for accelerated sustained growth.”


    —Bob Sumerel, Founder Bob Sumerel Tire & Service


    “No business leader today packs more wisdom, energy, and inspiration per page than Chris Cicchinelli. At last, his unapologetic passion for helping people find their own personal greatness is captured in writing. This book will leave you on fire. Chris’s energy is contagious—you’ll love his voice, his story, and most of all, his ideas. You’ll never look at yourself or your business quite the same way. I’ve already benefited from the ideas in this book in my own work. So will you.”


    —Sarah Klein, High Performance Business Coach and CEO Sarah Klein Consulting


    “Chris Cicchinelli is blessed with the rare combination of both high IQ and street smarts. He’s a charismatic, passionate, and extremely creative businessman as well as a marketing genius. I am continually inspired by who he is. Chris’s book gives us all an incredible opportunity to get to personally know him—and anyone who reads it will be richer for it.”


    —Britney Ruby Miller, CEO Jeff Ruby Culinary Entertainment


    “Chris Cicchinelli has built a unique business that is knocking the lights out. He took the risks and now is reaping the rewards, as his business is growing exponentially. In the process of building his business, he has also assembled a great team. Their momentum through the pandemic has been amazing. America needs more Chris Cicchinellis.”


    —John F. Barrett, Chairman, President, and CEO Western & Southern Financial Group
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    PREFACE



    If You’re Reading This, It Means We Survived 2020



    I have been kicking around the idea of writing a book for at least five years, and I’m pleased to have finally finished it—because it turns out that this is the perfect time to release a volume embracing my business philosophy.


    Why now? Because we’re just starting to crawl out from under a global pandemic that, as I write this, has claimed hundreds of thousands of lives and tossed everyone and everything into chaos. Restaurants, hotels, retailers, companies…all of them have had to ride out a year-long storm that continues to pose significant challenges even as you read these words. Many haven’t made it. No one has emerged completely unscathed.


    My company, Pure Romance, was as impacted as everyone else’s when it all hit the fan in March 2020. Think about it: the core of the business is selling products at tasteful home-based parties. My job is managing the constant training and support of a remote workforce of thousands of women. Suddenly, with the COVID-19 crisis, people could no longer gather in groups, and for many weeks were not even permitted to leave their own homes.


    And yet, we at Pure Romance somehow managed to successfully pivot and actually increase our business. Did this require a certain amount of luck? No question. But to a significant degree, we humans make our own luck—and when disaster came knocking, we were prepared.


    It’s true what they say: what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. We emerged stronger than ever before, in a way that would never have been possible had the situation with the virus never materialized.


    No, we didn’t exactly have a pandemic plan in place. What we had was a CEO (me) who understood going in that 15 percent of my life, or my year, is always going to result in something unanticipated. Here’s the deal: when coronavirus showed up at our doorstep, I was thinking, “Hey, come on in. We’ve been expecting you.”


    So, while too many companies focus only on “growth, growth, growth, growth, growth,” I’m always imagining growth minus 15 percent to account for any unforeseen issues. I find that most people and companies aren’t prepared when that unexpected bill comes due.


    Think about it this way. You have a washing machine. You know that at some point, it’s going to break down. You don’t sit back and think, “Gosh, now what do I do? I can’t wash clothes anymore. I have to ponder this for a while.” No. If you want to keep washing clothes, you need to have a plan in place for when the appliance stops working. You call a dependable repair professional, you figure out how to fix it yourself, or you toss your stuff in the car and go to a public laundromat. Or you buy a new machine. What you don’t do is sit there paralyzed and twiddling your thumbs.


    That’s why they say luck is preparation meeting opportunity. When the virus temporarily rendered Pure Romance’s longtime business model obsolete, we were ready to move into virtual parties without really missing a beat.


    This was hardly an accident. In my world, at our company, there is zero chance for us to get lazy. I’m always suspicious whenever anyone maintains they should feel comfortable at work. Nope. Being uncomfortable is part of the gig if you want to succeed. It is, in fact, all about getting comfortable with being uncomfortable. When you’re uncomfortable, you’re ready for anything—including a once-every-century pandemic.


