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Professor Cyclone
 
My friend Amèlie and I went on a trip to Coney Island in the summer of 2013. At the time, I was thinking a lot about polarity versus rhythm. It’s funny how the mind works. As soon as you begin to focus thoughts on a particular thing or idea, suddenly you see it everywhere. 
Say what you want, I felt that the universe itself was speaking to me through this beachside amusement park! We were out all day, until it got dark. We spent about half the day near the water watching the waves. Then we tackled the rides–about four roller coasters including my favorite, The Cyclone. Finally we got dinner and headed home. With each piece of our day there were perfect examples of polarity and rhythm. Everything one really needs to know about these concepts can be learned by observing physics as it happens in nature, or through practical application... especially at a Coney Island! 
///
It is day into night, low tide into high, hunger to a satisfied belly, heights plunging to depths, waves ebbing, fear of an experience matched by the courage to test it.
Failure and Success. 
Intrinsically, there can never be the one side without its opposite and usually one follows the other in a rhythm. 
We heart superlatives.
If you really think about it, a “fail” and a “success” are emotional concepts humans sort of invented. We are in love with them. We’d marry them if we could. We love them so much we want to be them. They’re how we build identity. 
It follows, then, that failing really sucks! It’s hard to own it when it happens, and it can be wildly embarrassing. What’s worse, our culture likes to highlight it. Examples are blooper reels, sports replays of a fall or foul, a starlet that tumbles on stage, or any other tabloid-ripe “bad” press, where critics drive home the shortcomings of a less-than-perfect effort made. We love winners and losers.
If we absolutely can’t gawk at success or failure, any other extreme will do. Extremes are galvanizing and exciting and our culture is obsessed with them. 
“Transformers! More than meets the eye.”
–Transformers Theme Song
Good news for the non-extremists: superlatives aren’t the only thing our culture is obsessed with! We also have a giant crush on transformation, as illustrated by every great storyline throughout history.  Joseph Campbell wrote about it back in 1949 in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, describing the heroic cycle, with the pivotal point in every protagonist’s journey being transformation. Change can’t exist without the transformation.
Once most people get past the shock value of extremes, there is a need for substance and meaning. When a person or community meets change with transformation and growth, we just can’t get enough of it. 
Change is the domain of artists and creatives–observing pivot points, and ushering the world through the transitions with art, humor, books, films and design, etc. 
Or in slightly more fancy-pants words:
“The way of the Creative works through change and transformation, so that each thing receives its true
nature and destiny and comes into permanent accord with the Great Harmony: this is what 
furthers  and what perseveres.” –Alexander Pope
This project illuminated all kinds of surprise truths. One of them has to do with transformation: most failures (including my own) become the building blocks and tool kits for the successes that will come (and often can only come) at a later time.
Harkening back to maybe a page ago: It’s like riding the Cyclone. 
The fun and scary parts of the ride are all connected to the same rails–they are a part of the same experience, and though we would try to define one part as better or worse than the other, it is not so. Come to find out, one extreme literally fuels and turns into the other! The momentum of the plunge is 100% necessary to propel the roller coaster up the next incline! The fail is fodder for success.
But enough about you, let’s talk about Meme
I have had some fun responses to the title of this book. One very talented musician even wrote to me and apologetically refused to interview because he did not want to be associated with anything related to failure. I said I respectfully understood. So far, most people love the title. I chose it because it really gets at the way our brains register our perception of good and bad. 
If you have browsed any social network, or any news blog online in the last few years, you have definitely seen memes. The type of memes I’m referring to are viral ideas, not stemming from one source, but perpetuated by our collective grasp of a concept or truth. There aren’t really rules to a meme, but its accuracy determines whether it will be “sticky” and, therefore passed along. 
One popular meme (which I believe started as its own blog) is FAIL. This meme is a great example of how we obsess with extremes. Typically, this meme is presented as a snapshot or screenshot of something or someone seen in the world where, at a glance, it would be universally recognized as a total failure. Either as the caption or on the image, the only text is FAIL, with the exception of an occasional qualifier such as “parenting FAIL” or “pants FAIL”. Shortly after this became popular, its opposite cropped up... with WIN or WINNING stamped on images of random observed victories. 
Later, the qualifiers EPIC (for fail) and SUPER (for win) became common, too. 
“There... are... four... lights.” –Captain Picard
I’ve always loved the scene from Star Trek where Captain Picard is being held by enemy forces who are trying to break his will, in order to use him as an instrument for their purposes. One of the torture methods involved asking Picard repeatedly to count the four lights in front of him. The torturer insisted that there were five lights. Picard’s will could not be broken. 
Sometimes it is easy to acquiesce to the pull of cultural programming... those inside voices that tell you not to reach for success or risk failure because it’s possible to find comfort by never leaving the space between. Those spaces will always be there as part of the spectrum. 
When I took time to ponder where “my inside voices” really came from... I was mighty surprised at what I found. Now I have to be vigilant. Look deeper and trust my gut. 
I’d say there are four things to note about navigating culture’s love of failure:
One is that the label of failure is largely made up, therefore can be redefined.
I mean, if you’re using the scientific method, sure... you could technically prove something failed or succeeded. However, the scientific method is based on supposing something–expecting something.
Take away the hypothesis... the element of expectation, and you just have neutral events. The experiment worked. The experiment did not work. What do you do? Another experiment. No tears. No need for a Scotch on the rocks or a phone call home to mum.
Our feelings about the results are subjective and emotional and comparative, and so often much bigger in our own minds than to the outside world. When the experiment is a test of our own capabilities, talents or prowess, we are naturally tough on ourselves and many of us relive the memory of our own personal mistakes over and over. Getting the perception of failure under control is the key to moving past it. Heck, that’s why I am writing this, now!
The truth is that our most epic fails and super wins are both shades of the same learning process that makes up our lives. So, basically, it’s within anyone’s power to rewrite the emotional part of their own story, simply by connecting the dots from one part of the process to the next. 
How rad is that?
The second thing is that we are likely rooting for one other.
Test it yourself! Watch a game, live performance or reality TV show. See the response when an athlete falls then gets back up and gets in the game, or a band keeps playing acoustic when the electricity cuts out. The crowd goes wild. That determination is electric and inspiring to audiences, and they’ll either talk about the comeback or forget the mistake happened altogether. It’s because of that transformation we love so much, and the chance to live vicariously in the rush of their roller coaster ride.
“There is no passion to be found playing small – in settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.” –Nelson Mandela
Success is a sort of strange experience, and it’s outside of most people’s comfort zones. For this reason, it’s refreshing and inspiring when someone overcomes the thing that we all fear... when someone “goes there”. It literally gives us permission to try for greatness, through example. It creates a pathway that is relatable and begs the question: “if s/he could do that, could I, as well?”
So, it’s reassuring to know that at most people’s core, they’re rooting for the win, even if it’s easy to be influenced by crowd-mentality. I think it’s less common for individual people to genuinely “cheer on” failure.
The third thing is subtle. Self-deprecation and sarcasm can be toxic.
These two deadly killers make a social danger zone that must be traversed with great caution. Among the artists and creative people I know personally, there’s a high percentage that love them some sarcasm. I am talking about dark, bitter, cutting sarcasm that infects groups of smart and talented people, then metastasizes into a bitter way of life. It’s easy to get sucked in because the building blocks of this humor are usually observations based in fact or astute deductions about what’s going on–the more “meta” the better. Not only am I guilty of gravitating toward friends, comedy and media that promote dark humor, but I’m a repeat offender, even when I know it contradicts my desire to be more optimistic.
Don’t get me wrong. There is nothing wrong with this form of humor, and in my humble opinion, any use of humor is a great way to diffuse the tension of awkward and ugly realities. But, when a group or close friendship goes toxic, watch out! Slowly, the innocuous jokes and comments mutate into an addictive green goo... Maybe that’s why they call it jaded–right?
An unchecked social through line of sarcasm and dismissive thinking sets an invisible trap for anyone with creative goals or dreams. 
It happens like this: you (the creative person) have a group of friends that tend to see the pessimistic side of life. You and your friends often exchange witty banter highlighting the “lost cause” or “hopeless lameness” of something. It could be anything–work, your town, the government, career opportunities, other people around you. Your insights win you laughs and acceptance by the group. 
When you (the creative person) want to go out and make your brilliant idea a reality, you consider what your friends will think. You naturally predict that they will have the same sarcastic and dismissive attitude toward your idea. If you’ve gone toxic, you decide not to do it. 
“It’s a trap!” –Admiral Ackbar (Return of the Jedi)
The trick is having a healthy “sarcasm immune system” so that your ideas don’t become a reason to overstay your welcome on the failure side of the spectrum, for the sake of fitting in.
That leads me to the fourth consideration: motion trumps extremes.
We are always in motion until death. That means that as long as we keep working at something it’s physically impossible to fail or succeed in a finite way, because the game is not yet over! 
It kind of deflates the importance of the terms by default. 
It also implies that we are able to begin anew, without limitation. There are no rules anywhere that suggest we can’t reboot. It’s just between you and the infinite, whether you consider yourself successful. That includes when, where and how. 
So....
Success and failure are simple events that continuously follow and fuel one another until we stop or we die. Both events create excitement and tension which we love. Our emotions and social influences add gravity to either experience, causing us to transform and change for better or worse. Change requires motion, which keeps the cycle going. By managing our perception and expectations, we can be master roller coaster riders!
With that said, let’s move on to the Introduction!
The story I’m about to tell was my personal catalyst for studying how creative people experience and respond to failure and success, and why people keep going after an EPIC FAIL to score a personal super win. 
At first blush, it could appear as very personal story, or like a series of “first world problems,” but I assure you, my intention with this book is not to create a forum for complaint or boasting, or to draw attention to my own reality check. It is to illustrate both rhythm and polarity through real stories of creative people’s career extremes. I’m shining a light on the motion between the extremes, and how each person perceived what happened. I saw bits of myself in every story, and I think you will too! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here’s how I came to write the book...
 

Introduction
 

Hijacked By Life & Punched In The Face By Friends
 
<BEGIN SPOILER ALERT>
 
A while back, I re-watched Joss Whedon’s Avengers, where all the characters come together through a risky plan devised by the enigmatic leader, Nick Fury. In the film, the villain, Loki, attempts to get inside of the minds of each superhero, turning them against one another. It’s the old “divided we fall” trick.
At the beginning of the film, Loki quite literally gets into the minds of certain characters and under the grip of his superpowers, they lose their desire to think independently, and become his minions. One of the compromised characters is Clint Barton (Hawkeye), who is later saved by Natasha Romanoff (Black Widow) through a round of intense hand to hand combat.
Hawkeye:  	“How’d you get him out?”
Black Widow:  “Cognitive recalibration. 
			...I hit you really hard on the head.”
 
<END SPOILER ALERT>
This past winter, I was in what the kids call “a head space”. I’ll tell you what. I could have used some cognitive recalibration.
The holiday season was looming, and that meant my 35th birthday was around the corner too. Days were shortest in the year, and each day when I woke up, I shrank back under my covers in hopes that time would stop and the world would go away. It was the worst. It was like the winter blues on steroids. 
On my birthday eve, I worked an overnight shift in retail, so I slept through most of my actual birthday. One girlfriend kindly invited me to breakfast, which somewhat redeemed the day, but the sinking feeling returned on my train ride home. 
See, I had set this year as a milestone birthday for my creative career back in my early 20s. “By 35,” I said, “I will be at my personal best. I’ll have already succeeded in recording a great record, maybe have some hits, and I’ll have built my reputation, and I’ll be on to more sophisticated projects like being invited to compose for film, or collaborate with other successful artists.” I thought I would surely be married by this age, and of course I’d have established myself. 
However, the reality struck me that 35 looks nothing like what I imagined. I’m still single, I still freelance or hold a day job to pay rent, I’m releasing work but I’m certainly not signed to a major label, and I’m not necessarily being courted for fancy collaborations with famous people.
The following day, I tried to be cheerful. “By most standards, I have a great life, and I should be happy,” I rationalized, “I’ve done a lot!” I brewed some coffee, and made a list of things to be thankful for, which didn’t seem to help, but I did it anyway.
I still wanted to celebrate. I invited friends to come ice skating with me at a rink in the city, then come out for a drink followed by some ping-pong ball or air hockey. No one came. Not one person. I skated around the tiny oval rink solo in a mixed sea of kids and professional athletes for about 30 minutes, “Instagrammed” my skates for posterity, then loitered near the pizza concessions for another 15 minutes. Maybe someone would show up. One or two text messages came through–friends regretfully declining. Many apologies. Ugh.
I packed up my skates and made my way to the elevator which I shared with two precocious twin girls in purple sequined leotards. I did my best impression of a serious fun-haver as we were carried down to ground level. That’s right. I was just out doing one of my favorite things that I loved sooo much that I’d do it alone on a Monday night. Once out of the athletic center, I rushed to the next activity on the itinerary, the bar at Ace Hotel. 
Surely friends would join me for drinks. Drinks are easy!
Nope. I sat for a full hour and a half over a bourbon and a cheese plate with my phone on the counter. I started about ten text conversations with friends and family from away, so that it wouldn’t appear that I was a loser to the chattering patrons on either side of me who were both couples. It became apparent that they were waiting patiently for me to relinquish my bar stool. That was the last straw. I heard nothing from the friends who hadn’t declined by text, so I paid my tab, sent a message to my friends that ping-pong was canceled, and took the train back to Brooklyn, defeated.
This birthday was a failure. I started thinking about all the failures I’d ever had…and there are a lot…often intrinsically linked to something I’d successfully accomplished, or something others perceived as successful. 
For example, I had, just months before, been nominated semi-finals as “Brooklyn Musical Artist of the Year” through a national arts organization. I was voted into the semi-finals by friends, family and fans. This involved a performance at the Brooklyn showcase. It was an immense honor and a thing to be proud of, right? The nomination was deeply touching, for sure. Somehow, though, remembering the showcase feels more akin to poking at a fresh bruise on my psyche. Why?
For the most part, the show was a success. I didn’t win the title, but that had never been the point for me. The issue was my personal experience of that day. 
All the memories of how it failed piled up in my mind... I relived it in vivid detail:
My assistant had canceled a couple of days before, and then my back-up assistant canceled at the last minute. I hauled all my equipment, merchandise & table dressings by myself on the subway, and then lugged it to the space to hit the strict check-in time, only to find I was there before any of the other bands, and wouldn’t sound-check for hours. I was testing new equipment, to avoid a repeat of a total equipment failure I’d had the previous month. When I chatted with the sound guy, I discovered I was still missing certain cables I needed. I dashed off to Guitar Center, in the downtime. I got back after the other acts had finally arrived. We had a tight schedule. Despite my early arrival and attempts to be prepared, the other bands sound checked several long songs, leaving me only fifteen minutes to set up, sound check and break down. And... we couldn’t get the equipment to work. Multiple people tried to assist, which further infuriated me because there were “too many cooks in the kitchen.” The host of the event told me to wrap it up, and I hadn’t made a noise! In the next five minutes, we managed to get sound, and do a workaround, then I was done. That’s it. The performance would be “fly by the seat of my pants” at best.
I sank to my personal worst as far as attitude goes. I couldn’t relax or enjoy myself. I managed to sing through my set, but I know the energy wasn’t there. The spirit of what I was creating was crushed in the madness of the day, and the stress of doing it alone. 
The showcase was well attended, but only one person came specifically to see me, then split. The judging depended on audience votes. Though many people had rallied for me to get there, I felt extremely isolated and alone at the event. 
The worst thing is when that inner voice gets going because it not only relives things, it concludes things. And boy did my mind take me to that next step... “You’ve lost your touch. It’s been years since you’ve done a show like this... what are you doing? Be realistic? No one cares about a thirty-something musician rebooting their career... especially in Brooklyn. Maybe you are fooling yourself. You’ve never excelled at club shows... etc.. etc... etc....”
Yes... this is how I spent my birthday; thinking about failure. Exhausting, right?
In the safety of my apartment, I wrapped myself in all of my blankets and called my friend Ken on the West Coast. We have been friends for nearly a decade and a half, and have always encouraged each other’s creativity and artistic projects. Ken is a film editor. He is forever telling me I should be doing more with my creativity... that the world is full of opportunities I’m missing. It hurts because I work so hard at my art, but I know in some way he’s right. I do a lot creatively–perhaps more than most, but I’m a “Jill of All Trades”, and it’s been tough to gain traction.
Ken listened as I recounted my tale of woe. I told him I was miserable, a failed musician and unhappy with how my life and my birthday were turning out. He asked me this question that rocked me to my core. He asked me what I really wanted to do to make a living. Not what I wanted for a side job... and not what I wanted for my personal art... but what did I ideally want to do every day to make a living.
OUCH. There it was.
The question I hate most... because it brings up an ugly social schism. Creative types and traditional business do not mix. You can’t make a living doing your art. Do it on the side, or do something similar to it. Never just the art. Not for a living. The odds of success are not in your favor. Of course, Ken didn’t imply this... he only asked what I wanted to do. I filled in all the blanks... or rather, years of cultural programming filled in the blanks. 
Honestly, this wasn’t what I’d been expecting when I called for a birthday chat, but it was precisely what I needed. It was a powerful catalyst, and it was exhausting. I got in bed and let my spinning mind sleep. 
///
When I woke up, I began a relentless inventory of my actions, intentions, failures and successes–this time with a new purpose. I started thinking about archetypes; how did my story really compare with the creative community as a whole? The call with Ken had introduced a sub-question: What are the cultural messages artists and innovators are receiving and parroting back around success and career viability? I grew more and more curious about the art of making a living as an artist. Right now, my curiosity might even be eclipsing my other projects! It’s a puzzle.
I like puzzles. The questions I was kicking around were eating at me.
How had it come to this? I know I’m not the only one who feels this way. Why is there a paradox-like pigeonhole to contend with, when we live in a vast world full of opportunities? Why do artists feel like they are destined to embody polarizing extreme poverty, closed off from financial success–unless they squeeze through the industry bottleneck and become a polarized extreme success. Is this dichotomy the same for all entrepreneurs, freelancers and innovators? We are obsessed with the highs and lows.
I found I was on fire to uncover the answers. I chewed on it some more. After a few weeks of feverish note-taking, research and introspection, I had another breakthrough. Something that felt like a move forward.
I thought, “What are my resources?” I dug out the list of thanks... In fact I went back and looked at all my lists of thanks (it’s a journaling habit I’ve kept since my days at the University of Maine).
The common thread was people. People! Duh. I might as well have opened up that journal and found a million dollars hidden inside. I felt like Spiderman the second he realized he could swing from building to building. 
Instantly the paradigm shifted.
I know people. Amazing people. People with stories.
I logged onto my social networking pages... cracked open the shoebox of business cards I’d been hoarding, and opened my address book. The immense amount of talent and history, trial and triumph, perseverance and faith was overwhelming.
That was it. I was going to write to some of the innovative people I know and ask for their candid stories around the existential questions I had been struggling with: 
	What is failure, really?

	What is success, honestly?

	When you calculate the failure and the success, is a career worth it?