    Everyone today wants instant gratification, guarantees, ease of use in this fast-food society of ours. It’s all part of our entitlement culture. People crave immediacy. They want drive-thru diplomas. They want it right now, not even an hour from now. But that isn’t the way to carve out a business niche.


    I find that people spend far too much time worrying about the outcome, how much they’re going to earn, how much their business will bill annually. But if you want to succeed, you have to understand the process that will achieve that for you and make it come to life.


    Those who read this book will come away understanding that while change is inevitable, they must learn to flourish with each step they put into their business life and career.


    Why should you listen to me? Well, for starters, I’ve helped Pure Romance grow from a $1 million company—partnering with founder Patty Brisben (who happens to be my mother)—to one valued at more than $350 million. Some 250,000 women have been empowered over the years to find their passion as independent consultants at our company. We have expanded not only across this country into all fifty states (as well as Puerto Rico), but also internationally, including into Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.


    Understanding that our consultants who sell products in the field are the backbone of the business, until the pandemic I devoted more than two hundred days a year to traveling the world, speaking to the literally thousands of women who have made our extraordinary growth possible.


    Some of these women, following a proven path, have thrived beyond their wildest dreams. I’ve heard stories of families in dire financial straits who utilized Pure Romance as a means of climbing out of debt and starting down the road to prosperity. I’ve also heard that it took their family’s economic crisis for many of these women to learn about their assets, and that too often it was the men in their lives who were the keepers of all financial info. These women knew they had to step in and help their family make a plan for the future.


    Also, consider this: at the beginning of my career, our company wasn’t recruiting the graduates of Miami University, Yale, and Harvard Business School with summa cum laude honors. I had a team of people who were aggressive, who were hustlers, who wanted to grind it out all the time and get stuff done. I think over time I came to understand, just like leadership coach and trainer Marshall Goldsmith, that what got you here won’t get you there.


    If I have my choice, I prefer someone who’s scrappy to a prodigy. I want people who will get in there and dig and not count on their intellectual gifts to help them persevere.


    As our business grew, I needed to make sure that I upgraded our corporate talent, raising the level of the group of people who were surrounding me. What I found is that at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter who you are, how old you are, where you went to school, how you were raised, or what gender you are. Anybody should be able to pick up this book and have it function as a valuable tool for either their entrance into or their evolution through the business world.


    The fact is that it isn’t terribly complicated, and if it is, something’s wrong. Dumb it down. Make it easy. Simplify it. That’s what I learned from the book that taught me the most: How to Win Friends and Influence People, by Dale Carnegie. It was originally published in 1936, it’s still in print, and generations continue to learn from it.


    Take it from me, a kid who graduated at the very bottom of his high school class. Making business success complicated doesn’t improve it. The KISS (Keep It Simple, Sister) method continues to hold water. This book is designed to provide a completely understandable version of business, which means it won’t be talking over your head.


    If you have read many of these types of books, you know that most don’t detail actionable steps but deal in theory. They don’t give you the what-to-dos; they just talk in circles, in case studies, in things that don’t even apply anymore. By contrast, what I’m giving you in the following pages is practical stuff. No brain surgery.


    Whether you take the secret is YOU as a whole or break down each chapter, it’s going to come back to one thing: Do you really have the mindset to be a CEO, the mentality to excel as an entrepreneur? Because that’s what this book is going to challenge you to do.


    Take notes, because I’m going to tell you all you need to know to be your own business owner and boss. I won’t ask you to do anything that I wouldn’t do. I think that serving others is the greatest thing you can be asked to do in this world, and I hope it’s something you’ll be taking away from the narrative adventure you’re about to embark on.


    I’ve always prided myself on being the hardest-charging person in the room. You may outshine me for a while, but you’ll never outwork me. Having that work ethic ultimately pays dividends that make me or you or anyone else stand out. It’s all about persistence and determination. Give me the person who wants it the most, every time.


    I was never the brightest student in the classroom or the biggest dude on the football field, to put it mildly. I was a five-foot-nine kid who wasn’t as fast or as talented as everyone else. I always had to work harder. But I never let that stop me.


    The fact that I am dyslexic didn’t prevent me from earning a high school diploma and getting accepted into a good college close to home. I pushed the envelope with every nerve in my body, and I still do. I don’t have any choice. I still battle the dyslexia every day. It isn’t something you overcome. You just live with it and (hopefully) learn to adapt.


    No matter what your ultimate goal is, you need to carry an attitude of never giving up. Repetition is at the heart of it all. As Zig Ziglar is fond of saying, it’s the mother of learning, the father of action, and the architect of accomplishment. It’s so important that I’ve based an entire chapter in this book around it.


    You’ll also understand after reading the secret is YOU that I see myself more as a head coach who has built a remarkable team than simply a motivator. I prefer to inspire by example. This also precludes the perception of “mansplaining.” The answer isn’t to lecture people to death but to find and hire those who know more than I do to fill essential roles.


    I’m incredibly proud of the corporate culture we have instilled at our headquarters in downtown Cincinnati, as well as of the thousands of independent consultants around the globe who have taught me so much. But to appreciate this book, you won’t need to come in with any particular knowledge, nor will there be any quiz at the end. Your job as a reader is simply to take it all in, assess its value for your own life, and then find ways to effectively apply it.


    Maybe you’re someone who has always wanted to have their own business but has been stumped about how to get started. Maybe you’re someone who has never considered having their own business but you feel like now is the right time to develop a plan. Maybe you’re already a Pure Romance consultant and looking to raise your level of success. Or maybe you’re one of our customers who has enjoyed attending the parties and using our products, and you’re hoping to take things to the next level as a consultant.


    What you will get in the secret is YOU is a road map for being proactive rather than reactive and living your life by design, not by default. It’s a primer dedicated to teaching you how to face down the obstacles keeping you from success, and the best way to commit to the process while detaching from the outcome.


    However, this book isn’t about buzz terms but experiencing a whole new career reality that will help you plan your financial future and supply you with the tools necessary to become a successful entrepreneur. Along the way, I’ll be sharing with you some essential survival skills I developed as well as the story of my own journey, which has had more than its share of trials and tribulations.


    I’ll also reveal some of my favorite business anecdotes and recommendations.


    What makes me qualified for this task? I was able to scale Pure Romance to become the world’s largest woman-to-woman direct seller of relationship-enhancement and intimacy products, including sex toys; bath, beauty, and cosmetic products; creams, lubricants, and massage oils; lingerie; and bedroom accessories. That’s why.


    But reading this book shouldn’t be like poring over a textbook. I want you to have some fun not only while absorbing its message but also as you implement its ideas, because if you aren’t enjoying it, there’s no point. We don’t live long enough not to revel in every step of this adventure.


    I wish each of you all the success you can dream of. If my words play a small part in helping you thrive, you will have left me richly rewarded.


    Thanks for riding shotgun with me on the journey.


    Now…let’s go make it happen—together.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    Humble Beginnings



    FADE IN: Approaching a bus stop near my house in Milford, Ohio


    THE YEAR: 1987


    CHARACTERS: Me (age twelve), a bully, and my mother


    And…action!


    “Hey, look! Here comes the sex toy lady’s kid!”


    “The what?” I wonder.


    “We know who your mom is! She was on the radio last night talking about dildos. She’s the Dildo Lady!”


    Dildos? The Dildo Lady?


    The kid who had just pointed and accused me of being something I didn’t completely understand was somewhat older and considerably bigger than I was. I pretty much knew this wasn’t going to end well. He was in the middle of the sidewalk and taunting me as I approached the bus stop, shouting what I perceived to be an insult, insinuating my mother was some kind of hooker.


    “No, she isn’t!” I yelled back.


    In no time at all, punches started flying. I realized that I’d probably get my butt kicked, but this was about family pride. Nobody talked about my mom like that.


    Fast-forward an hour or so. I was sitting in the middle school principal’s office waiting for the woman whose honor I’d just defended to arrive. When she did, it was clear she wanted answers.