For a brief moment, I cringed. Was I crowdsourcing therapy? Seriously? This is happening? Yes it is.
That is the moment I realized how unique it is, and how lucky I am to have such a network, and that is the moment I knew I’d write this book.
How helpful, I thought, could this be to other creatives out there, any age, any part of the world. These were the validating, and inspiring stories I needed in a dark moment; it’s only fair to “pay it forward.” I have a feeling this is one of those magnificent projects that will be worth every bit of work and sweat because it’s much bigger than me. 
I did not have the faintest idea how deeply I was going to get into this, but this book has certainly turned my thinking around... and it might just be the win on the other side of my “epic” birthday fail.
Pandora’s wardrobe
Another gem of a revelation cropped up from this little experiment. It became clear that I’ve unwittingly been solving this fail/success/living equation since I was in grade school. In doing so, I tried on about a dozen different career identities, like cheap shirts at H&M.
The more people I meet in the world, the more I can see that it’s not uncommon in my generation to do this... we don’t all have a clear and measurable path to success at this particular point in history because of the exponential change in our resources, communication tools and economy. It’s a lot of trial and error.
I grew up in the quaint Bangor area, in the heart of Maine. 
As a kid, I saw the opportunity to go into business for myself as a totally viable option. While my mother, father and step-mother taught me to embrace and love education, and I took to school naturally, many of the folks in my family had foregone college to make an independent trade-based living. My grandfather was an electrician, my uncle a painter and carpenter. Others fished. My mother worked in construction, and my father was a chef. My step-mom was a kindergarten teacher. 
In school, I was quite the little artist... and I was forever making workarounds and negotiating with teachers and advisors to do projects instead of papers, or whatever non-traditional format was available. Just like every other kid, I was told that marvelous story at an early age... you know the one. It goes like this:
“You can be anything you want to be
when you grow up.”
I wanted to be a lot of things–a painter, a singer-songwriter, a U.N translator, an art therapist, a book author, a filmmaker, a poet.
I actually believed that story 100%. Other than the U.N. Translator, I have literally tried out all these things! But trust me, it hasn’t been pretty.
The qualified twist
There is a problem with the story. It’s missing all the freaking qualifiers!
Just. Can you be just one thing? How specific does it have to be? Can you combine dreams and be a ballerina-author, or a musician-painter? 
You will get a mixed response if you ask this question! Some people say you have to focus, and other people say you can leverage each thing to enrich your career.
Successful. Can you be a “successful” ballerina, “well-paid” poet, “best-selling” author, “famous musician”? If so, how is it done?
Then there is the question of measurable standards. Successful according to who? Well-paid in relation to what? Best-selling in what industry? Famous in what niche? 
Are we relegated to measuring success through financial gain? It can seem that way, when you ask around, right?
If so, how boring!
When I was a little kid it was the 80s, and back then things were a little more polarized... also media was not what it is today. There was no Internet.
There was also very little teaching around the differences between deciding who you want to be, and deciding what you want to do for a living. I mean, society pretty well merges these things in some fields. In my graduating class, those wanting to be doctors, lawyers, scientists, teachers could expect a neatly defined roadmap to a canonized idea of success in their fields. Little did we all know that the giant many-armed ecommerce and technology monster would come and make our world magnificently messy.
In a way it’s leveling the playing field. It’s also scary. Like a natural disaster, that gives everyone a clean slate, and a lifetime of work. But, I digress. 
If I could go back in time, I would have listed inventor as a career aspiration, because that is what I really am. Because there was no class on creating income from your passion, and configuring your inner success-ometer, I spent some 20 years inventing my personal skills and tools from scratch. It has to be done.
Turns out, we’re all inventors.
Call it an early mid-life crisis, call it madness... call it just what the doctor ordered. My birthday melt-down led me to crash hard into the quandaries that have haunted creative types for centuries. I felt like Gandalf fighting the Balrog. I had to let go of some links to past thinking in order to take on a new challenge.  I feel I’ve come out the other side very much myself, but with a new set of eyes. 
There are hard questions that need answering, astonishing possibilities that need seizing. Without a doubt, our world has become more individual, more challenging, more demanding, more connected, faster, meaner, and exponentially more competitive. Good news is: the answers to the questions are everywhere!
Even traditional careers industries are being rethought, downsized, mobilized, and reformed. I believe the time to be a creative is exactly this moment.
At the rate things are changing, re-imagining the very roots and trappings of success will become a basic skill set. The inventive and the adaptable will be able to define things, starting from wherever they are, while the “ladder to success” will be abandoned in favor of more flexible and creative possibilities. 
It’s already happening. 
First we’ll have to look at our thinking. Then, it’s time to get our creativity on.
We’re individuals, but not alone.
What follows is a collection of interviews with creative, self-made people, replete with challenges, triumphs, failures and successes. I asked each person to draw a connection between their personal bests and worsts, and to share what inspires them to stay in the game. 
I reached out to friends I know in music, filmmaking, tech, freelance art & design, performing arts, and small business. There are so many fields and wonderful people that could be added, but this is where I could personally begin.
A final note
These are regular people like you and me, telling real stories and revealing very personal fears and realities about their careers. Most all come from humble beginnings, and many of them balance between their passion and a day job, or did for years before making the passion into a full-time career. Every one of them has built their personal successes through gusto, hard work and creative thinking. 
I think you’ll be charmed and moved by just how relatable the stories are, and I hope to keep the dialogue going on my blog and networking sites.
Best, 
AMV
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Michele Wehrwein Albion
author, mom
 
“In retrospect, those rejection letters were the best thing that ever could have happened to me.”
We were at a very sad gathering. It was the funeral of my beautiful cousin, who died of Huntington’s. There were a lot of people there. Apparently, many of us are related.
After my stepmom’s passing a year earlier, I got to know my dad’s side of the family better at the celebration of life. It had been years since we’d all gathered in one place. This was another such occasion. Sad, and yet we bonded there.
I met Michele at the reception. She was witty and aware, and used top notch vocabulary. I was very happy to chat with her and find out more about our relationship. Turns out she has written a book or two, and is extremely cool.
Michele is holding down a brave combo: being a mom and traveling as an author. How she does it? I will never know! 
To me, what stands in her story is that she made a bold career shift. I see her updates about library touring and the ways she is sharing her work. It’s an inspiration, and it gives me courage to go out and try my hand at something unknown!
///
What was your first job ever?
From the time I made the stunning realization that Little House on the Prairie came before The Waltons historically--I was about six--I have been a history nerd. 
Naturally, my first job at the age of fifteen was working at a Fort Western Museum. I tromped around the 1754 fort in period costume; which looked cute on the other guides, but on me bore a hopelessly unflattering likeness to the St. Pauli Girl. Still, I loved the job. I felt a personal victory when one of my visitors made a historical connection. I'm very grateful for that first experience. Later I worked backstage at the Maine State Museum.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Graduating from high school was terrifying for me. I was one of those kids who didn't have much of a safety net. I knew whatever I did, I had to do it well because there was no going home again.  
I was very goal oriented and decided to be a museum curator before I entered college. Before orientation I had researched the academic requirements, laid out my courses for four years and argued with my counselor about the efficacy of these plans. I worked hard, got good grades and did eventually become a curator.  
I did succeed in becoming what I wanted to be "when I grew up," but the downside was that I was so afraid to fail that I didn't take the risks and enjoy high school or college the way I should have. We learn things by making mistakes--socially as well as academically--and I made plenty of those, but I feel like I would have benefitted from taking more risks.
In recent years, I've tried to push myself to redefine what I want to be "when I grow up," and take more risks and put myself out there professionally.  Being a mother with four children under 16, the risks are small, but as I tell my kids, the only people who don't make mistakes are the ones who don't actually do anything.
What do you do today to make a living?
Ha!  Make a living? I'm not sure I'm actually making a living, but I'm working on it.
I'm the author of four books: The Florida Life of Thomas Edison, The Quotable Edison, The Quotable Henry Ford, and The Quotable Eleanor Roosevelt.  
I have two fiction works in process and I'm gearing up to take the risk of starting to send them out to agents and publishers.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
My senior year of college I figured I had my career path all sewn up. I had stellar grades, had been working in museums for years, graduated Phi Beta Kappa and had glowing references from my professors. I applied to three different graduate schools so I could earn my Masters and become a curator. No problem.
The site visits and interviews went along swimmingly and I waited for those acceptance envelopes to slide into my dorm room mailbox. They did. Two rejections, one right after the other. I was devastated. I did everything right, didn't I? I had assumed I would get into graduate school and had no backup plans for a job. I had no place to live, no place to go. 
Weeks later the third envelope came. Thankfully it was an acceptance letter. I was so relieved. My life wasn't over.  
In retrospect, those rejection letters were the best thing that ever could have happened to me. Both the programs I didn't get into were very small and geographically isolated.  
The George Washington University museum studies program was located in Washington DC. While getting my Masters, I had a wide variety of opportunities, including working at The US Holocaust Memorial Museum, which hadn't yet opened. Also, growing up in rural Maine, I had been afraid of living in a big city. I found I loved it. I never had to be afraid of urban living again.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
After graduate school I landed my first full-time museum job. At the age of 25 I achieved my lifetime goal of becoming curator at The Edison & Ford Winter Estates in Fort Myers, Florida. It was a hollow victory. 
The words "now what?" surged through my brain. It was time for a new goal.
I had always loved to write, but never considered it a career choice. My entire childhood, I never met a writer. Being one was as unobtainable as becoming the Queen of England. But shortly after being hired, I took a risk. I contacted the Fort Myers newspaper and asked them if they'd be interested in a monthly column on Thomas Edison's life in Florida. They said yes.  
The first columns were awful, but eventually I got my feet under me. I found both the research and the writing thrilling. After a few years, I decided I wanted to write a book about Edison's life in Florida. It took me ten years of research and writing (and I had four children during that time too), but eventually the manuscript was complete. It took all the gumption I had to send it out to a publisher. One publisher. I was fully expecting a thin rejection letter to arrive in my mailbox. So when I received the editor’s phone call, I was so astounded I couldn't speak. They called to say they wanted the manuscript. I was over the moon.  
Researching, writing, rewriting and finding the time to write with my crazy life is challenging, but it provides such a high when someone says, "Hey, I enjoyed your book." 
Is there a connection to you between them?
No one likes to fail, but I haven't been able to succeed without falling on my face here and there. Now, with a few years under my belt, I am trying hard to embrace it. You can't succeed at something unless you're willing to take a risk. Not all risks are going to result in success. But the alternative is stagnation. I just can't live with stagnation.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Giving up is not in my nature, but I've been close a few times over the years. 
When hit in the face with a significant failure, I crawl up in a metaphorical fetal position for a while and allow myself a pity party. I suppose it's a grieving process, mourning for the lost opportunity. But no one wants to be at that party long, least of all me. I put it behind me and try to move on. Sometimes the process is quick and sometimes it's a long lingering ache. Either way, it's important for me to acknowledge my responsibility in the failure. Without that, I'm not going to be able to move on. I'll just keep making the same mistakes over and over.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Failure is a bitch. It shakes you to your core. It shoves you face down in the dirt. But people who make real successes of themselves, professionally and personally are willing to take that risk. You can't succeed unless you're willing to fail.

Nellie “Oh Honey” Beavers
Burlesque Performer & High-Profile 
Creative Project Wizard
 
“Nothing is ever your final answer. You can always revisit something, and something may revisit you!”
Throughout my twenties, I struggled with keeping good female friends. With the exception of a few lovely outliers, I had predominantly male friends and I fancied myself “one of the guys”. 
It’s not that the women in my life weren’t remarkable and inspiring… It’s just that I felt there was little in common to talk about. I preferred to crack jokes talking about tech, strategy, organization, and the occasionally raunchy underbelly of life.
In 2011, Nellie and I worked together briefly in NYC, just before she changed jobs. 
Despite her utterly fabulous embracing of femininity itself, she and I could talk shop and wisecrack with the best of them. We struck a rare balance, and decided to make the effort to stay friends across city boroughs. When we consistently showed up on time and communicated like thoughtful human beings (a surprisingly uncommon skill), the friendship stuck. 
Since then, we’ve helped each other on myriad projects, laughed and cried through tales of romance gone wrong, traveled the globe, and lent a hand during thick and thin. 
Here in these pages, Nellie shares some of the raw truth about living the dream in New York City, pursuing a creative career. I hope you enjoy her wit and insight as much as I have over the years. It doesn’t get more real than this, folks!
///
What was your first job ever?
My first performing job ever was a show at the Producers Club, where I used a different name. I had to go to Long Island for auditions and for rehearsals from midtown, where I went to college. It was wild! I had no idea that people DON’T do that.
The show was a cabaret that depicted eras of time as performed in musicals, but they were using high school and college kids from Long Island as talent. It was so inappropriate – they had high school kids singing, you know, “I’ll Cover You” and “Skid Row” – I was in “Skid Row” and “We’d Like To Thank You, Herbert Hoover” from Annie. It was just the weirdest amalgamation of people, but it was my first New York City show. I am so glad I didn’t use my real name because no one will ever link me to it online (I hope). It was really bad. 
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Well, I think that my biggest misgiving, when I left high school, was that I was going to follow the “process” – I thought there was a checklist to complete to make all of things fall into place, and you needed to do exactly everything that they told you correctly. And, if you didn’t, you were going to be homeless in a box for the rest of your life. But, if you did you would be famous and everything would go well. Hahahahaha! That is a lie! 
There’s no rules. There’s no final anything. There’s no path that is “the only path” that can be taken. 
I feel like, more than anything, “what is for you will not pass you” right? That’s my motto these days. So, if I’m supposed to be doing something, I feel like it will happen, whether I take the path I think I’ve got to take or not. 
Being somebody who’s lived for 20 years as an adult (notice I didn’t say “somebody who is 40”)… As a 40-year-old, I can say I am nowhere near where I thought I would be, and I thought I was doing everything right! I certainly didn’t, but now I laugh when I think about the concept of growing up, right? When you’re grown-up… When is that, exactly? 
I feel like everybody thinks that they’re not quite there. I remember working in retail, and when the managers were off the floor, we’d be like, “Where are the adults?” even though some of them were younger than us! So, I just think that there’s not really a clear answer to, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” 
At one point, I thought that I was going to be a CEO of Walt Disney World. That was an option to me at one point. I left possibility open. My theory was always, “When I have my midlife crisis, I’ll go back to school to become a music conductor!” First of all, I would’ve had to study music much more than I did to do that. So, I thought there was a clear path, but the path is the most winding thing! 
There’s a meme out there about grief (usually anxiety), but it’s like, in image A: how you think you should recover from grief… It’s a straight, clear trajectory. Then, there’s image B: How it really goes… like up and down, and up, and up, spinning in circles like a spaghetti! It’s the same for discovering what you’ll do for a career.
What do you do today to make a living?
I do lots of different things. I’m a director’s assistant. I’m a photographer, video editor, and graphic designer. I manage people’s social media accounts. I create databases. I manage a YouTube channel, doing all of the planning, coordinating, editing, uploading, email campaigns… all of that business. 
Often times people say to me, “Is there anything you can’t do?” My answer is: I can’t reach the top shelf because I’m very short, and I can’t do cartwheels, and I don’t eat Jell-O. Other than that, pretty much everything is fair game.
I’m a quick study. I really get psyched about learning new tech things, like really nerdy tech things. For instance, this week, I learned how to do basically a mail merge in Photoshop, to have dynamic graphics created. I couldn’t have been more excited about that. Very few people care about learning how to do it, but I was really stoked!
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
OK, so, I was really struggling with this question because I wasn’t really sure which direction to go as far as my career is concerned. My career is such a weird mix of things. 
I think that the most devastating thing for me was a moment where I had been producing a show with a friend of mine. They were the author, and we had produced the reading with a celebrity, and a bunch of other great actors at a very prominent theater in New York. And, I had paid for almost the whole thing myself. We reached the point when we were about to take it out to be optioned to other producers. All of a sudden, all the passwords were changed on our production accounts. 
I called them saying, “My Gmail isn’t working right now! The accounts are flagging with that little exclamation point  or zigzag, which is usually for connection problems.” So, I was like… “Did we change the password? I don’t remember! Are you having sudden connection problems, too?” Then, I realized that he had changed the password on me intentionally, so that I would be locked out. 
I hadn’t expected to go on as the show’s general manager…  I was on a huge tour at the time. The fact that he didn’t even sit down with me to discuss next steps and how we wanted to proceed – I was just locked out and cut off – It truly devastated me. 
After that, I always get everything in writing ahead of time. Particularly between friends, there should be contracts when doing business. I really thought I was going to move forward as a lead producer on the show because I had been doing it, up to that point. 
I took a break from theater for a long time after that. I actually left the business for about seven or eight years, because I was like… If I can’t do theater with my friends, do I even want to do it at all? 
And if you have the “theater bug,” you know the answer is that you can’t stay away forever. But, I really did take some time off. I entered the world of technology, and the world of business. 
Interestingly, though, all of the time I took off has given me the skills to do what I’m doing now, which is a level up, for sure, from what I was doing before.
So, like I said, what is for you will not pass you, but it might be a real squiggly spaghetti ball to get there. So, it’s very interesting to think about that now. 
Back then, I was also a performer, and you know I was very young. I had aspirations of Broadway, and that didn’t happen for me either, at that time. But, now I’ve had more actual viable auditions for Broadway, just because of the people that I know! And that’s an angle to look at; the connections you make along the way. 
Your connections are ultimately what gets you to the next leap more than anything. People like working with people who work well with them. Your next great jobs might come not even by making friends, but by making good impressions at whatever job it is you’re doing now. So the lesson from that is: Whatever it is you’re doing, do it well, and the rest will follow.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
So, I think my favorite or best success has been… First, let me say… Everybody else would think that being on tour as Barbra Streisand’s script supervisor is my biggest success. It’s definitely the fanciest thing I’ve done. 
But, I would say that the most fulfilling thing that I’ve done is probably Kristin Chenoweth’s Broadway Bootcamp. This is where I’m really able to put all my skills to work. 
Going back further, when I had just gotten out of school, I got hired as the person to wrap opening night presents for The Boy From OZ,, which is a Hugh Jackman show. He was the star. Funnily enough, at that time, I actually didn’t know who he was. I’m just an idiot when it comes to movie names, so I literally didn’t know who he was. I think that’s actually why I got hired, because they said his name and I didn’t even blink. I told my best friend at the time, “The show is with Jack Hugh Something,” and she was like, “Nellie! Wolverine! X-MEN!” …Then, realizing I’d never seen those, she goes, “NELLIE! Kate and Leopold”…and I was like “Oh, who is he in that?” She says, “Leopold!” 
Anyway, that was the most exciting time for me because it was my first Broadway show, and my first opening night. I really I felt like I was gonna make it in Broadway. It felt like a pinnacle. I felt like my life was starting. 
Lots of drama happened on that show because the general manager got sick and I ended up getting promoted from opening night present wrapper …to assistant to the company manager …to house seat girl …to assisting the general manager. It was like like a whirlwind of weird promotions for no reason, except I happened to be standing there, when they needed somebody. That’s another great lesson: Always be standing there when they need somebody. That’s what I would say. 
And, one more… I mean, if you wanna talk about just flipping the script, I worked in the Apple Store as a Creative, which I liked. Then I ended up getting another position at the store. I had told them, “I’m happy where I am, but if you need a new event coordinator and want to turn events on their head, then I’m your girl” They told me, “Yes”and I accepted the job, but then they told me, “No” because of corporate bureaucracy. 
I ended up hating that job, but here’s the script flip: Because I had that job, I reconnected with the Broadway director who’s my boss now, and I’ve had quite a career whirlwind since then! So, you can see that one thing leads to another, and it all makes sense when you look backwards, but when you’re going through it, you’re just kind of like, “God, I don’t know what’s going on!”
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
I think that truly the path you’re on sets you up for how your life is going to be, and there are two ways to think about this. They might seem mutually exclusive, but I think they’re actually conjoined. What it is for you will not pass you can seem really fated. So, it doesn’t matter which door you take to get there. It’s a chain of events.
For example, if Broadway is a thing that I want to be a part of, then I can get to that through being house seat girl, then being known as the opening night girl, and then working for the party planners of the opening nights, etc… And that’s connected to understanding how mail merge works in graphic design, to being able to take photos of the show. 
Now, I’m in the management part of a lot of Playbills! Does that count as achieving my dream of being on Broadway? Not how I had it in my mind, but through those jobs, I now get opportunities because people know me. Someone says, “Ooh! This part would be really great for you; you should audition for that!” Then, somebody calls in a favor, and then I’m in the room in a real Broadway audition. Whether I get it or not is a different situation. 
Also, because I’ve been behind the scenes, I have a very different perspective than an actor who doesn’t understand how the cogs work. It’s a huge machine that you really kind of have no control over, so there’s no use in getting upset if you get it or not. 
There are a lot of things that have to happen for you to have the stamina to be on Broadway. I am not willing, in a lot of cases, to do those things, whatever they might be…whether it’s being on a diet every day of my life, or whether it’s taking dance class eight hours a day or whether it’s cavorting with people… 
So theater beckoned me, but then there is the other part of it. There are the life choices that make for yourself. When my friend cut me out of that show, it blindsided me. I asked myself, “Is this the kind of life I want to live? Are these the people that I even want to be involved with?” And, my answer was no. I took time off until there were people that I did want to be involved with in theater. You have to know that, later on, things might come back around. 
Por Ejemplo: Last October, a friend who I met through other friends, when I was hired to do Burlesque at a birthday party, messaged me on Facebook to tell me that The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel was looking for Burlesque performers for the fourth season, and I should submit… Now… I never would have submitted on my own because I have zero experience on a TV set, and also (in my mind) I’m not thin enough to be on TV (we need another book to unpack that)… But, my friend used to be on the wardrobe team, and said I’d be right up their alley, so I submitted because it was the middle of the pandemic, and I had actually nothing else going on! 
Fast forward five months to March, and I get a call to please come the next day for a fitting for three days of shooting the next week, which might lead to more days in the season. 
This was my very first time on a film or TV set. I had no idea what to expect… but, I had the best time ever. Since then, I did twelve more days of shooting on that show, and the casting team put me on other shows as well… So, now I’m in TV… which was never on my radar… and I love it! It combines my love of performing with all of the technical nerdiness that I love. Because I edit and photograph, I am watching everything on set like a hawk.
So, three lessons here: 1) DO NOT eliminate yourself from the applicant pool because you think you’re not what they want. You don’t know what they want. 2) Say yes, take the chance, and show up. 3) Nothing is ever the final answer…
You can always revisit something, and something may revisit you! So if you can let go of the need to control the scenario, or its timing, then I think that you can enjoy the ride in a way that aligns with your own self. Because if you just run a clean shop and be honest with how you’re feeling, then what is meant for you will come around. So it’s it’s kind of twofold. It’s fated, and it’s also free will.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I give up every day, but ultimately I think it’s really interesting with my theater life because I did quit. 
I left altogether, and I was going to go make a hell of a lot more money. Yet, the thing that keeps calling my spirit is theater. I don’t know why. I don’t know what it is. 
I feel like it’s very visceral. I feel like I keep going because at this point it’s what I know… It’s not the money. I mean I did quit for a while so, yes, I have definitely thought of it. But, there are things that in engage you that get your little heart center excited. Those are the things you should follow. Follow what makes you go, “Oh, how exciting!” There was a book I read one time that said there’s a reason why you as a person want to do something. It has to do with quantum physics and parallel universes… or like string theory. Basically if you want to do something, it’s because you’re already doing it another in another lifetime or another plane of space and time. I think you have no choice but do the thing that you feel compelled to do.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
My best advice is to do excellent work. In every situation, do work that you are proud of so you can go to bed knowing that you did the best work that you could. Sometimes the parameters suck. Sometimes the people suck. Sometimes the job itself sucks. But, if you can do your best work within those parameters, with those people, with that particular set of circumstances… you will never go wrong. You will be known for your work ethic and for the quality you bring. That is how you keep getting called back.
Now, that said… There’s an exception: A lot of the time people of our ilk do a lot more work, and nobody gives a shit. So, don’t put yourself into a quandary trying to do your best work in moments people aren’t even expecting somebody else’s shitty work! If you can balance those two things I think you’ll be in good shape.