    “What happened?” she asked in her “This had better be good” voice.


    “He called you the Dildo Lady,” I explained, my voice quiet, my head low. “He said you were on the radio last night talking about sex toys.”


    Mom nodded and sat down beside me. “I see.”


    The tone of my mother’s answer told me that she wasn’t ready for that. It was going to be slightly more complicated than she’d anticipated.


    “Well, Chris,” she continued, “let me tell you something.” She swallowed hard. “My job is to help parents stay together. Couples need to learn how to connect, and I’m an educator. I educate women about how to keep their relationship fun.”


    Mind you, I didn’t entirely grasp what she was telling me. You know, I was twelve. Yet it was nonetheless revealing that she was speaking to a kid whose father had abandoned the family. Besides, I knew that listening well here was going to help get me out of the potential grounding on the horizon.


    “I’m trying to help other families stay together,” Mom assured me. “The reality is, they’re communication tools.”


    The whole incident left me frustrated and confused. But that said, I don’t think I’d ever had greater respect for my mother than I did in that moment. It was also the first time I’d had any insight into what Mom’s job was in fact really all about.


    “Oh yeah, just one more thing,” Mom added. “If any other kid gives you a hard time like this boy did, ever again, you just let me know. I’ll be more than happy to let you bring in his parents’ sales receipts, and you can put them on the bulletin board at school for everyone to see.”


    Little did I know then that I would one day be on the same path as my mom, helping to give women empowerment and independence over both their business and sexual lives. It’s safe to say this was the last place I thought I’d ever wind up.


    And…scene!


    * * *


    Yep, somehow I was the kid of the lady who sold sex toys. It isn’t a handle you generally wear with pride as an aspiring jock in Middle America.


    As far back as I can remember, athletics was my passion, my desire, my life’s purpose. I played every sport there was, and I played to win. I played baseball. I played basketball. I played soccer. Starting in the seventh grade, I played football.


    I always thought I would be a football coach when I grew up. But things don’t always turn out the way we expect them to, do they? I certainly couldn’t envision that I’d become the President and CEO of a company selling adult toys that was launched by my mother, Patty Brisben.


    After I was born in Naperville, Illinois, my earliest years were spent growing up in the Cincinnati suburb of Milford on the Little Miami River, a community of about 6,800 that’s located seventeen miles from downtown Cincy. I attended Milford Junior High and then Archbishop Moeller High School, better known as just plain Moeller. It’s a private, all-male, Catholic college-prep school in the burbs. You know the kind.


    Patty and my dad divorced when I was five, and things got really tough in all kinds of ways. It was 1980. Dad was twenty-seven. From what I would find out later, my father’s primary issue when he walked out the door was that he wanted to be with someone more successful. He claimed that Patty never looked good when he arrived. He wanted that kind of Stepford wife who was going to be there and make sure dinner was cooked and also, you know, have a sexy gown on when he came home. That was never going to be her.


    From that moment, Dad rarely came into my life throughout my childhood and adolescence. I would see him maybe at Christmas and one other time during the year, and that was about it. It stayed that way into college.


    Meanwhile, Patty was working for four pediatricians, earning all of $4.25 an hour. As a single mom, she had to work her butt off to put food on the table. She did everything she could to guide and support us, help us with our homework, and be present. But there was only one of her and four of us, so it was tough.


    At first, it was just me and my brother Nick, who is two and a half years younger. Two years later, Patty married Bob Brisben and had two more kids back-to-back: my brother Matt and my sister Lauren. About a year later, beginning in 1983—when I was eight—she started working part-time for a company called F.U.N. Parties, whose consultants hosted parties selling intimacy products and such.


    Patty and my stepdad were barely able to make ends meet. They raised us in a bi-level house in Milford until I was a freshman in high school. The parties took up more and more of Patty’s time, to the point where she was working twenty to twenty-five nights a month.


    Yet the truth is that I never felt like a latchkey kid. Either Patty or my stepdad was there, or we had a babysitter. It was also important to Patty to get us on the bus for school in the morning and off the bus at the end of the school day. She was a great mom in every way, struggling to be our rock and refusing to apologize for doing what she had to do to give us a more comfortable life.


    Patty’s reason for being gone so much was indeed to better us as a family. I don’t ever want to say she was an absentee mom, because she wasn’t. She juggled everything and attended all of my athletic events. Even if she wasn’t there for the full game, she always made it for part. On the other hand, it was true that some nights she’d throw a twenty-dollar bill on the counter and say, “Hey, get some Domino’s tonight for dinner.”


    It wasn’t just that Patty loved making money. Working the parties also sent her self-esteem soaring. It changed the way she saw herself and how she viewed the world.


    Patty taught me all about hard work. She was trying to build a business and maintain a growing family at the same time, and it was clear how difficult that was. At the same time, she never complained. She just stepped up and did it. She was out late and up early. Her energy never flagged.


    As the big brother of this family, I often had the responsibility of taking care of my three siblings while Mom was away even when we had a babysitter—making sure they all did their homework, they were in bed on time, that kind of thing. I was forced to mature and learn self-sufficiency at a younger age than most. Plus, I couldn’t depend on my working mother, my missing father, or my stepfather to make me happy. In hindsight, I think this independence helped prepare me for life more fully.


    I’ve often thought about what impact my upbringing may have had on my adult mindset. I know for sure that I took a protective interest in my family—looking out to guard against the tarnishing of Patty’s reputation and taking pains to shield my brothers and sister from anything the community may have been dishing about the woman raising us.


    Maybe it’s this same idea of looking after my younger sibs that stays with me today in taking a paternal interest in the women who work with Pure Romance (and, by extension, for themselves). I know that I put myself into Patty’s headspace and identified with her struggle. I do everything in my power to help our people achieve financial independence and avoid the insecurities that dogged Patty as a single mother during her transition to sales.


    It wasn’t really until I was a young teenager when it fully hit me that what Patty did for a living wasn’t as socially acceptable as if she were, say, a teacher or nurse or stay-at-home mom. I wasn’t ashamed at all, but it did leave me feeling more vigilant about outside observations. I knew that she loved us and was doing what she was doing in her job to support us, and that was enough for me. At the same time, we were living in a conservative enclave, and with that came judgment.


    Yet it was in school that I faced my greatest personal challenge, struggling like crazy academically. Oh man, did I struggle. The thing is, I wanted to be a good student so badly. I grew discouraged because teachers kept telling me that I was slow, that I was this, that I was that. I just kept getting labeled as being scholastically challenged, and it sucked.


    It all came to a head in my fourth-grade year. I got put in the slow reading group at Pleasant Hill Elementary in Cincinnati. Things went downhill from there. They finally called Patty in and told her, “We need to hold Chris back.”


    Yes, I flunked the fourth grade. Flunked. The. Fourth. Grade. How can you flunk the fourth grade? I figured out a way. It was all about the reading. After that, I kept getting put in the lower-level group even though I knew in my head, on some level, that I wasn’t meant to be there. It was incredibly frustrating.


    I indeed wound up repeating the academic year. Patty was determined to get to the bottom of it. Once a week and sometimes twice, she would drive me to a tutoring facility in Dayton (about an hour from my house), where I’d watch a ball move back and forth for forty-five minutes. The theory was that this ball would train my brain and improve my reading, though I’m not sure how much it actually helped.


    What stuck with me during this difficult time was Patty’s steadfast commitment to helping me become a better student. She had always been a taskmaster, which is why it was kind of miraculous that she never gave me a hard time about my test results and grades. As busy as she was, Patty made sure to pledge that time to helping my reading. Every single week.


    Athletics was my refuge through it all. Playing team sports was a revelation for me, and I was really good at it. I loved being part of a group and knowing the role I played in its success. I lived for the camaraderie. I loved the competition (both within myself to get better, and against the other team). I loved the way it motivated me to become my best. I loved the stage of team sports and playing for something bigger than myself.