Mary Bee
Singer & marketing director
 
“...Even if it ruins my street cred for life - 
I watched the Britney Spears movie, and it 
made me decide to follow my passion.”
A bit ago Mary was tending bar at AS220, and I was there on a slow evening with some friends. I thought she was the sunshiniest person I’d ever seen in that place. At the time I had been surrounding myself with a lot of angsty artists. 
I found out that I knew her brother Will. He is a magician and musician. I asked her what she did, and she said that she was a singer. It wasn’t until much later that I heard her sing; literally years later. So beautiful.
We were never close, but she was another who made the big move out to the West Coast. What’s more, she found her way into a well-suited job with a very helpful organization that supports the music industry. I was so impressed by this.
I briefly got to see Mary when I last visited California. I actually attended one of the events she helped coordinate, and as I was putting this book together, she came to mind right away. 
Sometimes a little sunshine (and hard work) goes a long way!
///
What was your first job ever?
My Father's business, 'Palmer River Canoe'/'Canoe Passage Outfitters'.
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
It’s very strange how much I am doing what I wanted to do when I grew up. I always want to do more and I have a long ways to go of course, but I feel incredibly blessed where I am right now.
What do you do today to make a living?
Singing and working at NARIP (National Association of Record Industry Professionals).
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
The first time I sang at the Santa Monica Promenade, I was by myself and in the middle of my first song and somehow lost my balance. I fell backwards tripping over a low fence into a bunch of flowers and wood chips surrounding a giant hedge sculpture dinosaur.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field. 
So far my most exciting success was playing myself and singing in a cartoon 'Explosion Bus' created by and starring one of my favorite comedians, Johnathan Katz (Dr. Katz, Professional Therapist). It was probably one of the funnest experiences I've had, and being in cartoons has always been a dream for me. 
What’s the connection?
They were both a risk. Sometimes you fall (literally), but everything takes you to the next step.
“Learn the business of what you are entering into
so that you are informed and do not have to 
rely on others to make big decisions for you.”
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
There was one short period of my life when I was about 20, I thought I would get a 'normal' job in the medical field or something like that because music might be too hard (I actually worked at a psych hospital that year). I will be 100% honest with you, even if it ruins my street cred for life - I watched the Britney Spears movie, and it made me decide to follow my passion - HA!
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Work HARD. Make a great product. Spend time creating something quality to promote and sell. Learn the business of what you are entering into so that you are informed and do not have to rely on others to make big decisions for you. Be good to people along the way and it will come back to you. :)
 

Eno Freedman Brodmann
filmmaker, dj
 
“I'd like to think the best way to fix a mistake is 
to bury it under many more improvements.”
“Nice pants,” I said. “Oh thanks,” said Eno. “Hey, stand in front of me and wrap your arms around me backwards, then just start talking,” I instructed. “Um. Okaay,” he said, following the instructions...” Eno and I had worn the same ridiculous shade of mustard to work...His pants, my shirt. I proceeded to gesticulate with my arms as he talked about random things. It’s an old improv theater exercise. I think there still may be a video of this lurking on someone’s phone... If so, please get in touch with me! 
Later on, I found out that Eno was 1) impossibly young for his level of social maturity. 2) an amazing DJ and musician, as well as videographer. 3) really sweet and held in high regard by other creative friends of mine.
He played the launch event for the fundraising campaign that helped me release this book and bring it out on the road. 
What I noticed about Eno is that he is a super-champ at networking, and it never feels like networking. He is low-key and able to get along with just about anyone. It doesn’t look like work. I think I’ll always be in awe of that.
///
What was your first job ever?
I had taken a year off after high school and decided to travel and study abroad. I had become so close to my friends and group that I feared a long summer break before college would be empty and lonely.
I decided to apply to some jobs around New York where I live and ended up with an interview at an Apple Store near Columbus Circle. Coincidentally, that is where I met Alex and many other talented people. I became a specialist and sold pads and pods to foreigners and a few locals. With school taking off, it began to prove a challenge and I started working early morning shifts before school. I had grown exhausted and left the position after a year and a half. I was twenty years old.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Since ten I had wanted to become a filmmaker and musician so I always had a pretty clear direction of the field I wanted to work in. At graduation I knew I was going to NYU for Film Production and was pretty serene. I remember a very anti-climactic graduation. Many people cried and celebrated but it felt natural. I was ready to leave high school and start my year off. I was eager. 
What do you do today to make a living? 
Right now, I'm still finishing up a degree for film production at NYU. I do sound mixing and film scoring for friends and clients when I can, to make a little extra.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I had worked months promoting a show I was doing sound and music for. It was a rainy Sunday in Brooklyn, and I had put together a bill of acts who proved they could bring people. Through a music connection, I had even secured support from a Grammy Nominated producer of Groove Collective. We had many people planning to attend and I had promised the hall a certain draw. I had never played a venue as big. By the end of the night, we had successfully brought six people to the show (four of whom were on the guest list). With drinks aside I don't think the venue made more than $20 that night. I was ashamed but thought I could take some energy out on stage performing. Our cables failed and we lost sound to a huge amount of feedback. After ten minutes of broken technology, I walked off stage. No performance was even held. I'm sure I was blacklisted to book there again. 
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
On my study abroad we decided to film an original music video with original music about American youth in Jerusalem. Our video became very popular on YouTube, at points earning 1K hits daily. We decided to post on the video that we were going to play some songs from the film live at a bar in the city. The place was packed wall to wall. We had a five minute performance and we had people we had never seen with signs supporting the music video and dancing everywhere. It was a great feeling. 
Is there a connection?
Perhaps. I feel embarrassed about the night at that club but no one remembers it in the long run. I ended up playing a big show there a few months ago for Sandy relief and had a blast. The circle has met its end. I'd like to think the best way to fix a mistake is to bury it under many more improvements. I'm sure there will be films I screen of mine where no one laughs, or no one comes to fill in the seats. It's a process. The night of random fame in the Jerusalem bar was also inspiring. At the time I remember there was a lot of drama with kids on the program, and being all out together dancing brought the group together. We were all so proud of each other. 
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going? 
I've had times where I focused more on one discipline than the other. There have also been moments where I didn't feel inspired to make music or art. Then I just get sad about my loss of passion and make art to get me to cope. It's a wonderfully backward cycle. 
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
A few pieces of advice. First, one who makes no mistakes, makes nothing at all. Second, listen to those around you and learn from everyone. If you are a sponge taking everyone's advice and information, you will gain more than caring about your ego and protecting it. Last, learn how to take criticism like its your job. Incorporate change advised by others and grow with your team. Collaborate.
 
 

Dennis Carroll
CEO of A Media production company
 
“Great thing about working for someone else is
the normalcy of it. Paychecks every other Friday,
health insurance, a regular schedule.
But I wasn't doing what I loved.”
To me, Dennis will always be “Zippy”. 
I was one of the people grand opening a new big box music equipment store in North Attleboro, Mass. The place was being built from the ground up, from the paint on the walls to scanning and sku-ing all the new merchandise and getting it out on the floor. Every department had to get people trained up and oriented, while the place was literally being built around us. 
I was sort of assigned by default to lead the pro-audio and keyboard department, since most everyone else onboard had a background in guitar gear. Back then I was a plain old piano player. I knew not a thing about keyboards (or electronics for that matter). I learned it all, but not without the help of a few rockin’ vets, brought in to help launch things. Zippy was one of them. 
I said to the store manager... “I’m going to get trained by a guy named Zippy?” I later found out why he was called that. I had never met someone with so much energy in my entire life. He was happy and fun, and knew more about MIDI, keyboards and building complex digital audio setups than anyone I had ever met.
This is a bit of a recurring theme, but once again, I found myself making ends meet in a corporate retail environment. Zippy was that person who stands out as real in a wash of corporate and status quo nonsense. Despite the intensity and sales structure that we all had to funnel ourselves through, he brought his personality to every single action and conversation. This is paramount to survival. It was a sign that it was possible. I did my best to emulate that in whatever I did.
Thirteen years later, I checked in to see what he was up to online. Awesome! He took his expertise and got entrepreneurial with it. I love to hear that, and I’m immensely proud to share this interview with you.
///
What was your first job ever?
I was a busboy at a restaurant my grandfather managed. I worked all summer so I could save up enough money to buy a drum set.
The minute I had saved enough money I quit.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I have a different view of my high school years now 20 years later than what apparently really happened. I remember high school and not having a ton of friends but knowing a lot of people. I remember being a pretty quiet, introverted individual. Facebook being the great "gatherer of people you used to know" has put me in touch with most of the people I would want to be in touch with from my high school. Reconnecting with some of my class and talking about the "good ‘ole days" has changed my perspective of my high school days. I knew a lot of people who had put themselves under the pressure of "what am I going to do now?" like the end of high school signified the beginning of the end of allowable fuckups. Up until then it was ok to screw up as much as you wanted to but now every single decision from here on out was going to be important and change my life for the better or for the worse. But that wasn't me. I never once felt the stress of "what am I going to be when I grow up?" because I loved music, I loved movies, I knew they were going to play a part in my career path because isn't that what we all end up doing? Doing what we love? The trick was figuring out how I was going to incorporate these passions in to a career.
What do you do today to make a living? 
I am a freelance media producer. On the audio side I produce and engineer records for musicians. I also compose and write original music for film and television. On the video side I do everything from shooting to post production, editing and animating. Corporate video, commercials, trade show video, really a bit of everything.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
My biggest misstep was in 2007. I was working on my biggest project to date and quite possibly still my biggest project even today. I was hired by comedian Robert Kelly and Comedy Central to shoot behind the scenes footage of the making of Bobby's new comedy CD. Bobby had just finished an HBO series with Dane Cook called Tourgasm. 
For both of us it was our first big career test. Bob had attracted the attention of Comedy Central and I was on board to shoot something that potentially was going to be seen by hundreds of thousands of people. I shot 70 hours of footage for a 45 minute documentary. We traveled all over the country, LA, Vegas, NYC, and Boston. Bobby had arranged for some really talented people to be in this thing. Dane Cook, Colin Quinn, Jim Norton, the list goes on. And I feel that if I had exited the project having just shot it, turning it over to Comedy Central to edit, everything would have been great.
However, when we were wrapping up principle shooting in Boston I met with Bobby and threw my name in the hat to stay on and direct and edit the film. Up to this point he had loved what we had done together so it didn't take much convincing. Comedy Central gave it the OK and we were off and running. The problem was that I wasn't ready for this kind of responsibility.
Personally, I was in a bad place in my life. I had recently gone through a divorce, I was full of self-doubt, and I really had no direction in my life. Outside of my work I was wreck and for the first time all the personal demons were affecting my career. And it showed in the final product. This was my big moment, a chance to break through and I failed. Hard. And worse, I let a lot of people down.
I'm in a much better place now but I do look back on that one project and I regret not being able to give it everything. And regret sucks.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
There have been a lot of little successes.
I had the fortune of working with Aerosmith for 4 years. Got my name in the thank yous of a couple records and had Joe Perry play some guitar on a song I wrote.
I've had the privilege to work with so many talented artists from musicians to illustrators and painters who have inspired me in different ways.
But I think for me, the biggest success, though not directly related to my work, was marrying my wife Erica last summer. For me, a solid, happy personal life keeps me focused and motivated. Having her love and support has really made me want to be better at what I do.
How do you connect the two?
I overanalyze everything. I try to learn from every experience. Take away the positives and learn from the negatives. What worked with that project and what didn't work with that project? I try to draw parallels along different experiences to find common positives.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going? 
Ha. I did. In October of 2010 I took a job in music retail. In January 2011 I sold off the assets of my company. I was playing it safe.
Great thing about working for someone else is the normalcy of it. Paychecks every other Friday, health insurance, a regular schedule. But I wasn't doing what I loved. I was taking the occasional project here and there but my schedule didn't really allow much.
In September 2012 I got a phone call from the marketing head of a big tax preparation company who I had worked with when she was at Hartz years before. She asked if I was still doing media production. Her company wanted a fresh take on some of the promotional videos they were producing. I said sure. It ended up being a national campaign and they gave me 100% creative license. The campaign was a big success and I found myself quoting Al Pacino from The Godfather (Part 3). "Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.”
I'm back at it. Doing 14-20 hour days, 6 days a week. Most of it sitting in front of a Mac, chopping and animating. And I absolutely love it.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Stay focused on your goals. It's easy to get distracted. 
Don't give up. I got a fortune cookie once that read "A person can fail many times but you are not a failure until you give up.”
Surround yourself with good people. People who love you. Family, friends. Weed out the negatives in your life. They are there only to side track you from your goals.
That hour you spent watching a rerun of CSI Miami could have been better spent networking online, being creative, or learning a new aspect of your business.
There are a lot of people out there who are doing what you do. How are you going to do it better or different?
Be social.
 

Gavin Castleton
Musician, UX designer, innovator
 
“I think it's unhealthy to believe in big breaks.”
I first met Gavin playing a show with his band at the Met in Providence, RI. He was a monster on stage, and my friend Ron mentioned him by name. This was way back in 1999, I believe.
As with most Providence folks, we ran into each other on “the scene” for years. He was always loosely part of something I was loosely part of. Later he branched out as a solo artist, and his work was really compelling to me.
Sadly, I missed Gavin’s NYC show a couple of years ago, and I had wanted to go badly. At the time, I had just been reminded of him through a crazy path of research I was doing on web design. I spotted his name in the credits of the site for a company that builds synthesizer sample banks for Ableton. Go figure! 
However oddly connected, I reached out to Gavin for an interview, and am very excited to share it with you!
///
What was your first job ever?
I had a paper route when I was 14 or so.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I've had the same ambition since I was very little: "I want to make stuff." Around the time I graduated high school I was convinced that music should be my first priority.
What do you do today to make a living?
Music, UX design, and freelance web design.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I performed live on KCRW in 2009 or so and I really blew it. I was in the throes of a lung infection, I was not disciplined enough in regards to my vocal exercising, my equipment was not dependable, and my band was a bit under-rehearsed. It was a huge opportunity for me and I did not execute very well. In the middle of our first and most important song of the set, my midi controller triggered a drum sample from an entirely different song. At that point my nerves gave out and I could barely sing anything after that. I just wanted to quit everything at that point.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
This is hard for me to answer. My career doesn't really consist of peaks like that. It's been more of a series of tiny steps that comprise a very, very gradual incline (sometimes it's so gradual that it feels flat). I have had wonderful opportunities to open for big national acts. I've had my music featured on this show or that blog... but none of that is really the "big break" you'd think it would be. 
I think it's unhealthy to believe in big breaks.
I think I felt more successful talking to young musicians who site my work as inspirational to their own than I did performing on Jimmy Fallon last year. I think just finishing a self-booked tour without losing money felt more successful than opening up for Taking Back Sunday for a block of shows.
How do you connect the two?
Any experience is an opportunity for growth. I try to have the objectivity to see them that way. Both the best and worst moments I mentioned were about work. My best moments came from hard work, my worst moments were due to a lack of hard work (or at least smart work) - so there's a connection.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I only think of quitting or giving up. Doing what you love can be the hardest thing in the world to do. I only keep going because there's still more in me to get out. When I'm empty, I'll stop.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
My advice for the entrepreneur would be: be prepared to start over, constantly.
My advice for the artist would be: As much as you may want to avoid the business side of your artistic endeavors, doing so will most likely mean you have a very short career as an artist. If you want the time to develop your craft into expertise, you've got to get a firm grip on your business model.
My advice for the innovator would be: look at the field you're trying to get into. Is it over-saturated? Is there enough room and public support to actually innovate or will you be dedicating your life to subtle variations of someone else's work? Why just adopt a pre-established medium when you could invent a new one?

Stella Chuu
Cosplay & burlesque artist
 
“No one gets away with doing anything half-assed.”
“What are those?” I said. 
“Pasties!” she replied with a grin.
“Oh!” I said.
It was during Hurricane Irene and I was holed up in Astoria taking shelter. My neighborhood in Gowanus was right on the flood line. There were about eight of us staying in the house, and while we had a bit of cabin fever, spirits were high.
Stella was sewing sequins onto her creations and providing color commentary while the rest of the group was watching old TV episodes and playing video games. She has an infectious laugh and playful nature. It was nice to be around someone like that in a crisis situation. She even made cookies!
Later, I discovered that she is a talented graphic designer and burlesque dancer, who creates her own elaborate cosplay pieces and stage-wear. I went with a group of friends to see her perform, and she really delivers a full story onstage. I saw her perform in a Tron costume. For a moment I forgot that I was in an audience in a small theater, and just allowed myself to get lost in the swirl of glow-in-the-dark markings on the costume, and the circles of light in each of her hands. It was mesmerizing. 
I think she is a great example of just owning your own style and creativity, and fearlessly sharing it with people despite the potential for criticism. Because she enjoys what she does, it’s easy to embrace and encourage her creativity. Her art lets people acknowledge the child-like indulgence we all sort of crave, but perhaps hold back on.
What was your first job ever?
My first [career] gig was D20 Burlesque. I kittened for their 8bit Beauties Burlesque show and also debuted at their Internet Memes Burlesque Show. 
What do you do today to make a living?
I perform about 3-4 nights per week. All the money I make off burlesque goes to funding my cosplays. I don't make any money off cosplaying. 
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I've had a few failed gigs. Either my music wouldn't play, I forgot a costume item, or the show was just produced terribly. Its difficult to go home at the end of the night as the sun is rising and realizing you only made a few dollars for 4 hours of work. 
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
My internet notoriety is my best bragging right. I have 21,000 fans on Facebook. It means that 21,000 people thought I was cool enough to follow. 
Do you draw any connections between flopped gigs and social media success?
I keep the mantra that I am just one human being. I know that I've created a public image for myself and am quickly gaining fame. But my focus is my art. I am my own worst critic and I'll keep producing work that fulfills my needs. 
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I've wanted to give up cosplay a few times. It is an incredibly expensive hobby with absolutely no monetary reward. But the worst part is that the community is a mean girls club. No matter what you do, someone hates you and will try to ruin your fun. We are all narcissistic elitist peacocks.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Only passionate people will succeed. 
No one gets away with doing anything half-assed. 
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Jon Costantini
film director, tech support supervisor
 
“I think if I could go back, I would tell my young
self to grow a thicker skin and become
more comfortable with failure.”
I met Jon the day I helped my friend Jaycen move into his apartment. They had been longtime friends, and I could immediately see why. They share a very similar sense of humor, and bicker like an old married couple. 
Most of the day was spent just carrying boxes, but toward the end, Jon needed to bring back the moving truck. I was designated navigator, and Jaycen stayed behind.
It could have been awkward, but we just launched into a very interesting conversation about film, the music industry, careers, and the various and sundry implications of being “our age”. The chat extended over Dunkin’ Donuts, and I think it’s fair to say that’s when we became friends.
Film can be an extremely expensive and time consuming medium. I thought of Jon for the book because of how he strikes a balance in chasing his passion. My hope was to recreate a little of the conversation we had on moving day. 
I hope you enjoy!
///
What was your first job ever?
I was a Bus Boy and ran the Sunday Brunch Buffet at a local high end restaurant part-time while I was in my Freshman year of high school. I remember fondly being molested by some of the waitresses, eating nearly as much food as I served, and spending way too much time washing dishes when it technically wasn't my job. It was my first taste of being a part of a large, decidedly dysfunctional work family. It was also my first experience with a temperamental boss. I vividly remember him frisbee-ing a large serving tray across the main dining room at a waitress - and hitting a customer.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
The answer hasn't changed a bit. Filmmaker. My plan to get there... Well, I've come to realize that no one is going to just give you an opportunity. You need to earn it, make it yourself, or put yourself in the best position to cross paths with one. Admittedly, I'm still sort of a child at heart and don't want to lose the sense of discovery or naiveté that comes with that. However I have come to the realization that in order to create what you want at a high level, you need to take calculated risks and be able to back up your vision with a competent path to execute it.
What do you do today to make a living?
I'm a technical support supervisor in a flagship retail electronics store in New York City.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Making the submission deadline to enter a short into Sundance, which was a down-to-the-wire accomplishment - and then not even making it through the first round of submissions. I worked extremely hard on that project for about a year, invested some of my own money, the vast majority of my free time, called in every favor, etc. - and the dream was casually dashed in a few weeks.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
The best success I've had has been more personal - someone sincerely telling me they enjoyed my work or picked out a specific detail that they connected with. I did some video content for a work meeting once, and one of the bosses said he knew it was my work the second it started. He said he recognized my style. A jump scare at the end of a short I directed actually making viewers jump.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
I think if I could go back, I would tell my young self to grow a thicker skin and become more comfortable with failure. I've come to learn that failure may be the most important aspect of ultimately becoming successful. Almost prerequisite. The failures always force me to look inward and be brutally honest with myself. Usually I end up finding out where I compromised, where I didn't use my ingenuity to solve a particular issue or where I wasn't being realistic with myself. The sincere praise, which doesn't  necessarily come often, or unsolicited, is what really keeps me going through those hard times. To know that even fleeting moments of my vision connected with someone motivates me to fight harder for my voice to shine through on the next project. Most of what I do is about communication, and finding more and more effective ways to communicate is the name of the game.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Of course. We all have doubts. But as cliché as it is, this is my dream since I was a little kid. There are people in I've known all of my life that had similar aspirations when they were young. I've seen many of them give up their dreams to the responsibilities of life and their unwillingness/inability to overcome the obstacles that stand in the way. It seems like every time I get low enough to want to give up, someone or something reminds me of why I wanted to do this in the first place–it is the most pure form of self expression I have. So sometimes the reminder is praise. Other times it's the awkward mirror of my peers. But in the end I know I'll never stop creating something that expresses how I feel about the world I live in, and want to share that with other like-minded individuals.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Be specific and singular whenever possible. Pay homage to (hell, wildly steal from) those who have influenced you for sure–but say something unique, personal and individual. As contradictory as it sounds, that's actually the secret to being universal.
 

Taryn Cozzy
Art Director, Freelance Storyboard & Character Artist
 
“You’re either nice, fast, or good. 
You need two of those three and you’re golden..”
In the blazing heat of Universal Studios theme park in Orlando, Florida, I sat down to my first real shift working at Fazen Arts drawing caricatures. I was terrified. The pressure was intense to draw and airbrush a funny yet flattering portrait in five to ten minutes. I was looking to my colleagues for cues and encouragement.
Many of the artists had been there for years. They were incredibly skilled, but park life can bring out a dark humor and what seems a fun job can feel like a grind. Taryn was a bright light in the mix.
Taryn had exceptional line work and a buoyant attitude. We consistently got up to no good and it was both impressive and intimidating to work beside her. She made me want to be a better artist.
As years passed, and I left the park, I found myself writing some fiction work and I could think of no one better to illustrate it than Taryn… So, we collaborated closely and she created the very faces of my characters from the ether. 
When I had a chance to work with her again two years ago, I jumped on it, and now we’ve been colleagues for some five years! 
There’s something special about a person who can balance diplomacy, creativity, organization, and kindness. If you find yourself a Taryn of your own, befriend them and treat them well. Taryns are a rare breed. And, with that, it is my pleasure to introduce you to Taryn Cozzy…
///
What was your first job ever?
Some started as babysitters, like my sister, but I think my first job was as an IT assistant over the summers, during the time I was in high school. They would gather kids (typically kids of the teachers that worked in the schools) to work during the summers (without air conditioning!!) for very little pay. We would work on cleaning computers inside and out. It was a boring and gross job. I had to be there crazy early, which was the worst, but I was making money and I knew how to save it.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Oh man! I wanted to work for Disney. I wanted to create characters that would eventually be on the big screen. And I don’t usually toot my own horn, but I thought I was hot shit back then, and I was convinced that Disney would snatch me up when I left college. That didn’t happen, though. When you wish upon a star it doesn’t get you very far! Haha. 
Oh yeah, I saw other colleges and the grand animation programs, and huge success rates, but they also came with enormous price tags so I ended up going to a smaller college closer to home. They had a lovely budding young illustration program, so I waved goodbye to the animation field temporarily so that I could pursue illustration.
At the end of my four years, I had almost lost all of my interest in animation, but found my joy of illustration all over again. With a few false leads on studio recruiters (it was a bit of a letdown really) I was ready to graduate and start thinking about a career illustrating children’s books. 
As time went on, I found that clients who wanted me to illustrate their children’s books were typically pretty picky. They didn’t make good decisions. So, I tired of that really quickly, and I started hating working with them. It made my art suffer, which was very sad. 
Slowly, the tug toward animation and character design came back, and I decided I really should pursue animation studios once more.
What do you do today to make a living?
Well, by day, I work as the Digital Art Director for Drawn from Valor, making social media posts and character bits and bobs. But, by night, I work on storyboarding and creating characters and detailed animatics for others, so I can build up my portfolio. I want to truly show my work to studios, so I can be like “Hey, see how much I’ve learned and improved. Hire me!” 
I used to take on tons of commissions but I found it’s not worth it giving up what little free time I have. And I never really charged enough anyway.
 
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
OK, as much as I’d like to say the pandemic made my move to California a total bust, it really didn’t. The year before COVID hit and confined us to our homes, I did as many artist meet ups and activities as I could. I made fantastic connections along the way, and it was really, really cool to be in such an artist hub.
I could say, however, that it was in California that I felt personal failure, even though I probably shouldn’t. 
One moment of failure was working with Rick of Animate For The Cel Of It. In my first year, he had convinced me that “You got the stuff, kid, I wanna help you make it far.” …by working for him, doing storyboard clean-up and character design. I fell for it so hard… SO hard! I thought to myself, “This is it! I made it! I’m an animator! I’m in animation! I’m doing storyboards!” 
I’m so mad at myself for being so naïve, and I'm also still waiting to be paid the money I'm owed from him! But, I found it in myself to stick up for the hard work that I’ve done, and the hard work of others… especially when I was told “Oh, that happens all the time.” Not on my watch, Brenda! I’m still waiting to be paid, but it felt really good to confront him in front of a deputy assigned by the division of labor, and let him know that what he does is not OK.
The other moment of personal failure was this year, 2021. I was struggling with the decision to move out of California for my mental well-being, and leave my career dreams in the dust. It was a tough choice, and even now I’m kind of struggling with it, but I know, even if I feel like a failure, my art won’t fail me. As corny as that sounds, I can always count on it. No matter where I am, my art will be there. I guess I can look back and see that it was more of a mistake, maybe on my part, but it was on the road to feeling right about myself and my career …and mistakes help us learn and grow right?
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Well, I spent close to fifteen years trying to make it all the way out here to California, to work in a studio. I had to go through high school and college to finally figure it out. But it was always my plan to work for a studio here, where movies are made and magic happens, and Cintiq pens grow on trees I don’t know… I’ve come as close as I ever have to achieving my career goals in this time here, talking to other artists, polishing my portfolios again and again and again, getting interviews with studios that I admire like Nickelodeon and Illumination. And getting a job at a nonprofit, where I got to work on light animation and pencil tests and character design. Being here, I’ve just been so eager to join a studio all the time. In this past three years, I drew a ton. I worked my butt off, and now I know how to animate (sort of) and to do effective storyboarding and I was excited about the career possibilities that would be offered here, and I surrounded myself with it.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
OK, reading through these questions the first time through, and seeing these three grouped together (A biggest failure, biggest success, and is there a connection) I was like NO! I guess, I’m connecting the dots. Thanks, Alex! Haha. 
I had some pretty big burns in the most recent sequence of my life here, in California, but I’ve also had some pretty big a-ha moments. So, growing up and thinking you’re hot shit doesn’t last long, when you start to break into your dream job career path, but I like learning from my mistakes and standing up stronger each time I fall. And cool Band-Aids. I want cool band-aids when I skin my knee, so I do it for the personal growth and the bandaids?
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
So, working in a theme park changes a person. I started out bright eyed and bushy tailed as a caricature artist, and came out years later with a scowl, paint covered shoes, and an artist callous the size of Texas. 
Working eight to eleven hour shifts outdoors in the Florida heat while customers criticize your work, and pay you next to nothing for every little detail, can turn your love of art into burnout. I feel the same concept can probably be applied to any job. If the working conditions are strenuous, and the pay is meager, and you feel like your life is turning into the movie Groundhog Day, it’s possible to lose hope and develop burn out. 
California is an expensive state, and it’s also the furthest in the U.S. I’ve ever been from my friends and family. My whole support system is literally thousands of miles away for me, and sometimes a phone call just doesn’t cut it. Three years here and, although I’ve been trying so hard to get into studios, it just hasn’t happened yet, and my bank account is struggling. My mental health is depleting, so thinking of living here longer and barely scraping by, has started to turn into burn out, but I did speak to a hero of mine, fellow artist and all-around good guy, Stephen Silver. 
I asked him, I said, I think I’m leaving to be closer to my family, and to find a place I can afford. My head says “It’s a good idea,” but my heart says, “I’m leaving behind all that I’ve ever worked for,” and he reminded me… no matter where I go, my art will follow. He said, “It sounds like your family’s really important to you, and if you were closer to them, maybe your whole being and your art career would flourish.” So, I said, “Thanks.” 
Hearing this from an artist who’s gone through something similar, starting as a caricature artist, then becoming one of the lead character designers for some of the most iconic cartoon characters of my generation… It really helped me understand that it will all be OK, and it will work out. 
I now feel confident that this move is a good idea, and I shouldn’t be scared to move away from the studio city, when I know that my art is just gonna follow me wherever I go.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
You’re going to meet some of your best friends in college, but you do not have to put yourself through debt, when most of what you need to learn can be found through experience or online. 
When studio recruiters are looking for the new hire, they are looking for at least two out of these three characteristics: You’re either nice, fast, or good. You need two of those three and you’re golden. Nobody wants to work with an asshole. Keep that in mind. Check yourself. 
Don’t let folks confuse your free time with availability. Set some boundaries and stick to them. I still struggle, but I’m working on it 
It’s OK to tell a toxic client, “No, thank you.” And you’ll learn that you don’t always need to apologize when someone is being rude to you, 
And the last one… Even the simplest contract agreement, or email chain can save you so much stress in the long run!

Kristin de la Renta
makeup artist, Model & entrepreneur
 
“My work space is a creative space 
and therefore a spiritual space.”
It was the summer of 2006. Kristin and I met at a Starbucks in Delray, Florida. She was acting, modeling, and running with a creative crowd from the West Palm Beach area. Everyone seemed loosely connected through a mutual friend’s design house, and a restaurant group known for creating funky theme restaurants. 
I had been living in the area working with my sister on a somewhat doomed startup. While most of this group went separate ways over time, Kristin and I stayed in touch regularly.
What was strange about our friendship was the parallel nature of our stories. No matter where we were or how much time had passed, it was as though we always had a perfect mirror in our circumstances. It became a sort of long running inside joke and phenomenon that has kept us laughing and inspired.
Most recently we set up a regular weekly mastermind call, where we’d swap business and creative stories. Consistent connection and a common through line has helped us each get “unstuck’ in our careers and personal relationships. From simple rants, to structured advice, we break down unkind self-talk, and encourage each other to do braver things and trust ourselves. 
///
What was your first job ever?
I worked as a cashier at Winn Dixie in Tampa, FL, where I was born. I always look back at this job and can appreciate how it simultaneously prepared me for customer service, retail, money management and multitasking. Mostly, I loved interfacing with people and learning how to engage dynamically. Though I didn’t know that’s what I was doing back then. 
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I didn’t have the push in any direction in my home, growing up. Looking back, I can see that I did what most kids do and went with what I knew. In my household, that was the performing arts. I studied voice and music business in college and had dreams of being a singer/model/actress. I always had this deep knowing that I was meant to influence in some way. That my role would be public facing. That I’d be someone with a message. Though, at twenty, it was hard to own this in the scope of “the bigger picture”. I was still learning who I was.
I’m not too far off from then to now. Though there have been pauses, where I took a step back, either due to circumstances or choice, and reevaluated my “Why” to make sure it (and the trajectory that defined it) were aligned with what I wanted, and not a form of programming I picked up along the way. It’s been an unraveling of sorts.
What do you do today to make a living?
Today, I have my hands in a few cookie jars. I’m still in the entertainment world, twenty years and many changes later. With more advanced eyes, life experience and the ability to see the bigger picture on many fronts.
I live in NYC and make a living as a makeup artist & educator, through my company KDLR Beauty Labs, or as an influencer for brands, creating content. My modeling/acting and entrepreneur worlds have all merged into this space where I’ve allowed it to expand into a makeup line complete with an online course and workshops.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Though I once did this a lot, I don’t tend to see anything as a failure anymore. Just because things don’t play out the way I planned them or wanted them to doesn’t mean it’s a failure. It means I’m being pushed in a direction more suited for what I’m meant to be doing. It means I have something I need to work on or a lesson to take note of. 
There is always something within a seeming failure that is of value. ‘Failures’ are showing me what needs to change so I can be better. It’s because of this that I’ve grown to trust the process more, be less attached and more open to outcomes, ideas and options that were perhaps not in the spectrum of possibilities I started out with.
Just because something is a “no” right now doesn’t mean it will be forever. I have to loosen the grip in order to see what’s next. Timing is also sometimes everything.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Success can be defined in a lot of ways. Most think money, I think money. I thought money was the sole symbol for success for a long time. What’s opened up to me as a definition of this due to my work as a makeup artist is worth so much more though. 
I’ve discovered a groove where time almost stops when I’m with certain clients or speaking with people that follow me online. It’s the connections and friends I’ve made along my journey in makeup-with clients and peers alike that has changed my life for the better. It gets so deep so quickly and gives meaning and purpose to everything I've been through when I can connect on such a deep level, using makeup as the avenue, making people feel beautiful about themselves. 
It sounds cliche, I know. But I know that if I did what I do, and gauged my success only for the sake of money, I’d have been burned out a long time ago. It’s the people I meet that complete the circle for me.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
First, I’d like to say that when I went back into makeup after some time solely focused on my acting and modeling career, I felt like I was settling. On one hand, I was grateful I had another creative talent that I truly excelled at to fall back on, and on another level, I was mourning my performance career that had to take a back seat because I was pregnant with my daughter. 
I had NO IDEA that that was going to push me to grow as an entrepreneur. I had NO IDEA that because of social media the beauty industry would merge with the entertainment industry, and NO IDEA makeup artists would become influencers and have agents and book just like traditional models and actors. There was no way for anyone to predict this.
But I will say that I could have chosen instead to see my performing career as a failure and chosen to see my makeup career as something I was settling for, and honestly I think I did for a year or so. It took my brain a while to let go of the grasp it had on what my career was supposed to look like before it hit me that where I was was awesome and exactly where I was supposed to be. I just didn’t know I was standing there, until I did. Once that happened, I took that shit and ran with it hard and still do.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Oh yes, yes, and yes. But I have this annoying setting in me that, despite all efforts to quit, doesn’t allow me to stay down for too long. I’m talking deaths, COVID, babies - you name it. I have to keep going. 
It’s important to me and for me to say in this section that constant producing can and was for me a form of coping with PTSD from trauma. I’ve learned that if I pace myself and also remain fulfilled by cultivating and maintaining the other areas of my life alongside my work, i.e. my mental and physical health and spiritual spaces, the less I need to (air quotes) quit, to find my balance again. 
Also, I’ve learned that my mental and physical health and spiritual spaces all feed my work space, because my work space is a creative space and therefore a spiritual space. So striving for balance is important for me.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
I think that now more than ever we are in a space collectively where anything is possible. In saying that, it’s important to have a network of like minds around to bounce ideas off of. Whether that’s a clubhouse room, a mastermind, a business coach, mentor or a weekly accountability partner-a sounding board (or five) for ideas and validation are key to growth.
Also, mindset is super important. The way we define failure and success for instance, or the way we perceive situations as glass half full or half empty are huge. We will attract to us exactly what we see, whether it’s conscious or not. So an element of personal growth and commitment to evolving is a superpower behind any successful business mind.
Last, if there’s anything this past year or so has taught us, it’s adaptability. Setting plans but always allowing a little space in case something better arises is always a good idea. I wouldn’t want to be so attached to what my dream career looks like and miss the amazing thing in front of me that is actually what I didn’t know I wanted!

Karin Elgai
Stylist
 
“It’s like... Do you want a Christmas tree or
do you want a puppy? ...What’s going on?”
We met for the first time at Good Stuff Diner on 14th Street in Manhattan. It was a lunch, to see if she’d be interested in styling a photo shoot for my new record. I knew only a few people in the city at the time, and had reached out for recommendations. My wonderful friend, Kristin de la Renta had raved about Karin, saying I’d love her and we’d get along.
She was right. Like peas in a pod. About ten minutes in, we were giggling and kicking ideas around. 
Karin has a gigantic personality. She is one of the most headstrong and hard-working people I have ever met in my life, and the work she has done to forge a career in New York City would floor anyone. She is the living definition of that tenacity people talk about when it comes to making it in the Big Apple.
Beyond styling, we became good friends, and I learned a lot about her story, which is not without a heaping helping of struggle, courage and daring choices. She has inspired me to be bold, which is a gift I am lucky to be able to pass on in this book! 
///
What was your first job ever?
I was 14, before babysitting. My very first job at a workplace was at a pizza place. I was the counter girl and later on I was in the kitchen. I was cooking.
You’re kind of a foodie! 
I’m a huge foodie. I’ve been a cook in five restaurants including the pizza place. I have a huge relationship with food.
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school...versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
I did not graduate high school! I was extremely concerned at the time because not only did I not graduate, which I was sure would slow me down, I didn’t serve in the army. So, in Israel when you don’t serve in the army a lot of workplaces would not hire you because you did not serve the country, and it’s mandatory, and you’re a moocher, pretty much. So, as soon as I could, I left Israel. I did not like it there. It made me feel really, really dark. You’re constantly surrounded by news reports that make you depressed. I came to NY in 2007 for a month and checked out some universities, and I promised myself that, if I would be able to save the money and move here a year after, I would. One year after, to the date, I was in New York.
If you’re bound for greatness, you’ll find it one way or another. All they tell you in high school is that if you are not going to show up to class and be behind the gym smoking, then you aren’t going to amount to anything. If you’re stubborn enough to want something, and hungry enough to get it, then nothing can really stop you.
What were you hungry enough to want?
To be awesome (laughs).
What do you do for a living?
Fashion, prop and set styling. I’m in charge of building a vision with the photographer. Let’s say it was an editorial that was not an assignment from the magazine. We’d have to have a discussion and work out a concept, a vision and theme. Once that theme is gathered, we would put together some reference images as to what we want the lighting to look like, the make-up, the clothes, the fabrics. Then I would contact the showroom and do my research about the current collections and future collections and try to bring it all together and try to make it look fucking incredible.
It’s a far cry from “being concerned” about not graduating! A lot of people would not dare to go out on their own.
My parents were really concerned, but they got an advice. My mom’s a hairstylist. She has a salon, and one of her clients gave her advice to let me be and that I will amount to greatness. She calmed them down. They just let me make my own mistakes. They’re incredible parents. They’ve been very supportive. I was free to make my own decisions about being rebellious. So, as soon as I finished high school I moved to Tel Aviv for my own apartment when I was 17. Two years after, I moved to New York!
What were some of the biggest challenges of coming to another country, leaving behind your network and trying to make an impression in a new place?
Who I was in Israel and who I am in New York is completely different because I’m completely demented. I’m crazy in the head. New York is way more open to that. So, what I would call temporary friends back in Israel...they would be friends with me for about six months and then they would get exhausted with my bullshit. Here, [I have] life-long friends who have just the same bullshit issues, and are just as crazy as I am and we all embrace it. We’re there for each other and it’s amazing. 
The biggest challenge is probably selecting your dreams. Let’s say I say no to a job. There are a million stylists, and a million photographers, and a million graphic designers and a million makeup artists. They don’t need me; they would do just fine without me, so making your mark in the industry... I still haven’t, and it’s really hard and I would love to do it. I would really like to do something that would blow people away.
What is the worst “cry yourself to sleep at night” failure that you experienced–one that you thought would tank your career, but it didn’t–that stands out in your head?
Well, our good friend Natalia has said to me a lot of times when I would cry myself to sleep...she said, “brush it off,” and that stayed with me. I don’t take it as that big of a deal anymore, but...
I did have a time when I was on set with a client. She was an up-and-coming jewelry designer. She could not afford my full rate so I gave her half my rate. While on set, she did not give me any references as to what she wanted so I had no idea what I was coming to do, and she just started messing with my styling and breathing down my neck. At some point during the shoot she invited her friend to style her jewelry, when I was called in for the job. I found that very disrespectful. At the end of the shoot she told me she was only going to pay me half, and I told her you’re already paying me half - I cut down my rate for you, I came in for the full day, you don’t know what you want, and you’re gonna pay me the full price. She tried to give me a check and I was like, “no, no... I’m gonna need cash.”
I left, and I came here, actually, after the shoot and drank my feelings away because I was just beyond furious. So furious. I didn’t think it would tank my career, because there was no career just yet, but yeah. Stuff like that makes me very frustrated–when a client doesn’t know what they want and you just want to show them the back of your hand, and just shake them and get answers out of them. It’s like... “Do you want a Christmas tree or do you want a puppy? What’s going on?”
What was the best experience that was eye-opening or... it just went perfectly and you thought “this is what I’m meant to do”?
I had a week when I was booked for two last minute jobs. I was booked for costume design for a short film, and I was supposed to build five sets and style five celebrities for GQ. When I first started, my dream was to style for GQ, and after that my husband asked me,“So you got to the dream! What’s next?” and I said, “Well I’ll just have to find a new dream.” He said, “Well, what would that be?” and we were watching the Oscars at the time, and I said,“I’m going to win an Oscar for costume design!” So that’s next. Talk to me again in a year!
You’re doing exactly what they say to do: have a goal ...and a set of incremental goals that gets you to the big goal ...and then know what meeting the goal would look like. So you know if you hit it...
Well, that’s the thing though. I didn’t decide that styling for GQ was a short-term goal... I thought it was probably eight years from now. You just gotta keep pushing. My first two years in New York I worked for free, which I hated doing, but I didn’t know as much as I do now. So people would ask me to work for free all the time. It’s frustrating, but unfortunately it’s the industry standard, and you’ve got to learn somehow. After doing this for a few years and starting to build my contacts and my business, and now I have people from FIT, from the styling program I did there, contacting me on Facebook, asking me to give them consultations and asking me to give them advice. They were way better than me when we went to FIT, but they didn’t keep at it. You’ve gotta stay super hungry.
You’re really good at getting out there and hustling for your work... How does that feel? Is it exhausting? ...Exciting?
Not doing anything makes me exhausted. I’m very much prone to depression, so if I’m home for just one day and I’m not sending out invoices, on the phone, looking for work, emailing agencies, I get sooo down. Work is my drug. I love it. I love what I do, and I love to keep it busy. Not working is not an option for me.
Are you motivated by challenging experiences like the one you had with the jewelry designer?
Absolutely. I love that I had it because it can’t all be peaches and berries–I love peaches and berries! In Weight Watchers those are 0 points! Give me peaches and berries all day...but...It can’t all be good.
My parents told me once... We used to get allowance as kids, and it wasn’t too grand, but we got it every week. And one week we didn’t get allowance. My parents told me it was because they hadn’t made much money that month. My mom has the salon, and it depends on the business coming in and out. I could not comprehend it...like “What do you mean I’m not getting an allowance?” They told me that I have to accept that “no” is an option sometimes, and you have to accept the word “no.” So, “no allowance” is not the end of the world, and “no something else” is not the end of the world. You have to go through bad experiences in life and brush them off. See what it is.
I’m glad I had bad experiences... It taught me how to deal with clients later on. Someone asked me if I am good with dealing with bitchy clients. I don’t have bitchy clients. Some of their requests are difficult, but they are all trying to get somewhere.
You can’t treat your client as a negative source because: who would want to be your client? All my clients show such appreciation. When I was doing that job for GQ, I was in the studio from 9am to 10:30 at night building sets, and painting, and moving stuff around and hanging Tiffany lights, and the next day that was work that I would have been proud of even if I had two months to pull it off. So, the fact that I’ve done it in a day is just ...I can’t fucking wait for the next time that someone drops something on me that’s like “you have 30 seconds to make this and you get something awesome out of it”.
So, you get an adrenaline rush when you have the extra challenge...
Exactly. One of my first jobs, I was doing costume design for this music video and they changed the storyline throughout the shoot and they wanted a wedding. They wanted a bride and groom scene which was not in the original script. So, I took the bed sheets from the scene that they shot before, and I draped them on the director because they didn’t cast anyone to be the bride. So, the director volunteered and she was fabulous. I think it’s in my blog, that story; it took ten minutes, three safety pins, two double sided tape and a rubber band! We had a wedding dress!
Is there a specific piece of advice for a new artist entering into the world trying to make a living.
I would probably say what I tell my husband which is... “Don’t stop. Oh God, don’t stop.” (laughs) You have to keep going.
Someone told me that about my diet; I’m in Weight Watchers. We were talking about how there’s this thing... this feeling that if you slip in your breakfast, you would not care about the rest of your day, so you would eat a shitty lunch and a shitty dinner, and kind of give up on that whole week, and maybe not show up for a meeting. So, someone told me “if you trip on one step, would you throw yourself off the entire flight of stairs?” So... you wouldn’t! You would brush yourself off and you would climb on up. 
People kind of need a fresh place to start... like I’ll start my diet tomorrow, rather than my next meal will be better. They need the first of the month, the Monday, the Sunday...the beginning of stuff. But, what made my business what it is... is the fact that I have spent an obsessive amount of time on getting my shit together and reminding clients that I’m there, and just never, never, never stopping. Don’t stop work. I take my iPad with me. I have a weekend in Pennsylvania with my husband coming up, and my work is coming with me there. It’s our anniversary weekend and I’m going to be writing down photo credits. Don’t let yourself get bored or frustrated.
You can always ask for help, which has been amazing for me. I was not shy asking for help from other stylists... like “Oh, I need the contact for Dior, could you maybe give me the email of the person there...” and some stylists have been incredible, and others not... because I can understand how you can feel threatened ...by how amazing I am (laughs), but some stylists have been incredible. I don’t want to compete with mediocre stylists. I want to compete with amazing stylists and I want to win. Otherwise, it’s no competition.