    I love everything about sports to this day, and one way you can tell is my liberal use of sports analogies in my daily work life. Back in high school, it was the sports world and my interaction with coaches that helped shape me as a man. The coaches were, in hindsight, my real father figures.


    Sports is what got me respect and advancement, in school and with my peers. I was one of the standouts in junior high at Milford. My stepdad had gone to Moeller, and I remember going to my first football game there and seeing ten thousand people packed into the stands—for a high school game! It made me think, “Wow. I want to come here.” It was the same thing when I watched a basketball game there, with all the team spirit and alumni excitement.


    My football coach at Moeller, Tim Shira, quickly grew to become my primary male role model. He had a significant impact on my development as both an athlete and a human being, instilling along with Patty a powerful work ethic in me. He told me that I could be something, and he helped me understand the positive outcomes that emerge from hard work.


    Moeller was a place that was, for a football athlete, all about practice and preparation and playing the role you were meant to play.


    I was a defensive back and punt returner, and in part because of Coach Shira, I would stay on the field for an hour after formal practice had ended and everyone else had gone home, to perfect my technique and execution. I would take literally one hundred catches of his punts every day and run them back. I was pretty good at it, but if I wanted to be the best—and I did—I needed to put in the time. Coach understood that and made sure I had the opportunity. It was all about working the process, punt after punt. After punt.


    Lesson: commit to the process and turn practice into habit.


    My sports lessons would stay with me into my personal and career lives as an adult. I learned, for instance, that there is no “I” in “team.” But the even greater teachings came out of failure, namely as a student.


    Again, it wasn’t the lack of effort that made my academic life so miserable in school; it was circumstances beyond my control (until I was finally able to control them). Because I graduated pretty much at the bottom of my high school class—167 out of 169—I had to beg to get into college. I mean literally beg.


    Yet I was more determined than ever to get accepted into a good school. The problem was that my GPA hovered around a 2.2. Plus, now it was my senior year, and things were getting serious. I started making my college visits, and that’s when I got my second SAT score back after having tallied just a 630 the first time. Unfortunately, I needed a 700 or above to get into college and play football.


    Now it was February, and the clock was seriously ticking.


    It was about this time that Patty was made aware of my dilemma. She hooked me up with the Sylvan Learning Center, to see if they might have any answers to help me finally get up to speed on the SAT on my third try. The lady there evaluated me and fortunately thought to ask, “Have you ever been tested for dyslexia?”


    “What’s that?” I asked.


    “Well,” she said, “it’s a learning disability. Have you ever been tested?”


    “No.”


    The woman tested me and—of course—I had dyslexia. The diagnosis allowed me to take the SAT with extra time allowances. Her theory was that the time limits themselves were getting me too worked up. I still wasn’t convinced that extra time was going to make a difference, but it was obviously more than worth a shot.


    Mount Union College (later the University of Mount Union) in Alliance, Ohio, a small liberal arts school, was one of the campuses that I’d toured around this time, in early ’94. I had no intention of going to an NCAA Division III school, which this was. I was all about landing a spot playing football for a much more prestigious Division I college. Unfortunately, I was running out of options.


    Greg King was in charge of admissions at Mount Union. He recognized that I wasn’t anything close to a model student. But he liked my athleticism and enthusiasm, and promised that he and the football coaching staff would work to get me admitted if I scored at least 700 on that elusive SAT.


    I took the test again, this time without the same time constraints. It was now March. I called Greg daily, religiously, to check in, just to say, “Hey, Greg, it’s me again. Anything else I can do? Anything you need from me?” Just to make sure that he knew how seriously I was taking this. After all, he was really my only option at this point, my last hope.


    In June, I got word that I’d finally sufficiently raised my number when my two best scores from my second and third tests were combined and averaged. I’d come in at 730.


    I was finally able to exhale and rejoice, “I’m going to college!” I was super excited, being the first one in my family to actually attend. Going to Mount Union changed the whole trajectory of my life. That I’m sure about.