Amy Eng
illustrator, learning + visual designer
 
“Exploration of craft and creation is what gives me energy, that has never changed.”
When I met her, Amy had the gig I coveted the most. She worked with people one-on-one helping them learn the tools that would help them complete their own creative projects.
At some point she gave me a small piece of plastic with a cute animal on it. It was a Shrinky Dink! My heart leapt out of my chest with a rush of childhood memories. But also I was reminded of the child-like nature of being an artist. Amy had illustrated this little character, and it brought me a lot of joy. 
Something about that experience unlocked a thing in my own creativity. It was the levity of simply having fun. At the time, I had truly lost that spark, and Amy’s Shrinky Dink brought it back. 
When it was time for this second edition, I kept thinking… I wonder if I can track her down… And, I was very happy to find that she still helps people using her creativity, albeit in a slightly different way now. I’m delighted that she agreed to have an interview! 
May we all forever preserve that spark of fun.
///
What was your first job ever?
First job for money was at 14, as a cashier at a food stall at Summerfest (the world’s largest music festival according to Guinness Book of World Records). 
If bartering counts, in fifth and sixth grade, I created posters and thank you cards for class guest speakers in place of doing school work. 
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
After high school, I didn’t feel like there was a lot of choice in what I got to be when I grew up. Being a child of working-class Chinese immigrants who sacrificed and weathered a lot for me, I gave myself a lot of pressure to choose something traditional, something that sounded good when my parents told friends and family – I felt like I owed them this. (It’s important for me to note that this was almost all self-imposed pressure… my parents mainly just wanted me to be happy – no demanding Asian parent stereotype here). What I really wanted or found exciting was less important in this future I imagined. 
Today, I would say that… for me it’s become less about what I want to “be” and more what I want to make or learn. Sometimes categories and definitions can help focus and hone craft, but I think for me it can make me feel boxed-in and even create a loss of autonomy. Focusing on things to make and learn instead allows me to be a lot of different things at the same time. 
What do you do today to make a living?
As my day job, I am a learning designer/visual designer for a corporate company as part of an internal consultants team, working on motion graphic explainers, illustrated infographics, learning experiences, and other resources. Basically, I get to make boring work stuff more digestible and occasionally more fun. 
This job gives me the stability I need so that, by night, I get to make things based on what I find rewarding, rather than out of need... Sometimes it’s freelance illustration or animation, sometimes it’s making custom flash cards for a non-English speaking patient to communicate with their hospital care team. Having the steady day job gives me the freedom to be choosey about which projects I take on and how I charge..
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I was hired, based on my style and previous work, for character design and illustration on a proposed music video. It was a big project, and it was at a time when I really needed the work. He was a musician that never worked with an illustrator before, and I was an illustrator who never worked at that scale before. 
Things seemed to start off on the right foot, I was given a brief and room to explore, I set up check points and deliverables. But as I showed my preliminary work, it was never quite what he wanted. He asked for check-ins between check points and check points between check-ins, which became frequent hour-long sessions where he stood over me scrutinizing different lines as I put pen to paper, pretending this was an ok part of my process. A few months long project stretched to a year when we finally just decided that was as far as it was going to go – it was mutually unsatisfying. I don’t think anything became of the work I handed over, but I also don’t think I’d be sad if I never saw those pieces ever again. 
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Success is different for everyone.
I had created a set of characters for an app startup that taught kids how to code through their platform, where they could create their own games and scenarios with pre-made objects and characters. Six years later, the app and company had grown and they excitedly asked me to create another set, this time of animated plant stickers to be used on their platform.
It's a simple quiet story, but one that I really like. I was given freedom to draw what I wanted. They liked it enough to ask me again when they needed more artwork. I got to see them grow. I negotiated pay, which may be my least favorite thing, so I was stretched and I learned. Not only did my work get an audience, but it was used to create their very own artwork. I know what I created was useful in helping kids learn and have fun. I had fun doing it.
What’s the connection?
These two stories could be on opposite sides of the same coin. The success came out of the lessons learned from my failure. I learned that expectation setting of how work will be done, reviewed, and edited make everyone happier. Having the skill and talent can give me the opportunity to work on projects I want, and setting boundaries, expectation, and proper pay structure can make sure I get to work the way I need.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
In a sense yes, all the time. I ask myself all the time… is there an audience for my work or is it just for me? Can I sustain myself solely by what I make? If not, is it just a hobby? Imposter syndrome is real, and sometimes, I conclude that I am just a dabbler in this creative world, I’m not a real artist and I should leave it to the professionals (whatever that means). 
But, what keeps me going is that none of the above questioning and struggle is about whether I should make things, it’s simply a question of whether that is the thing I rely on to shelter and feed myself. Exploration of craft and creation is what gives me energy, that has never changed.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Really be honest with yourself about what you want and what you need. Sometimes they will conflict. Sometimes they are the same. 

Sage Francis
musical artist & record label owner
 
“Chuck D came to my table and asked if he could
join me. I nearly choked on my food.
I was no longer just the fan but a participant...”
Sage and I go way back to 1999. We met through the poetry scene in Providence, RI. I was an avid competitive poet in high school, and as I made my first foray into city living as an adult, it was easy to fall into the familiar arms of the poetry world. At the time, it was thriving, the poet community was tight, and we haunted all the great coffee spots, talking word-craft, life and passion - and for readings.
I first saw Sage at a slam (judged performance poetry/spoken word competition)... he was slinging styles I had never heard before. His work was good. Different. New. 
We first talked at one of my quirky music performances at Cafe La France, and conspired to meet up at Ben & Jerry’s just off the Thayer St. drag in Providence. I don’t even like ice cream, but there we were. We made fast friends... and shared a lot of commonalities; northern mill towns, a love of words, complicated upbringings, losses, personal drive. He introduced me to underground hip hop, DJs and to many people who are still my friends today.
In early 2000, Sage did something I both hated at the time and respected over time. He left. He went to New York and roughed it like some kind of Bob Dylan maneuver. It was the necessary push. He didn’t have money. He slept on floors. All that stuff. It was something I wouldn’t be ready to do for literally another decade.
Unapologetically, the guy just never quit. He built himself into an enigma and created an unpredictable, volatile character with alter egos, slogans, aliases and the works. Lots of people got hurt, and lots of people got entertained. But ultimately, Sage made a slew of strong, decisive moves, and he did his time on the road, then built an uncompromising business around his creative work. 
We’ve stayed in touch over the years, and periodically checked in. He’s been a good friend, and I am super grateful for the opportunity to share a rare bit of his candor with you in this book. 
///
What was your first job ever?
I delivered newspapers as a kid. That was my first paying job. And then I delivered newspapers after college. I went through a slew of odd jobs until my music career started paying the bills.
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
I felt relieved that I would never have to deal with that school or group of people ever again. I was very excited to go to college so I could get away from my small, homogenous town and interact with different types of people. 
Now, sadly, all I want to be when I grow up is left alone. Haha. Or maybe figure out how to regain that enjoyment I once had while in the company of others rather than just becoming more and more comfortable in my solitude.
What do you do today to make a living?
I run a record label, perform on stage, and sell music along with other music-related merchandise.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
My biggest fail was the worst business decision I ever made. I signed over the rights of an album (in perpetuity) to a foreign record label I knew little about. They were not really equipped to handle the project properly, and I'm not so sure they intended on doing so, but I went into the deal based on blind trust. Hindsight is 20/20 obviously. It's tough to think straight when you want to keep the ball rolling and you're caught up in too many moments. A lot of artists make bad business decisions early in their career because you can't understand the full magnitude of what it is you're signing away. You're just excited that someone is interested in what you do and you want to believe they're there to take you to the next level. If and when you figure out that's not the case, there's little room for retribution when dealing with a "company" that exists on the other side of an ocean. Haha. Regretted my decision almost immediately, and that's something that continues to gnaw at my spirit. Needless to say, I'm more than cautious when signing dotted lines these days. 
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
It was at the Rock the Bells festival in 2006 or so and it may have been in California. All I really remember is that I was sitting at a table all by myself in the catering area. Chuck D came to my table and asked if he could join me. I nearly choked on my food. Public Enemy was my favorite group growing up and definitely one of my greatest influences. I saw PE open up for Run DMC at the first music concert I ever attended, and I've been a diehard fan ever since. Anyway, I obviously told Chuck it was OK for him to join me at the table and I did my best to keep my composure as I introduced myself to him. He said he knew who I was and that he's a fan of what I do. That's why he wanted to sit at the table with me. Huh. Mind explosion. Scattered bits of brain all over the catering tent. We chatted about music and, to be quite honest, I don't even remember what else. Life had gone full-circle at that very moment and it was making me dizzy.
What’s the connection?
If I had to connect the two, I suppose they both helped me reach some form of acceptance as to where I'm at in life. No longer just the fan but a participant in what was so magical to me as a kid. No longer blissfully ignorant to the darker sides of the magic. I'm all grown up.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I keep going because that's all I've done. This is the one consistency in my life. I became married to my career long ago and I've sacrificed too much to just let it all go away. However, I'd like to go off the grid at some point. I think about doing that often. If I can figure out how to do so without it negatively affecting other people in my life or in my company, then I probably will.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
I am asked this question all the time, and I've decided that the best advice I can give is for these people to read Bukowski's "Don't Try" poem.
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Scotty Grabell
Scotty the blue bunny
 
“When people say be patient, they
don't mean 10 minutes. They mean 10 years.”
Back in the early oughts, I lived in an arts space in the heart of Providence, RI, called AS220. At the time, there were two galleries, a performance area and bar, a dark room and screen printing room, and on the 2nd and 3rd floors, there were work and live-work studios. I was one of the eleven artists living on the third floor. One of the studios up there was always reserved for an artist in residency. 
That’s how I met Scotty.
He brought an energy to the space that was new and awesome to me. I’ll be honest, I was pretty weird, but this guy... he had taken weird, strange, fantastical and brave and just owned it...and put sparklies on it...and ears. Not only was he hilarious, but he did many things, both organized and subtle, to bring the community together. He hosted a “stitch and bitch” and participated regularly in the variety shows and other local theater. At the time, I remember he was part of this troupe called the Bindlestiff Family Circus. I was always in awe of his work. 
As housemates, I was lucky enough to share some wonderful discussions with Scotty–some over drinks, some over breakfast at the Downcity Diner alongside a motley cast of AS220 characters. 
When his residency ended he left a bunny-shaped hole in the place. Over the years, it has filled me with a kind of satisfaction every time I’ve looked him up, and there he is! He never stopped being himself.
I feel honored that Scotty took the time to be part of this book, and excited to share with you a glimpse into his world…
What was your first job ever? 
My first job was as a cashier for Pathmark Supermarkets in Spring Valley New York. I wish there was more to say about it, but being a cashier in a supermarket doesn't really need much.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
It's funny, but now that I'm 46, I don't even reference that time. It's numb, null, void. I'm old enough that I could have asked myself that question when I was 30, 40, or even last year. 
As an artist there are these great moments of validation, security, and confidence, and then there is this return to a launching off point. I think even traditional careers go through that, where you go through a particular job, and then it's time for a move, lateral or otherwise. 
If I could characterize it, I would have to say that because of being gay and being in the closet - high school was like walking around in a daze. Some kind of self defense fog. Now that I've been a rabbit for almost 20 years, I know I'll be brave and take pride in the risks I've taken. 
I think to answer the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?" is the first pitch of a shovel in your grave. Never decide. Stay curious, keep working. That's what keeps you young and in touch with the world. 
My mission now is to be an older glamorous person.
What do you do today to make a living?
I perform as a “character,” Scotty the Blue Bunny in a wide range of events and presentations, and I also teach Pilates mat classes.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Well, as with any job, oversleeping can happen in the arts too. I got confused on a booking and woke up all excited about a gig and contacted the woman through email with questions like what time should I get there etc. She replied, "the gig was last night". My penis went all the way inside my body, I was so embarrassed! 
Flaking on a gig, like totally missing it, for someone's special 50th birthday party who specifically requested you to jump out of a custom-made cake...that was pretty bad.
Describe the best success you’ve had in your field.
It's difficult to say, because there are sooooo many different kinds of experiences from birthday parties (when you don't forget them) to corporate events, bondage parties. 
I would have to say the most treasured thing I have is hosting 10 years of the opening gala for the New York Burlesque Festival. It's nice to have a decade long mark in the career.
How do you connect the successes and failures?
Well, at this rate, I say to myself "I've been performing for so long, and I'm going to keep performing. 99% of the time it's amazing. 1% can suck.”
Even Madonna has bad shows. I don't go crazy about every performance because it's all so live. I'm not dancing or executing choreography. 
I would have to say with the good and the bad - I just enjoy myself and keep moving forward.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
It's too late. This is what I do. I think about quitting all the time. but What would I do? AND I really feel like I owe so much to past generations, and to all the glamorous people we lost to AIDS - that it is my duty, and my opportunity to be an older, out, gay glamorous person. We kinda don't have too many of them.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Well, speaking to my field of theater–nothing you do on stage is frivolous. Everything you do has value. Every idea gets workshopped. 
When people say be patient, they don't mean 10 minutes. They mean 10 years. When people talk about perseverance - they don't mean 10 minutes either. It's a lifestyle.

Meli Grant
Actor, voice over artist
 
“Eventually, my heart caught up with me.”
Long before 2016, Meli and I used to get coffee at the Starbucks inside Trump Towers on Fifth Ave, NYC. We would talk about creativity, the crushing challenge of surviving in the big city, fashion and clothing curation, as well as how gaudy the interior design of the place was. Back then, Trump was just an over the top millionaire and being there felt ironic.
One of the other subjects of our chats was the idea of golden handcuffs. Both of our jobs paid well enough, engaged our brains, and had enough benefits to keep us from breaking away. At the time, neither of us was exactly where we wanted to be, either public-persona-wise or creative-career-wise… we knew there was more to our stories. 
Today I’m thrilled to be able to share a Meli’s with you!
///
What was your first job ever? 
I suppose it depends on the medium. Straight out of college, I was involved in black box production of an original work. It involved a lot of experimental movement and dance, and myself, naked on stage at the top of the show, having a chat on the phone. I remember at the time, my supposedly "flexible" day job informed me that the only way they could accommodate my needing evenings available for rehearsal would be if I switched to an overnight shift!! As far as anime goes, it would probably have been Holy Knight, a two-episode OVA wherein I featured as Shigeyuki Yanagida, an eccentric male photographer. Of course if we're talking any job experience, I sold computers for half a decade, and fixed them for another half decade. I've been a barista at a cafe, and first form of employment ever was in a juice bar… as the juice bar person. I made a lot of juice. Drank a lot of juice too. Never had to pay for it. Great gig.
Discuss how you felt after high school versus today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Good question! I've wanted to act and tell stories my entire life. In high school I was fixated on film-acting. I wanted to be in movies. I applied early decision to a university with an exceptional theatre program and was accepted. I studied stage acting for two or three years, then transferred to their film-acting studio… and, at least at the time, hated it. At some point along the way I discovered voiceover and the rest, as they say, is history. Sort of. I worked ten years in tech before finally finding the courage to dive back into the arts. Today, I work primarily in anime and video games. I would love to get back on stage at some point. It's been a very long time. I suspect there would be a lot of fear involved, not to mention relearning skills that used to be instinctive. As far as "how I feel", it's a slow climb. There's more I want to do. It's just about finding the opportunities and doing the best work I can so that those opportunities keep coming.
What do you do today to make a living?
I'm not sure I'd call what I do "making a living". The voice work I do doesn't exactly pay the bills — yet, anyway. Although, the few union gigs I've booked (most anime is non-union) have certainly given me something to look forward to in the future as I continue to build my career. I was very fortunate to have money saved from my last job, so I've been comfortable for the time being. To help make ends meet, I've been proofing scripts for a few different shows on a weekly basis. Essentially, I watch fully recorded episodes and compare them with the original script. I update the script to reflect any line changes, ad libs that were kept, and I take stock of any missed cues or continuity issues so we can get people back into the studio to fix it before the episode goes to air. In the future, I'd love to move toward writing and actually do the script adaptation from Japanese to English. I'd also love to get into directing. I think we need more women, LGBTQ+ folx, and especially trans folx (like me!) in positions of creative leadership. I think many of the issues facing the entertainment industry begin with not enough LGBTQ+ and PoC involvement on the production side of show business. When I first got started, I confess I was only really concerned with acting. However, with time, and as I've observed aspects of the industry that I wish were better, I've wanted to make that shift so that I can be a part of that change.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Yikes. I'm not sure I can think of a specific moment that I would consider a failure, outside of waiting so damn long to get started. That said, I experience a lot of fear and a lot of envy. I overthink things. I want to plan out every single move. Often this leads to paralysis. I lose time, and more than likely my career-growth suffers as a result. 
I want nothing more than to have a rewarding career, but it's the fear of misstepping, or miscalculating — even when intellectually I know that getting my work out there, even if it's less than perfect, is a step forward, and I can continue to grow and improve as I create — that keeps me from taking that next step until I am on the brink of a panic attack. Then, hyper-productivity sets in. It's an awful cycle. 
What’s the best success you've experienced in your field.
When I go for it. When I allow myself to act on my ambition, it's often gotten things moving. It's how I got my agent. It's how I've continued to grow my body of work. I reach out, I nurture relationships, I get myself in front of people. When I let myself be a little fearless, I often find I'm rewarded for that courage. Specifically, I'd say my hunt for an agent, both in Texas and in LA. When I've let myself reach out to my peers and mentors and ask for help submitting, I've been utterly flattened by the generosity and willingness to vouch for me and help get me in there. 
I would have to say the most treasured thing I have is hosting 10 years of the opening gala for the New York Burlesque Festival. It's nice to have a decade long mark in the career.
Is there a connection between the two?
Oh absolutely. It's silly how simple it reads on paper, considering how insurmountable it can FEEL when you try to embody it. Fearlessness. That willingness to just take a shot and work from there. It's terrifying, but more often than not, it's rewarding. I can write it here and it makes perfect sense. Trying to take my own advice, on the other hand, is a nightmare.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I DID give up. Oh, absolutely. When I graduated university, I already had an agent, I could have jumped right in. Instead, I squandered that opportunity until they dropped me. I was afraid to audition. Part of it, I'm sure, had to do with dysphoria and being pre-transition. I let myself slide into a part time job. The recession hit. Suddenly, I was worried about losing that job, so I hustled to be full-time. Got promoted a few times. I let myself believe that acting wasn't really in the cards, and I didn't mind. Eventually, my heart caught up with me. Well, first I transitioned. But THEN my heart caught up with me, and I knew I had to quit. I moved across the country, and I've spent the last few years trying to remember "how acting works", and seriously building a career in the arts, really for the first time in my life. Do I still have thoughts of quitting? Absolutely not. There's nothing else I can imagine myself doing. I wish I could say that the industry seems interested in what I have to offer. I realize, on some level, that I'm playing on "hard mode", as a trans person trying to build an acting career, and at times it can be hard to gauge when setbacks or upsets are "showbusiness as usual", or something more sinister, but I have to try. My hope is that with time, and exposure, I can carve out a space for myself and people will decide they like what I'm doing.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
There is nothing wrong with taking the time you need to make sure you're artistically (or professionally), financially, and psychologically ready to make the leap into building your own career. And while not strictly necessary, it can be a huge boon to build up some kind of security before setting out. The starving artist motif is overrated. But with that said, DO IT. Don't fear that passion. Lean into it. Dig deep. Figure out what feeds your soul, and pursue it. Take it seriously. There will be space for you

Robert Iafolla
Freelance journalist
 
“...The thing about journalism is that
it hinges on telling the truth.”
We were in Miami. I’d been unceremoniously turned away at the V.I.P. room in the club we’d gone to. I was there with three girls, one of whom was a model, and the other two were dressed for the occasion. I had never imagined myself setting foot in a place like that, but I went in wearing what I had packed... blue and orange raver pants that zipped all the way up to the hip, sneakers and a shiny skintight teeshirt with multicolored Japanese characters on it. My hair was all pinned up in about ten twists with colored barrettes holding them in. I looked like Sailor Moon, if she’d become a career skateboarder. Needless to say, this was not within the dress code. So, I did what any responsible anime character would, and shuffled over to the main dance floor where all the boys were breakdancing and crashed that party. Yes. What you’re picturing in your mind is correct.
I could only imagine the other ladies were getting free champagne and lots of attention in VIP, and they hadn’t emerged yet. I took a break and found a balcony-type area where I leaned on the railing and hide out for a bit. Then, this guy (Bobby) came over and handed me a bottle of water. 
Awesome!
That was thirteen years ago. Bobby and I have stayed friends ever since. It turned out he lived only a few miles from where I worked in Massachusetts, and was only in that particular club on that particular night because he was traveling on business. What an interesting way to meet someone! 
I’ve had the pleasure of sharing countless hours of conversation with Bobby, ranging from political to family to fanciful to verging on purely academic. I remember when he first told me he wanted to be a writer, and he started doing articles for a local paper in Boston. I was thinking, “that’s amazing!” I mean, he had a really cool job as far as I knew, and it seemed to be something that he was good at. But, I thought it was interesting that he just decided to make the change, then really did it. Now he does... what he loves!
Being freelance is a really tough thing to do... and being a writer for hire is something that I can relate to having been a freelance designer for a number of years. There’s a definite art to selling something that does not exist... creating both the pitch to get the gig, and then the product from thin air. It’s a little bit of witchcraft, so to speak. It’s been awesome to know Bobby all this time, and to know someone that’s stayed true to his craft!
///
What was your first job ever?
My first job was doing manual labor alongside my father during summer vacations during high school. One project was literally digging ditches. Among the myriad benefits of working with one's hands was, for me, figuring out that I wanted to work with my mind. 
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
At age 18, the question of what I wanted to be when I grew up was an immensely abstract, existentially loaded notion that I preferred to avoid. I assume it's what a tenuously faithful Christian might feel if asked about what they'd want to tell St. Peter at the Pearly Gates. Now I look at growing up as a continual process that ends when you're in the ground & "what you want to be" as a question best answered by what you want to do. 
What do you do today to make a living? 
I'm a reporter, so I make a living by questioning, thinking, reading, searching, talking, detecting bullshit, and writing.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I had been covering the U.S. Supreme Court for a small newspaper in California, but the paper decided to shutter its SCOTUS coverage to focus resources on California. Layoffs have unfortunately become an occupational hazard in journalism, but it felt like a failure just the same.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Getting that next gig certainly felt like great success.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going? 
I did think about changing paths, but I figured out what it is that I love about journalism and realizing that, at that point, not doing that was functionally impossible. While there are other fields that I could get paid for questioning, thinking, reading, searching, talking, detecting bullshit, and writing, the thing about journalism is that it hinges on telling the truth.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
It's best to figure out what fires your engine and understand what those things are in their most elemental forms. We have precious little control over our circumstances. But if you know what it is you're really after, you can maintain the flexibility necessary to get it.

Michael Kohl
Guitarist, arranger
 
“My vocal group got verbally trashed by Paula Abdul...but in retrospect I laugh about it.”
Michael and I met at a music pitch in Los Angeles earlier this year. There were a few more than a dozen of us in the session hosted by NARIP and we were pitching to music supervisor, PJ Bloom. Folks played a wide range of musical styles and selections, and we all got a chance to pick PJ’s brain.
When Michael played his work, I think I awkwardly stared straight at him. I’m no music supervisor, but I heard years of work, and relentless attention to detail. It was pop music, heavy on the multi-part harmonies. As an avid choruster in my school days, I was taken sweetly back to a time when music was simply about singing. (Today I do a lot of electronic stuff.)
After the pitch, we got the chance to chat, and the conversation took a turn for the zany right away, from Sailor Moon to the adventures of rogue heart stickers. It was a great tension breaker, because this was my very first music pitch, and I was outlandishly nervous to be there.
Back in New York, I diligently followed up with folks I’d met over the following weeks, and this was right around the time I was putting this book together. With a little research, I could see he was going on tour. What the heck. I reached out for the interview. So awesome! BOOM! What a great addition to the mix.
Michael is on top of his game, and highly thoughtful in his communication. He pays solid attention to the little things, which sets him apart personally and professionally. A little bit of polish goes a long way, sometimes, especially if the thing you’re polishing is of good quality.
What was your first job ever?
My first job out of college was as an au pair. Yes, a male au pair... working under the table for a single mom trying to take care of her smart (but sometimes difficult) son while working a high-level job in the film industry with late hours. I'd wake up early to make him a bag lunch and walk him to school; later in the day I'd pick him up, drive him to gymnastics, cook him dinner, even read to him before bed. It wasn't glamorous but it had its own unique charms. And it helped me get on my feet, enabling me to save enough money to move out of my father's home.
I'll never forget my dad's reaction the day I got hired. I remember his proud face when I told him the news that I had a job, how loved and validated I felt when he extended his hand for a high-five... and how much it stung when he withdrew his hand after hearing exactly what job I had been hired for, and that other look on his face that replaced the proud one, the same I'm-ashamed-of-you grimace he gave me when we crossed paths at 6am as I was heading off to my employer's house each morning. My father was always an early riser, and I thought he'd be proud to finally see me getting up early too, to see me giving my all without complaint to work an honest job... it hurt me for him to be so open and consistent with his disapproval, but the money I earned working that job helped me move out and move on with my life. 
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
When I graduated high school, my whole concept of what I wanted to be was based on keeping my options open. I knew I wanted to do something "big"--whether it was to be an actor, a musician, a famous writer, even a translator or diplomat. The biggest shift for me post-college has been realizing sort of the opposite: that, in spite of having many talents and options, if I want to succeed at anything (and live without regrets), I have to focus on a specific pursuit, really give it my all, both to maximize my chances of success and minimize my chances of bitterness in case it doesn't work out.
I eventually chose music as my career (at least for this stage of my life) because I noticed music was the one thing that, through thick and thin, I kept coming back to. I've had–and still have–many passions, but music is the one that I've always defaulted to to distract me from my other ‘responsibilities’. And in return music has offered me an outlet and an identity.
What do you do today to make a living?
I began pursuing work as a professional musician full-time in 2010. Roughly a third of my paid work is as a session and contracted live singer, a third is as a touring and session guitarist and a third is as a writer/arranger, primarily for vocal ensembles (which is my specialty). There's very little overlap between those three categories, but I get to use all of my different musical skills in my passion project XY Unlimited, an original band that combines the soaring harmonies of vocal jazz and a cappella music with catchy pop/rock songs. XY is on the rise as a touring and recording artist and I hope to make that my main full-time pursuit as soon as possible.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I think my biggest setback was in 2008 when a project I had invested myself in pretty heavily–a modern vocal jazz quartet called FourWest–suddenly disintegrated. I had formed the group with two fantastic young female singers I had fallen in with after college and with whom I had done numerous side projects. I thought I had finally found bandmates whose mindset (and talent) mirrored my own, so I was all-in, writing charts, setting up a network of players and planning a DIY tour of Japan. When they quit to pursue another opportunity with a group that had funding and a built-in administrative support structure (advantages I'd dreamed of having for a long time) it felt like the rug I had been standing on for two years was suddenly pulled out from under me.
They gave me a pretty transparently phony excuse about wanting to leave the ensemble in order to preserve the purity of our friendship, and I was left scrambling to replace them which proved futile because of the project's unique stylistic niche. In the blink of an eye, everything I had worked toward for two years was gone, with very little to show for it and no clear idea where to go next.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
I think my biggest success so far has been forming my band. It started with a vision that came to me in 2009 of a group of guys that combined both the commercial viability and devil-may-care vibe of a modern pop/rock band and the boyish appeal and vocal arranging sophistication of college a cappella. I knew somewhere deep in my gut that I'd finally stumbled upon a direction after almost a year of floating, so I took a lot of time to flesh out my vision, come up with a plan for setting up the project and then execute each step--from arranging songs and producing rehearsal tracks to planning and running auditions to setting up an administrative structure and even a personal corporation to cover its affairs financially and legally. Today we're a touring act with a growing fan base and recordings I'm quite proud of, but I think my biggest success to date was in that beginning stage, where I was able to single-handedly transform my weird little idea from far-fetched brainchild to full-blown reality.
Is there a connection for you between the two?
Yes, most definitely. When FourWest broke up in 2008 an almost year-long process began for me in which I realized a hard truth: that I couldn't depend solely on associations or partnerships with other people as a primary source of realizing my own personal goals. Ever since high school I had always been the most hard-working, conscientious, driven member in any creative project I'd gotten involved in, and the result in each case had been some form of heartbreak. This latest disappointment gave me time to reflect on how all those projects I had invested so much hope into had ended, and I noticed that the problem rested with me and my expectations.
Meeting a musical partner can be like a promising new romance: you dote on your own notions of who the other person is and what they will bring to the table, and you imagine they see things the same way you do. But human beings are different from one another. They have different goals, values, boundaries, even levels of endurance. If you rely on someone else to serve as a vessel for the fulfillment of your innermost wishes, you're certain to be disappointed.
From that point forward I realized that, as unfair as it sometimes can feel in a world where so many people my age (or younger) seem to be ushered into success by being born into the right family or knowing the right people at the right time, if I wanted to get mine in this world I would have to do it myself, at least at first, and do it thoroughly, uncomplainingly and with wild resolve. Soon after, with a lot of careful planning and work in advance, I founded my band, a group that presents plenty of challenges of its own but is nevertheless alive and thriving after nearly four years.
This may sound cheesy, but looking back on the many things that have gone 'wrong' in my career so far leaves me with the feeling that it has all just been part of the process. Standing on stage in front of a full arena at the top final round of X Factor auditions in 2011 while my vocal group got verbally trashed by Paula Abdul felt pretty low in the moment–both humiliating and like an important opportunity was eluding me yet again–but in retrospect I laugh about it and mostly see the experience as something that has only tempered my resolve to keep moving forward. Plus, it makes a great story now.
As for the positive side of things, I think the biggest message I've picked up on is that conventional 'successes' are great, and worthy of celebrating and remembering... but ultimately fleeting. It doesn't take long for the high-on-life feeling after a successful CD release to evaporate in the face of some new challenge or inter-band conflict. That's why mental toughness is absolutely essential to having a career in any creative field. Successes (like failures) are great milestones, but you keep moving forward and before you know it they've faded into the distance behind you. You have to make the commitment to yourself that you're going to stick with it through the good times and the bad times, or you'll quit at the first (or second, or 415th) sign of trouble.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
No, absolutely not. I'm a little crazy this way, because music might not be my most natural gift, and I still have a long way to go before I'm as 'good' as some people who are, like, half my age. I have no idea if it'll work out, and I've had hurdle after hurdle, frustration after frustration, disappointment after disappointment on this journey. But I keep going, because the one thing I do know--maybe the only thing I know--is that if I give up now I'll spend the rest of my life wondering, "what if?"... and that's a fate worse than failure.
Any advice for someone getting started?
The best advice I can offer to a budding entrepreneur, artist or innovator is to take your dreams seriously, no matter how far-fetched they may seem. And taking your dreams seriously means first identifying and exploring them, then coming up with a plan and seeing that plan through. And not being afraid to fail. 
I recently read a great metaphor in a book by psychologist Meg Jay about professional uncertainty in your 20s. The analogy is that sometimes in life it feels like we're in the middle of a vast ocean, just treading water. As we move our arms and legs in the water to stay afloat, we look around us and, very often, see no sign of land or anything else in any direction. No birds in the sky, no sound of faraway seagoing vessels, no intuition in our heart to point us one way or another. And that's scary, because there's no hints, no structure, and no undo button. But in the end, you have to go in one direction and see where it takes you. I've learned that I'm not afraid of making mistakes; only doing nothing, that's what I fear. All my regrets revolve around things I didn't do when the opportunity presented itself, and all the good in my life has come from picking a direction and just trying it.

Mamiko Kushida
VJ & Projectionist
 
“I gave up my dreams...and studied law
at university in Japan.”
I was at a small show in Bushwick. My friends Brian and Alex were each doing original electronic sets, and I’m a big fan, so I showed even though my date canceled. The music was great, as expected, but what blew my mind was there were these amazing images flickering and transforming on the wall. I felt transported inside of the mind of whatever artist had created it. I mean, I’d seen video projection at live shows before, but this was different.
When the show wrapped, I looked around for the projectionist area. I found Mamiko. I said that I really thought she could do this in big places and I wanted to introduce her to some of my DJ friends–it was amazing! She told me she she had moved to New York from Japan, and we switched information. 
Over time, she has kept me posted about her work, and she is no amateur! It’s been rewarding to watch as NYC catches on to her beautiful work.
Mamiko projects lush designs and iconic dancing imagery on customized surfaces in all kinds of 3D spaces...some of which are frankly enormous. She is not just a VJ, she is a craftswoman with light, color and space. At many of her shows, she actually builds the projection surfaces.
Besides her art, what impresses me about Mamiko is her humility and warmth in a city where that can be lost in the mix. I’ve seen her come out and support many other artists’ work, which is the sign of a great friend and good character. 
///
What was your first job ever?
I worked at a bank of Japan after I graduated from university in Japan.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I wanted to be a musician or illustrator. 
I used to play piano more than 15 years and saxophone for 6 years when I was a child, and of course I loved to do illustration. It was very hard to get into art or music college in Japan (you must be very talented for art or music before getting into college).
I gave up my dreams to be an artist or musician and then I studied law at university in Japan. After I graduated from university, I worked at a bank. It  was very easy for me to earn a lot money, but I felt something was lacking in my life. I missed playing music and doing illustration. I wanted to be close to music and art. It was then I made a decision to be an artist, especially VJ.
“I wasn't a wealthy artist but my heart was wealthy.”
What do you do today to make a living?
I am a VJ and doing art direction for music events. Occasionally, I am a graphic designer.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
After a few years VJ experience in Japan, I came to New York.
I performed a lot of big music events in Japan where I got a lot of successful experiences VJing. But nobody knew me right after I came to New York. I didn't have any opportunities to VJ. I had to start to perform at small venues in New York. It was a very hard for me.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
After my first year in New York, I got some opportunities to perform at big events.
I have been VJing for the world’s top DJs (some Grammy nominated producers) such as Carl Craig, Jeff Mills, Derrick Carter, Frankie Knuckles, Easy Mo Bee etc.
Also, I've performed at the best clubs and venues in New York such as Cielo, (le) Poisson Rouge, Highline Ball room, Music hall of Williamsburg, Santos, Sullivan Room etc…
Is there a connection?
Yes, there is a connection. As I told, I didn't have any opportunities for VJing when I came to New York. But I had a confidence because I had already had some successful experiences of VJing in Japan before I came to New York. 
I always imagined the successful experiences in Japan and I just believed in myself. I kept creating my art and being positive. 
And then I got big opportunities in New York after a year.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Yes. I wanted to quit VJing in my early days in New York.
I spent a hard time but it was still my favorite thing. Being creative made me happier than working at bank which brought me a lot of money. I wasn't a wealthy artist but my heart was wealthy.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
I get inspired from a lot of great artists of the world, but I've never cheated anyone's art or idea. Cheating someone's art or idea is not yours. 
You might be afraid of doing things which no one is doing. But you will find a right place for you. 
Have your own style and be an original one.

David Madore
Musical director, pianist, teacher
 
“Thinking back, I would have realigned my priorities
to support my long-term career goals, and not
to support my day-to-day living.”
It was MSYM 1992–a sort of summer band camp held at the Orono campus of the University of Maine. There I was with a passel of girls, and we descended on the lunch room. David was across the room. He was this amazing pianist with a seemingly unlimited amount of energy. At the time he had coke-bottle glasses and braces. 
I overheard him playing piano in the practice rooms, and I wanted to meet him. It wasn’t long before we became friends. Later, in high school, we dated even though we lived a town apart. Music nerds unite!
It was no favoritism that led me to include him in this book. The fact is, David is ridiculously hard-working, and never took his natural talents for granted. All through school, he excelled in music and in his class work. Though we broke up for typical high school reasons, we have remained friends all these years. In 2010, when I moved to the city I was delighted to find out he lived locally and often worked shows and lessons on Broadway, right near my then apartment.
In my humble opinion, David has grown enormously, but his nature has changed very little... he is still thoughtful, silly, hard-working and a lover of puns. Additionally, he kept doing what he loves the most: music! I mean he really, really does what he loves, and keeps striving to do more, though not without the obstacles and difficulties of a very competitive and high-pressure industry and location. 
I am proud and honored to share with you some of his thoughts on navigating Musical Directing and Coaching in New York, NY.
///
What was your first job ever?
My first job was when I was about 10 years old. I was hired to play piano at a church other than the one that I regularly attended (a different denomination). 
"They're gonna pay me to go to church and play the piano?? SURE!!"
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
It has to do with your perception of your trajectory. Some of us are more introspective, or retrospective... but it’s only when you get to the end of the path that you can go back and judge whether you stayed on it.
It depends on what you want to filter your self-image through. You can be facing the moon thinking that is your goal, when in actuality you’re flying toward the sun–or maybe the other way around. You may end up doing something completely different than expected, look  back and say, “Oh I’ve been doing this all along and didn’t know it.”
The truth is, I don’t remember what I said I wanted to do when I graduated high school. I set out to become a teacher, and was drawn into musical directing in college, when I discovered that it existed as a career path. It turns out that musical directing is a form of teaching, among other things! It allows you to be a collaborative artist.
I certainly am that, and I certainly am a grown-up... but I don’t feel like I’m a grown-up. I am always trying to more deeply ensconce myself in what I am doing.
What do you do today to make a living? 
I musical direct, but I spend a lot of my time teaching private voice and piano lessons, as well as coaching actors on preparing repertoire and audition music.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
My worst moment of failure was when I chose to "move aside" as the musical head of a project, while working with some very caustic people, because I had been working a full-time (non-music) job, and had not been able to put in enough preparation time to instantly please those individuals. I am glad to say that my work to that point made all the difference in the quality of the actual performances, but it was certainly hard on the ego to not be standing there with the baton.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
I musical directed and accompanied (on the piano) the actor Paul Sorvino in a classical concert series on the East and West Coasts. My favorite moment was when this movie tough guy started tearing up in the middle of an arrangement I'd done for him, and he later told me that I was the "best accompanist he's worked with in 30 years."
What’s the connection?
The failure in one’s life ALWAYS has helpful things to learn. Thinking back, I would have realigned my priorities to support my long-term career goals, and not to support my day-to-day living. 
The success is a great thing on my resume, and the joy of the experience will last forever. I learned a lot by working with Paul, and would do it again in a heartbeat. It will certainly help inform my work in the future.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going? 
My current frustration is that I know and am "friends" with so many amazing professionals in my field, and have gotten very close to getting some jobs that I REALLY wanted, but have been passed over for other individuals who are a little more present in the eyes of whoever is hiring. 
While I was married, I had very little support for my musical theatre career in the way it was needed. That led to quite a few years of being outside the business, and maintaining the oh-so-important PRESENCE that gets you connected and hired. Five years after the marriage ended, I'm still working to repair some of those missed career connections.  
Every good coaching, every time I play for a singer, reminds me of why I keep going.  It feels just RIGHT.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Outlast your competition. Stick with it while the others drop out. Invariably, there is high attrition in the arts, in terms of those competing with you, and sticking around will eventually give you a higher experience level and better connections than those just starting out. 
You must also work on your talent, and on making sure that your product, whatever it may be, actually has an audience. It's okay to make art/music that makes you feel good, but if it's not marketable or publicly consumable, you'll never make a living doing it. I don't think of this as "selling out" so much as honing your skills to find a better connection with the audience you are meant to reach.
Additional Note:
It seems, even though the work that I’m doing is incredibly time sensitive, and seems like an emergency... my feeling of capability doing those things is increasing. Suddenly there’s a solution based on your experience. It’s entertainment. Nobody dies if you don’t do it well. You’re not going to create a catastrophe.
 