    I was still immature when I walked through the MU doors, still really kind of a boy. But I had to grow up fast. Here’s why: as soon as I entered the school as a freshman, Patty and my stepdad, Bob, went through a really horrible divorce. There was infidelity. There was embezzlement. There were just a whole lot of things going on, and I was four hours away from home as it all went down.


    I’d always been kind of the man of the house, and I was probably still basically a mama’s boy at that time. Patty was calling me every night to fill me in on what was going on. I was feeling the pain from afar while adjusting to a new school. Also, my brother Nick was facing a lot of problems himself while attending Moeller and had, in fact, just gotten kicked out. Not surprisingly, my grades veered quickly south.


    I wanted to drop out. But my coach at the time convinced me that if I stayed, it would be worth it.


    “You don’t have to go through this alone,” he reassured me. “I’ll help you.”


    It turned out to be an especially difficult freshman year. College was much different than I expected, having my attention and focus so split. But sticking with it totally paid off, because after packing up my car and preparing to move home to help Patty and my family back in Cincinnati, everything fell into place instead. Mom really came through, sitting me down and convincing me to return and follow my own path, my own goals, and focus on my dream. By the time I got back to school, I was ready to go. Instead of being a giant change, it proved to be a tiny hiccup.


    This all goes back to the fact that you always have to plan for 15 percent of your life not to go as planned, a mantra I would return to again and again in the business world.


    I went on to become an all-conference defensive back in football at Mount Union, where we won back-to-back Division III National Titles in 1996 and ’97. It was all based on embracing my purpose with the Purple Raiders and staying within my role for our team. Great coaches know how to bring that mentality out in their players, and I’ve been blessed to have amazing men leading me in athletics. Combining that teamwork and role-playing mantra I learned in high school helped me thrive in college.


    This kind of athletic success also taught me that no one is interested in playing for a team that’s just a one-man or one-woman show. We want to be part of a legacy, something that lives forever. There isn’t a lot of glory in being the best player on an 0–15 team. The team that everyone is going to talk about is the one that goes 15–0, plays their butts off, and wins as a unit. These are the guys who will get together years later and reminisce, “You know what, man? We built something unbelievable, and we did it together.”


    Sports was where I learned that the strongest players help make even the weakest links contribute meaningfully to the cause. It also doesn’t hurt to have guts. When I was playing high school football on special teams and returning punts, “fair catch” was not really in my vocabulary. If you advanced even one yard after the catch, that was yardage—and if you had to take a brutal hit to get it, you did.


    I didn’t set any academic records at MU—and in fact I fell twelve units short of graduation—but things worked out well on the football field. What stands out most from that experience was the honor of being mentored by my coach, Don Montgomery. The lessons I was taught by my coaches have stayed with me.


    My high school teachers, however, suggested that I should consider going to tech school. Tech school! In college, fortunately, my thinking and my fortunes completely shifted. I started to believe in myself, imagining, “I can do whatever I want to do, achieve whatever I want to achieve.” My mindset did a complete one-eighty.


    It was actually during the summer between my junior and senior years of college that everything changed. I needed an internship, so I called Patty and told her the job had to be something that wasn’t in state, that paid me, and that was outside of my major (which was secondary education, as I planned to be a football coach).


    “Plus, I need to find something in forty-eight hours,” I informed her.


    Yes, like almost every college kid, I had been procrastinating on this, and now the situation was down to the wire.


    Patty got on the phone and called a bunch of people she knew, but nothing came to fruition. She finally had to break down and call my father, who was the newly appointed COO of a publicly traded floor covering company near Atlanta called the Maxim Group. When I tell you that this was the very last person on earth Mom wanted to deal with, I mean he really was the last person. Patty never took him back to court when he started making more money to increase the child support from him.


    She got Dad on the phone and said, “You have done nothing for this child for twenty years of his life. Nothing. This is what he needs. You have to do it.” He told her, “Fine, he can come here and do his internship.”


    To make a long story fairly short, Maxim was nothing like I’d imagined. My mom had taken me to buy one khaki suit and three dress shirts to get me through. My first week was spent at a giant sewing machine making carpet, turning my shirts and suit brown with sweat and grime. See, my mom always told
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