Jeffrey Marriott
Cash handler, cMo & cosplayer
 
“I am the geek that I've always been, and making a
living out of it. What better success could there be?”
Even though I’d already met Jeff, I feel I really met him when I visited a coworker for movie night with friends. I had no idea they were roommates and was shocked to see him come downstairs in his pajamas.
Jeff is a sharp person, with a passion for negotiation, and I believe when we met he was telling the tale of successfully getting money back from a vendor. It seemed to be a point of pride, but after hearing the story I remember thinking, “man, if life hits the fan, I want this guy on my team!” 
As with most of the people in this book, that is only one aspect of his talent, and negotiation is to Jeff what the Clark Kent disguise is to Superman.
Jeff is a wildly creative person, as well as being savvy, which strikes me as an unusual combination. It makes him a great resource for artists, and he sticks up for what’s right. 
///
What was your first job ever?
Newspaper Delivery Boy
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
When I graduated high school I was just happy to leave. I didn't like high school, being a geek that was shunned and picked on a lot. When asked what I wanted to be when I grow up. I found it my opportunity to make people take a second glance. It was my time to shine, or just weird someone out.
What do you do today to make a living?
I currently work at Apple. Also, I am CMO for a small startup that focuses on K-12 education and keeping them in contact. Then I also consult for others with marketing and social media, I critique business plans, and one of my super passion projects, I make superhero costumes. Yes, superhero costumes. I always wanted to be a superhero when I grew up. Now I can be!
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I spent a lot of time and money building up a web zine for music when I was about 18. I maintained it for a couple of years and mostly just stayed afloat with it. However, due to some growth issues later and creative disagreements amongst partners, I chose to walk away from the project altogether. The reason I consider this a failure is that it was something I had a lot of passion for that I walked away from. I would've liked to have seen myself take a stand and resolve the disagreements a little more before giving it up.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Currently, I'm a freaking superhero!!! No really, I make super hero costumes. I currently make super hero costumes and at the same time manage an entertainer who travels the country dressing up as a superhero. I am the geek that I've always been, and making a living out of it. What better success could there be?
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? 
Absolutely. I'm a huge believer in learning from mistakes. And I've wanted to walk away from what I do now, a lot. However, I continue to stick it out through frustration and this is what led to me being able to continue down the path I'm on. I'm very happy with it.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I constantly want to give up. But I don't. I push through and really evaluate if this is something that I'm unhappy with in life. If the answer is no and that I'm just frustrated at one detail of my life. I aim to change it. Ultimately, it has made me stronger and much happier.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Do what you love. Seriously. Know that frustration will exists and you need to push through. 
 

Barrie McLain
Singer
 
“...Blaming the situation on others didn't cut it when my
half-naked body was crucified five feet from my
grandparents in the front row.”
Barrie is one of those people who lights up a room. I first met her at a training for a job. She was one of the facilitators. Creativity and passion blindingly radiated from her, and she was all smiles, even though we were just doing a routine orientation, and this was clearly a money gig for her. She was a beacon of hope that, rough edges and all, I might survive in a very structured environment with my own passions intact.
Shortly after orientation, the social networking requests came flooding in from all the new friends and colleagues at this behemoth institution. Of course, I did the obligatory “employee Facebook stalking” to suss out just exactly who my coworkers were, and what kind of lunchroom conversations to anticipate. 
There she was... a singer! Ha! At that moment, I fell in love with Barrie as a concept, if you will. 
Later, we did get better acquainted and it turns out we have a lot in common–she’s been a singer for 12 years! Barrie’s got a great story, which continues to unfold and shine. It wasn’t a fluke back at that training... Recently, she made a career shift to focus more on her music, which most would consider a daring sacrifice of stability in exchange for flexibility. She gets her happiness from within, not from the externals, but knows when to take a risk and actively change a situation that that no longer serves her creative side. 
My take-away from her example is that she delivers her A-game everywhere she goes, and keeps true to herself, above all else.
What was your first job ever?
I worked as an operator for rock walls and other carnival/event equipment when I was 15. 
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
When I left high school, I wanted to be in theater and music. I think more about when I was 10 years old and wanted to be an environmental scientist. I chose to go to a performing arts school instead to be closer to my friends, and since that decision the course of my life has changed entirely. Finding music made my life so positive and so connected. I want to be myself when I grow up, and music is where I am myself.
What do you do today to make a living?
I have a retail job where I spend most of my time supporting employee training. Often it feeds me artistically and I'm grateful to be paid for something I'm into. 
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I starred as Jesus in an all-female JCS at NYU. I was under pressure and under-directed. The show was a disaster and ironically, it sent me into a cave. I learned a lot about what I need as a collaborator from that experience. Invasive demands were made on me as a performer during tech week and the production simply wasn't complete. I didn't have the skill to effectively communicate through the process and lost my way entirely. I couldn't ask the right questions or set boundaries, and blaming the situation on others didn't cut it when my half-naked body was crucified five feet from my grandparents in the front row. 
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
My best success was a solo cabaret show I created during college. I sang songs that I love from ten different genres and met one of my very best friends and musical partners. It still effects my career and life regularly. Owning a process and bringing a team together to execute my own vision gave me great confidence and an opportunity to share my joy with an audience. I highly recommend it…and it reminds me that I need to get cracking on a solo project any minute now!
What’s the connection?
There is certainly a connection in these extremes. To move forward with purpose one must define their own strengths and weaknesses, and also understand what is gratifying and what is not. The clarity of satisfaction in creating my cabaret stands in stark contrast to the murky discomfort of acting through a fractured vision. 
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I didn't decide to give up, but two years ago when I committed to my job full time, I put music in the backseat. I sang backup for my friends, but I felt like I was shutting things down. There has been a part of me broken off and floating in space next to me, and it's fitting back together now. I'll continue for the love of my future children who deserve a happy, multi-faceted mother with 'following her heart' firmly under her belt.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Keep doing it. One day you'll look around, and you'll realize how many people have stopped and let something more realistic or boring take them away, and you'll still be there. That's the best advice I've received as a budding artist.

Pau Morar
Entrepreneur, trainer, barber, CEO
 
“I wanted to help people and to work for myself. There I am doing that every day, even though my biggest dream was to become a police officer.”
I walked into Pau’s barbershop for a cut, and left with a lifelong friend. Her attention to detail was evident, both in her skill as a stylist and in creating an atmosphere in the shop. 
We ended up talking for hours about business, creativity, and determination. Much of the conversation centered around being of service, and being authentic. For Pau, running her shop is not a business hustle, but a philosophy. 
I asked her to interview for this book because of how her artistic skills are woven into the fabric of the shop. That balance keeps her connected to her future creative goals and aspirations. 
To me, that approach is an interesting way to maintain an identity as an artist, while embracing a craft some would argue doesn’t “count” as art. It proves that art can be in anything.
///
What was your first job ever?
When I was sixteen, I just wanted to have lots of fun with my friends and we all went to work in this super illegal place, sorting out mushrooms and blueberries, night shift and inside a freezer. It was the coolest job ever.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
The only difference between then and now is that after high school I would have jumped from a plane. I wanted to help people and to work for myself and there I am, doing that every day, even though my biggest dream was to become a police officer. 
What do you do today to make a living?
Today I work as a barber, and run my own shop (9PM Hairstyles) in Barcelona. I’m also a teacher/trainer/coach for all ages in various fields.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I don’t think I had a worst yet, maybe it’s because I always have a very good perspective about difficulties. I strongly believe that in our hardest moments we develop most. 
I would like to be more advanced with my career and business, maybe that’s the little failure feeling that I might have, and still I think it’s just because I have to prepare more for that.
Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Starting in a growing hair extensions company, from zero and in four months traveling international to open two new franchises and train the whole staff from scratch, and, of course, opening my own barbershop. 
Is there a connection?
Always! 
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I did, but It wasn’t exactly quitting or giving up, it was the idea of starting fresh! Because we fill up our lives with too many unimportant details that drag us or slow us down. 
I kept going because of an email and a very good negotiation! That was just meant to happen.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Work hard for others, in as many fields as you can and practice with their business. Practicing on your own business will be way too expensive. 
Oh yeah – and listen!! Shut up and listen! Use your ears and brains, and then the rest of the body. 
 
 

Keith Munslow
Musician, children’s performer, show host
 
“... The sound system failed during the show,
and someone actually streaked in front of
the stage during the show.”
I first saw Keith on the stage playing a mean piano with the Neo 90’s Dance Band. The house was packed, and I was cutting a rug. It was one of the regular performances after the Pork Chop Lounge, a local comedic variety show. I was a huge fan of the show and the dancing after.
Little did I know, I’d eventually end up singing with that band, and joining Keith and cast in many iterations of his Empire Revue, the successful successor of Pork Chop Lounge.
Once I moved into AS220, we became great friends, and I even had a few piano lessons with him, hoping to absorb even a shred of what he does with left-hand bass lines. That had mixed results, but we’ve stayed close all these years. For a few years we both lived in “Whipple World”, a privately owned collection of eclectic apartment buildings in Smith Hill. 
Over the course of time, I assisted Keith often in his work as a children’s performer, and did some graphic design projects for the Revue. 
He has an extremely good reputation as a multidisciplinary artist, and his projects often succeed, but it’s not an accident. He is a hard worker, and is passionate about building the community. They return love and support, in kind.
What was your first job ever?
I had a "job" at a local mom and pop store near our house when I was ten. I'd go in on Saturdays from 4-6pm and clean out the meat case, pack the meat in the freezer (the store was closed Sundays) and clean the sharp and menacing slicing and grinding machines. For this I was paid the sum of $6.00.
It was kind of scary, but I loved having $6.00 every week. I felt like a king.
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
I was sad when high school ended, because I had a great senior year. Not academically, but socially and artistically.  I had a band and a girlfriend, and that seemed more important than anything to me. 
I had a different answer every time someone asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. Which is most likely why I do so many different things to cobble a living together now.
What do you do today to make a living?
I perform shows for kids and families at schools and festivals. My music for kids is played on Sirius, so that helps too. I perform with a New Orleans style swing band, and I am a teaching artist working in elementary and middle schools.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
There was a show I was involved in with a puppet company that performed on a college campus. It was never really rehearsed, the sound system failed during the show, and someone actually streaked in front of the stage during the show. I was grateful for it, because it was a moment of comic relief in an otherwise dismal, disorganized disaster of a production.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Hearing my music played on Sirius for the first time and seeing my name on the radio screen in my car.
It was awesome.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
Failure keeps you humble. Success keeps you motivated.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
All the time, especially now that I have a child to care and provide for.  I keep going because I can't stop. Creativity is a force that is bigger than me. It drives me to make things and to collaborate with others. It is the gas in my engine every single day.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Tenacity and adaptability are the two most important qualities to strive for. Making a living through your creativity, and by association as a self-employed person is certainly not for everyone. But the ability to wade through the hard times and challenges, and a willingness to be flexible will get you far.

Galen Richmond
maker, engineer, musician
 
“There's always someone who started a few years before you, and meeting those people and seeing their work
is a great way to learn and be challenged.”
Galen was wearing a yellow construction helmet. We were all sitting around on the lawn at the University of Maine. It was my first year of music camp. (See the chapter on David Madore.)
He offered to pay me for a book full of drawings and sketches I’d been working on. I was like, “No way!” ...and the whole bunch of our crew just kept talking about whatever. He and I never became super close, but we have stayed in touch over the years (mostly through social media). 
In 2000, I went on a crazy tour with two girlfriends of mine. We looked for cheap or free places to couch surf or stay along the way. Galen kindly allowed us to stay at his house in Portland. We had a gig at Bull Moose Records and at a local bar down the street called Geno’s. 
I got a chance to briefly catch up with Galen at that time. He told me that he was in a band, and that he had been reading for audio books as a part of his living! How cool, I thought. That’s one of those gigs people wonder about.
Periodically, I’d look to see what he was up to, or a post would appear in my Facebook news feed... Over the last few years, the posts have been about hacking electronics... as in hot-wiring toys and small electronics to access their sounds, and convert them into instruments. To me, as a fan of tinkering, this is totally experimental and interesting stuff!
I’ve never encountered Galen, or anything about him, where he wasn’t making art and continuing to do his passions. He’s a real gem, and I feel lucky to include him as part of the book!
///
What was your first job ever?
When I was 12 or 13, I mowed this colossal lawn a few times a week. It belonged to an eccentric friend of my dad who wanted certain areas mowed and others left patchy.  There was a dilapidated school bus, a couple chicken coops and plenty of areas where the boundary between the lawn and the surrounding wilderness was hard to clock. Afterwards I'd chat with the guy for an hour or two each time. I was at the age where it was really a treat if an adult talked to you like a peer, so that was definitely the highlight of the job.  
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Well, I'm finding it doesn't get much clearer as you go along. Now, as then, "when I grow up" seems like a nebulous chunk of the future that I may or may not get to.
I guess the major difference between now (I'm 34) and when I finished high school is that, while I still don't know what it would look like if I got to a place where I considered myself to be grown up, I do have a rough idea what I'd like to accomplish in the next few years.
What do you do today to make a living?
Right now I tend bar while I'm in school for electrical engineering.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I got this artist in residence position at the Maine Children's Museum, which seemed like a great racket.
I agreed to build them some interactive electronic stuff for the museum and to do weekly workshops, and it started off fairly well.
Quickly it became evident that I was in way over my head. I didn't have any of the tools, much less skills, I needed to fulfill my end of the contract. It was a horrifying summer, and I worked in a blind panic the whole time. I put in 40-50 hours for the children's museum in addition to my regular full time job. I stopped eating and was behaving pretty erratically from the stress.
Also, the kids just kept breaking my piece over and over and over again.
In the end, the project worked well enough. I did what I said I would, but really ruined myself in the process and nearly crashed my relationship as well.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
There used to be this festival that happened every year in New York called the Bent Festival, which focused on circuit bending and experimental electronics.  
I went for the first time in 2007 and was beside myself with excitement to meet folks that were, within that small and specific scene, huge names. At the time, the work I was doing was pretty crude and it was a treat to get to talk with guys like Phil Stearns and Pete Edwards who were really making some beautiful and perplexing work with electronics.
At the same time, there weren't any musical performances that addressed my aesthetic concerns, so I decided that I would spend the next year building better instruments and developing a live set. I applied to the following Bent Festival, got accepted, and played a set that I was really pleased with. There was a complimentary blurb in the Village Voice afterwards.
Anyhow, I continued to play at the festival for the next few years, and eventually headlined the final Bent Festival and had an installation on display as well.
Ultimately, it was a small thing for a limited audience of enthusiasts, but I was happy to have had a clear goal and exceeded it.
Is there a connection?
Of course. The slow motion disaster at the Children's Museum made me pretty aware of my tendency to underestimate the amount of time money and work that goes into a major project. I use that as a metric now each time I'm committing to make something.
The modest success at the Bent Festival has put me in contact with some folks that are doing work in my field who are much much better at it than I am, which is super important. If you're working in a very narrow genre it's easy to think that you're this special snowflake and that no one is doing anything like what you're up to. But there's always someone who started a few years before you, and meeting those people and seeing there work is a great way to learn and be challenged.
The connection between the two, I guess, is developing a clear understanding of where you are in your process, what you can do, what you can't do yet, and what you'll figure out next.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
No. I've made a few major changes of focus over the last 15 years, but I've never considered stopping.  
It is fundamentally important to me to be passionately involved with some sort of creative work, and I get restless if I let too much time go by without getting into the studio.
And while I certainly haven't given up, I have changed what I want to accomplish. When I was in my early 20s, I was very focused on becoming famous and put a certain amount of pressure on myself in that direction. It was a great thing to let go of that (I'm not sure when it happened) and to decide that what I'd rather do is just make work that I think is good and true. If people see and like the things I'm doing, that's great, but I'm going to do it regardless and be happy doing it.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Take some risks. Try a thing that's a little over your head and fake your way through until you get there.

Adam Rini
Actor & Filmmaker
 
“Quitting would make me restless for the rest of my life.”
When I met Adam, he was immediately likable. He made me laugh every single time I ran into him. Finally, I pinned it down to the fact that he could choose the perfect words and the perfect moment to speak them. In comedy, he never articulates those leftover ideas that tank the delivery. But here’s the kicker... I never suspect it’s coming! Even though my brain is thinking “Oh yeah, here comes that funny guy, Adam... he’s gonna say something funny,” ...without fail, he exacts ninja-like moves that render me useless for the remainder of the conversation.
I found out that he’s an actor and film maker of 13 years, which makes perfect sense. He showed me some of the work he’s done and I learned the story of his move to New York City. 
Adam has a willingness to flow with the good that is happening in his life, without amplifying the bad stuff. For that reason, I felt he’d be a great person for this project. 
He’s struck a balance that I think a lot of artists fight for: the money gig/relationship/artistic work trifecta of excellence. If I had to guess why, I’d say he earned it, and if I had to guess how, I’d point to his attitude. He is way more than just a funny guy. You can tell when someone has heart.
What was your first job ever?
First job ever was part-time Ice Cream Slinger at a Tempe Dairy Queen. I was actually terrible at it. Ice Cream ruined both pairs of my shoes at the time. I was 16.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
When I graduated high school, I thought everything would somehow work itself out. I had lucked and charmed my way through school and made the most of the opportunities that I had gotten, so I assumed that if I gave life about a 40% effort I would be just fine. I was a naive fool and wasted a few years floating through community college hoping for the best, getting high and playing video games. I wanted to be an actor and my fallback job was to be a philosophy professor. Typical stoner.
What do I want to do when I grow up? I want to be a creative full time. I want to work with and for people I trust and enjoy and I want to produce content for people I love and respect in ways that do justice to their art. I want to collaborate with challenging and fascinating artists who are more talented and differently talented than me. There are a million possible avenues that would fulfill the above qualifications. Specific examples include: writing, acting, editing, producing, or consulting for the projects in the medium of film, television, podcast, web series, or theater that have the potential to be sustainable or enriching.
What do you do today to make a living?
I am a cashier at a retail store, a freelance video editor, a non-union actor and videographer, speech and debate coach, film director. (Jobs listed in order of annual income.)
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
The worst two moments of my creative life occurred in the same summer and are very closely linked in my mind. The security company I was working for as an overnight clerical specialist went out of business and I needed work. I took a role in a no budget feature as Captain Jack Tanner in “Star Quest: The Odyssey”. They told me it would only be distributed in Germany and Japan. They also told me that we could play the terrible script as a campy comedy. In reality we shot a dead serious, laughably wretched sci-fi schlock film that ended up in every blockbuster and redbox in the United States. I still get hate mail for it. I used the $800 I made to make a web series that I was very proud of, and the lead actress accidentally destroyed the hard drive with all of the footage. So my sold my creative dignity for $800 and then I traded that $800 for a creative tragedy.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
The greatest artistic success I ever had was doing a play at the New School for Drama in NY. I was not a student there but I auditioned against students and on merit I got the part. It caused a pretty big controversy but by the end of the show the teachers and the other students told me that we had pulled off something really special with the show and I met my wife during the run.
The most success I had professionally was a short film called “This Just In”. It was a comedy about a news room made for Campus Movie Festival, a nationwide college film contest. We were a western finalist so that means we were in the top 16 of 20,000 entries and we were screened at the Cannes Film Festival, many Virgin Atlantic flights, and the IFC television network. Comedian Patton Oswalt watched it and said that it was “Very, very funny.”
What’s the connection?
I learned the folly of making work you know to be terrible, and the price you pay for trusting shady people you have never worked with. I learned that good work trumps all and at the end of the day, your reputation and the people who want to collaborate with you are your most potent currency. Be kind to your rivals and work with them if they inspire you.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Never. Quitting would make me restless for the rest of my life. People say “you never know if you will make it if you don’t try.” Fuck that, if you know you will make it you will try until you make it, come hell or high water. Even posthumous success happens. Never quit. 
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Be kind, competent and helpful to everyone you work with; people who do not start well sometimes get much much better. 
Be someone people trust and like to work with, and people will call you when they have work.
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C. W. Roelle
artist, musician
 
“The errors stay with me as a sort of slap up side 
the head to work better. The successes keep 
the slaps from hurting too much.”
I know him as “Sonny”. He had a big turtle. I went into his room at AS220 to see the turtle, and noticed all these photographs and images from the 20s and 30s. 
He was quiet and peculiar, but it was clear that he has a wry sense of humor. Over the years, I really got to see it come out via his musical performances and art.
Currently, I have 2 pieces of art made by Sonny. One is a print of many tiny wire sculptures, each of a different type of cheese. Black wire against a white background. It says CHEESE at the top. The other is a set of 3 tiny colored wire sculptures. I won these at a Christmas “blind gift swap”. I was super lucky. You never know at those things.
Sonny is another person who marvels me with the ability to balance regular “straight jobs” and art. He is also supremely humble. Those two characteristics landed him on my list for the book. What a treat.
What was your first job ever?
Aside from short lived stints picking corn (2 whole days) or babysitting or mowing lawns or selling food tickets at the fireman’s carnival my first regular job was working at Bud's Polar Bear which was an ice cream shop and diner. I was fifteen.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I knew I wanted to be an artist but I didn't know what that really meant or what art I wanted to make, I just knew I liked to draw. Now I know what I want to make and what it'll take to do it and I hope I get to one day.
What do you do today to make a living?
I just started a job as a rural postal carrier. It might be the most stressful job I've had as far as what needs to get done in what amount of time. It's only a few days a week though so I'm not totally burnt out yet. I was working in the mail processing plant before this for 5 weeks and that was 6 days a week and around ten hours a night and constantly moving and lifting and sweating factory work.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Hmm, well there have been little failures. Plenty of those but no big blunders. Maybe showing up at a RISD summer program class to give a slide lecture and bringing an empty slide tray. Other than that it would just be investing more in a show or opportunity than was returned either in exposure or financial gain. Also not getting enough work done in time for a show which is a problem I face in two weeks.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
I think the best show I have been in was at the long gone Space At Alice in Providence. I was given the space for a month (the last month it was open) and I invited 3 fellow artists (William Schaff, Jim Frain and Todd Watters). There were an estimated 600 people at the opening (though that seems a surprisingly high number). Another good show was one that I had in Baltimore also with Schaff at the (now also gone) Mission Space Gallery where through pluck and luck we had Will Oldham play music at the opening, which was also well attended. I was on a TV show once called Craft Lab on the DIY channel and that was fun (I went to Burbank to film it). I made a prop for a John Waters film back in 1999 (Cecil B. Demented–I made the branding iron). I was called down to the set at one point to redesign the piece so that steam could be piped through it. Of course, selling a piece is always a success and good reviews are nice things. Recently my work was the topic of a blog post on the website Colossal and many other blogs reran versions of it including Juxtapose Magazine's site. 
Is there a connection?
Sure, the errors stay with me as a sort of slap up side the head to work better. The successes keep the slaps from hurting to much.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
No, making artwork is all I really want to do professionally and though financial realities don't allow for that it remains the goal. But if I never sold another piece I'd still do it forever because, well, I like it.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Stay away from debt. 
Get to know as many people as possible in your field. 
Get to know as many things as possible about anything. 
Don't give up. 
Be realistic.

Zac Sax
marketer, teacher, think tanker
 
“Every project I've created has made me better;
...There's only growth.”
I met Zac when he was maybe 14 years old. It was at the Hope Street Cafe, a staple poetry and music venue in Providence, RI. 
He was familiar with my best friend, Elizabeth, and he was often there around the same time that I’d drop in for a coffee. We started out with a very adversarial and joking rapport. Zac had a sense of humor and capacity to play with sociological and psychological pivot points that was well beyond his years. I told him he would be an amazing businessman... he has the gift of gab.
Some decade and change later, I don’t think he’s really changed as far as personality goes. I was at Le Poisson Rouge in NYC just three years ago, and through the fog of the smoke machine we recognized each other. I think a mashup of DVNO and Madonna was shaking the place at the time. It was fitting that we’d both end up in New York at the same spot, and it’s nice to see what he’s been up to. Pretty cool stuff.
Zac stands out to me because of his rockstar attitude and tenacity for finding a fun and effective road to the results he wants. It seems he simply rejects anything that doesn’t fit these criteria, but I’m sure it’s secretly harder work than he lets on. 
I hope you enjoy these sage thoughts from a charismatic upstart. I sure did.
What was your first job ever?
I sold suits at Syms in Rhode Island. It was cool, everyone else working there was in their 60's. I got a bunch of free suits and dressed like Bugsy Malone in high school.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
Most people want to be something when they grow up and then disappointedly settle into something else that isn't really what they always dreamed of. I had the opposite happen: I had no idea what I wanted to do in high school; now, I couldn't dream of anything better than what I do.
What do you do today to make a living?
It's complicated; I do a few different things. First and foremost, I have groups of people who make stuff that can create a profit. The groups are comprised of writers, designers, developers, hackers, artists–whatever. We then work together to create something that'll either earn money or garner attention and PR.
When I'm not doing that, I freelance in advertising and creative as a copywriter. I've worked for a ton of ad agencies from Droga5 to BBH. It's fun, I mostly just sit in a room and think of ideas all day.
I also have my own fashion line, events company, and a small startup. And I teach all that to kids who want to do what I do at a graduate program in Brooklyn.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I don't know if I ever had a 'worst failure.'  I've had projects I hoped would take off and get more attention than they did, I had projects that didn't go through, I had projects that a client changed until they were nothing like they were intended. But I'm proud of all of them, I put everything I had into each and every one.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
A couple of years ago I did a project called Underheard in New York with a few partners while I was at BBH. We gave prepaid cell phones to four homeless men and taught them how to tweet. They then tweeted what it was like to be homeless in New York- their thoughts, their feelings, their experiences. The reaction was amazing, people were responding to their tweets in real time, helping them and giving them anything they needed. The climactic moment came when one of the homeless men was reunited with his daughter, who he hadn't seen in over 13 years. Thanks to the help of one of our generous followers.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
Every project I've created has made me better; better at concepting them, better at producing them, better at publicizing them. There's only growth.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
No. Every time I got even close to giving up per se, I would get frustrated with my plan B and decide that I was [going to make it work].
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
There are two ways to do anything. There is the right way- this where you learn everything that came before you, study every aspect of the craft, build your knowledge and understanding, and see the path laid out for you ahead. You study it, understand it, and then improve upon it, making you the next in the lineage of great masters.
Then there is the wrong way. Where you do none of that, ignore everything and everyone, do what you want, follow nobody's advice, and just fuck everything by being so dramatically different that you boggle people's minds.
I highly suggest the wrong way.

Don Schlotman
musician, designer, publishing admin
 
“In the back of my mind [when I take a break] I know that I'm going to do it again. It's a bit like an addiction
…I get stir crazy. It's not really an option to quit.”
I met Don at the PATH cafe in Manhattan. He was playing a mean guitar and singing with authentic punk irreverence. It was as if Tom Waits and The Talking Heads spawned a love child. Everyone at the bar said he was a great guy.
This was a regular open mic hosted by Niall Connolly, an Irish musician, and friend of Don’s. After the music wrapped it turned out there was a plan to grab drinks. We all headed to a pirate themed bar just a short walk away, and Don and I ended up chatting. He is another multi-faceted person with his hands in a lot of different creative outlets and industries from publishing to music to painting and so forth.
One of the things I loved about Don’s attitude right away is that he supports other artists and attends other events, which is a sign of solidarity and community building, in my opinion. He was a big promoter for several other musicians in the scene, and the take-away feeling when talking to him is that he is “good people.” The folks at the bar were spot on!
I think it’s essential to be part of the community and get outside of oneself when making a career, no matter what industry or niche you’re in. 
I wanted to touch on the idea of being multidisciplinary with Don, so this interview is slightly different. I hope you enjoy it.
What do you do today to make a living?
Some copyright/permissions/research work for textbooks, some graphic design & art, some music.
Do you consider your art a success?
Yeah I do and I have had moments in my life when I have lived more on that, and others where I haven't.
I decided this year that it’s a medium-term goal to spend more time doing art and music for a living. I have been working on more design clients. 
I like the idea of having a separate job–it keeps me honest with my heart, so I don't have to sell out. Since I'm not dependent on it solely for my income I feel more free to do what I want to do.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I’ve had plenty of “failures”–the normal things like a small or non-existent audience, or worse, one that is not paying attention at all–but I try to not see them as failures so much as things which inspire me to improve my art and my ability to get an audience’s attention. Usually a failure or ridicule drives me to create as much as success does, so I try to learn from it.
The worst... I went in to this gig and it was sort of crowded when I got there, enough to make me think it was going to be a great night. And very shortly after I started playing, the table in front of me got of up and left. It was sort of demoralizing because even my friends who stayed were talking so loudly that I could hear them over my playing. By the end of the night there were three or four people in there. A couple of people surprised me by saying they heard the music.
A similar situation: A lot of people in my family have never seen me play and about three years ago I went to a family vacation in Savannah, Georgia. I tried to use that opportunity to book a gig in Savannah while I was there. I thought it would be fun to play for my family. I did and it was fun, and it was actually really crowded, but right in front of me my aunts and relatives were having the loudest conversation. 
Both of those experiences have made me work on ignoring that or powering through. It's still positive. 
So, you used a service called Rocket Hub to crowd-fund the recording of your album Mother Transit Authority. How did you go about it?
I used Rocket Hub. It’s similar to Kickstarter. One thing I liked that I don't know if Kickstarter does: if you don't raise your entire goal you still get a percentage of your money. It's NY based. I found out about it from some friends who used it. They were very supportive and helped.
It’s a big choice to step out and ask people to put up funds on the merit of your idea and past work. What were some concerns at the beginning of your experience? 
The obvious one… it had the potential to be disheartening if I didn't meet my goal and I don't like to feel I'm begging. I'm better at promoting my friends music than my own. It was challenging to feel confident that people would put money where their mouth is.
So you actually hit your goal. Describe how you felt at the end of your campaign.
It was nice. Elated. Some friends …one of them was still really excited that I was doing creative work and gave a nice chunk of money. She believed in the idea of wanting to support the art of friends. To her the amount might not have been that much.
One thing I like about the rise of DIY culture is that it democratizes creation, which is something that always existed throughout history. We're supposed to be active participants instead of just consumers. I like the fact that this is happening.
Do you feel both success and failure helped you in some way?
Definitely. Generally, I don’t believe in duality. We are a product of every experience, good and bad, and often something which seems bad at the time leads to good things, just as good experiences can potentially make people complacent, lazy, or cocky.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I can’t. I take breaks sometimes, but even then tend to still do creative things but in a different medium. For instance, if I am in a rut on the bass, I find that playing the banjo or guitar or keyboard can help, just as painting or building something can. When I come back I almost always have moved beyond whatever I was stuck on.
In the back of my mind [when I take a break] I know that I'm going to do it again. It's a bit like an addiction…I get stir crazy. It's not really an option to quit.
Talk about your thoughts multi-disciplinarians in our culture.
I guess our culture tends to think of things very linear. Instead of looking at the basic problem solving skills behind creative outlets including programming or math, I see them as related and like mental exercises.
I've never been a specialist. It’s useful. I’ll get mad about my guitar playing, and I'll paint or play bass then when I get back to it I realize I’ve had this breakthrough.
 

Keith Souza
Recording studio & art space owner,
musician
 
“Success is when I wake up in the morning and 
don't feel so crazy that I can realize 
how lucky I am to live the life that I live.”
Keith Souza is a supremely nice guy.
While I’d normally think that was a lame description, it’s loaded with meaning in this case. When I moved to Providence, RI back in 1997, it was a strange journey getting to know who my crowd would be, and where they would be. In the early oughts, I felt like I was finally meeting some cool folks. That was when I lived at the AS220 artist studio spaces, and started to really explore the less obvious things to do around town... Providence hadn’t totally busted out into full-on Hipsterism yet, though it was well on its way. Today, at a surface glance, I think it would easily compare to San Francisco, Austin, or Williamsburg in Brooklyn.
By 2007, mustaches, tattoos, microbrews and kitsch appeared to be in full swing, and for all intents and purposes, I could easily have been lumped into the Hipster category, along with most of my friends, and plenty of other innocent people with great ideals, good ideas, and a love for their craft and community. However ironic it may seem, and therefore condemning, I never really felt that I was fully included in the trendy groups. I had a ton of friends from the restaurant and arts industries, and I’d met a lot of people in a decade, but I sort of held a certain circle of folks in this very exclusive space... Keith was one of these people - owner of Machines With Magnets. Looking back, the whole notion makes me laugh a little because it was based on a whole lot of assumption, and happenstance. I simply never had the chance to meet Keith on a casual social level. I’ve since become close with several people from said circle, and have eaten my words. And I met him. Absolute sweetheart. Really cares about what he does.
When I finally had a conversation with the guy, I thought about it for about a week. I guess what I felt was a bit ashamed that I had fallen into the trap of clumping together trendy and artistic people that were doing something I didn’t feel part of into a stereotype I’d been accused of embodying, myself! Haha. How’s that for ironic. 
Unbelievable bands had recorded at Keith’s studio... and its reputation precedes the crew that work there. Machines With Magnets became a sort of institution, recording a wide range of bands, mostly artful and unsung groups with odd names and cool music that has an edge. 
If you’re ever passing through Providence, look the place up and drop in. You will not regret it, and you’ll meet some fantastic people!
///
What was your first job ever?
I was a roofer with my grandfather when I was 16 years old.
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
It's hard to remember how I felt when I graduated high school. I was only 16 because I started school early. I was playing music. I was going to college because it was what I was supposed to do, but my heart wasn't in it.
I think the question "what do you want to be when you grow up" is a nice exercise for a kid.
What do you do today to make a living?
I run a recording studio and an art gallery/performance space with a bar. I am part owner of the building in which they reside. I also play music when I can.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
This is a difficult question. I wish I had some dramatic and interesting story, but the truth is the failures are a constant. I've lost projects and felt like a failure. I feel like a failure every time I do my taxes because I don't make as much money as "successful people". I've felt trapped, lost friends, had failed relationships. Starting and maintaining a business can take a toll. Living outside the normal routines of life can be a struggle and some people can be very unsympathetic.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
The successes are also a constant. I'm sorry if this is boring. I've recorded successful records that have gotten great reviews. I've recorded amazing records that have gotten terrible reviews. I've had amazing shows at our space. I've met incredible people. I've made friends. I have wonderful people helping me. It's hard to pin any one thing down.
Success is when I wake up in the morning and don't feel so crazy that I can realize how lucky I am to live the life that I live.
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
I know it's cliché, but failures and successes both help push me forward. Sometimes I wish the ratio between success and failure was a little different, but I don't think I would know what to do with myself if I was rich. I'd be willing to give it a try though.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I'll be honest. I do think of quitting or giving up sometimes. Who doesn't? Sometimes I think to myself "Who the fuck do I think I am making music for a living?" Sometimes I think it's irresponsible because I have no financial security. Sometimes I question its importance in the world, or even my own.
I keep going because music and art are important even if our capitalist society doesn't recognize it or if it does, it treats it with the same blind and thoughtless inequality that it treats most things in the so called free market. I keep going because I believe in what I do more than I believe in our economy or the standards that have been set by it. I want to conquer it. I want to prove the naysayers wrong. I can't picture myself doing anything else. I love what I do. The feeling I get from creating something is a feeling I don't want to lose.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Make sure you believe in what you're doing and do the best version of that thing that you can possibly do. Lose the ego. Don't be afraid or too prideful to ask for help or to collaborate. Know that sometimes you have to work for free, but don't undersell yourself. Try to stay healthy. It's hard sometimes.
 

Kelly Walsh
singer-songwriter, yoga instructor
 
“Not long ago I asked my parents what they wanted to be when they grew up. They both said they didn’t know. They are only in their 70s so they have time.”
Kelly and I met at her family’s business in Providence, RI. It was a little underground restaurant and music spot in the swankier part of the East Side. I was a busgirl. 
When we discovered that we both played music, we resolved to meet regularly and work on our songs together. To some degree we followed through with this... learning each other’s harmonies and complementing piano/guitar parts. Honestly, I think it ended up being half therapy for me. I was going through a pretty rough time, and Kelly’s kind ear and real friendship was a balm.
Though the rehearsals sort of fell apart, we stayed friends and a few years later, we (along with another musician, Christine Hajjar) decided to book an East Coast tour together. The plan was to travel from Bangor, Maine to Miami, Florida and back. We did cafes, bookstores, radio stations, oddball gigs, clubs and so on. Like some kind of singer-songwriter Voltron, we performed as one act, trading sets to make a full hour of music. We traveled in Kelly’s green Saturn sports coupe, which was full of merchandise, gear and more shoes than were probably necessary.
This tour bonded the three of us very closely, and now whenever we talk it’s as though no time has passed at all. Kelly has been a total inspiration to me because she started doing her passion of music at what was considered (in the late 90s) to be an older age. She simply didn’t care. She wanted to do something that she loved, and so she learned guitar and went on to write a gorgeous and honest body of work. Her songs are well-written, and she has a true following of people who love her as an artist and a person. Besides that, she navigated a series of big ups and downs in her life, and has remained collected throughout.
Kelly embraced her involvement in her local Block Island community, and has deeply explored the practice of Yoga, as well as small business ownership there and online. I am just catching up with Kelly now, and she remains a seriously awesome example of how to live out one’s dreams and ideas naturally and without too much drama. She did this all when people around her might have said she was crazy to “start over” or try something new. I just know that she’s inspired more people than me, because she has done what people don’t dare to do. She takes risks and doesn’t listen to the naysayers!
With big love, I am super happy to share her interview with you here. I think you’ll see what I mean. 
///
What was your first job ever?
My first job was a paper route. I bought it for $30 when I was 10 year’s old. I had my first taste of delivering goods and providing a valuable service. I had to be disciplined and organized. My parents both worked so the responsibility of the job was all mine. There was no such thing as them driving me around so I could make some easy money. I have heard of some parents doing this and it never made any sense to me.
Living in New England, I often had to deliver in rain or snow. When it snowed I would hook my dog up to a toboggan to help drag the papers around my neighborhood. Every week I had to bill my customers via an envelope left at the door. Sometimes the customers would “forget” to pay so I would have to keep a list of them and use my budding detective skills to identify when they’d be home so I could “shake them down” for the money. It was a challenging job and I took it seriously. The toil was all mine and I was proud of that.  
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I graduated from a high school in Connecticut where almost everyone automatically went to college. I did not want to go to college and had no idea of what I wanted to be when I grew up. I was so wrapped up in my life the way it was with all my friends that I could not think beyond it.
My parents told me I had to go to college so I half-heartedly applied to a few. My SAT scores were not very good. I was smart but I did not apply myself in school. I was not inspired or motivated by my teachers. Like many teenagers, my social life was my whole life and I daydreamed of being rich and famous someday. I saw how hard my parents worked but that seemed so far away from my daydreams. I may not have been paying much attention in those days, but somehow their work ethic became instilled in me.
During high school I worked for my parents in the string of retail stores they owned. I never considered retail as a career; it was just something my parents made me do. They also insisted I go to college. Resistant upon arrival, it took about five minutes before I was so glad to be on my own. I was 17, on my own and I never moved back home. 
My parents were not able to save any money, so I put myself through school with student loans and restaurant jobs. I was the first in my family to graduate from college with a pair of proud parents to cheer me on. Armed with a liberal arts degree and five years of acquired skills in the restaurant industry, it took me eleven years to pay off my loans. During that time I worked as a teacher, a social worker, a waitress and a bartender.
Not long ago I asked my parents what they wanted to be when they grew up.  They both said they didn’t know. They are only in their 70’s so they have time.
The way I feel about that question now is that there really is nothing to be. The fact that we are so focused on having to “be somebody” shows what we value in our culture and how much we limit ourselves.
I never had an answer to this question. I never knew what I wanted to be when I “grew up.”  There are some people who know from an early age what they want to be and they go for it.
I think that inherently we all want the same thing out of life. We want to be loved. To feel safe and secure. We want to be happy so we spend a lot of time pursuing things that we think will accomplish happy. That’s really it. The rest is all one long strange trip.
If I had it to do over again I think I might have gone to Medical School and become a doctor. It’s important to use your smarts to make a good living so you may have the freedom to pursue your happiness.
What do you do today to make a living?
I have been really fortunate. I do a little bit of a few different things. I just sold my coffee house that I ran for six years so I am in a transitional period. I manage my family’s income property, co-manage a Charter Fishing business with my partner who is a seasonal fisherman and I build and maintain websites. I have always seemed to be able to make a decent living, travel a lot and not be tied down to a 9 to 5 schedule. I work mostly in the summer and take most of the winters off.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Honestly, nothing really comes to mind. I pretty much do anything I decide to do. By the time I would have gotten too scared to do something, I’ve already tried it. My failures have come from not sticking to any one thing and following it through. I get mired in details and try to do too many things. In some cases I will never know how far I could have taken myself if I had just stuck to the process in one area.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Buying a coffee house, building up the business and turning it over for a good profit would be considered a success. When my partner and I purchased the business it was just fledging. We worked as a team – he with the vision and ability to get things done and me with the detail oriented ability to sustain daily operations and carry out the vision – we make a good team. The business flourished under our close supervision. We sold it as a stepping-stone to create another business project. Armed with some cash and six years of experience, we are currently getting ready to begin the next project.
Do you feel there is a connection?
Through the coffee house experience I gained a lot of knowledge about what it means to be be an “owner” vs. and “employee.” Having to manage a staff has taught me so much about myself. Working closely with a partner who had opposite strengths and weaknesses has helped me identify my strengths and weaknesses.  I had to learn how to give up control. The most important thing I learned was how important it is to surround yourself with people who know more than you and trust them to help you get done what you cannot. All entrepreneurs are aware of their strengths and weaknesses and become successful by knowing how to put together the best teams.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
Honestly I feel as though I am just getting going. If I had known the challenges I was to face before going into most things I’ve done, I would have been too afraid to try.  
For instance when I was really young I wanted to be a musician. I wanted to play guitar like my dad and brother but girls didn’t play guitar. Finally, at 30, I stopped buying into the fear driven myths of life and I learned to play the guitar. I wrote songs, cut records, put together a band and even did some touring. If I had listened to people that say “you can’t sing” or “it takes years to be able to sing and play“ or “you can’t write songs with crazy chord changes” then I never would have done any of it.
“I have long since realized that dreaming of fame
is the dream of a person who is unsure of herself.
Now I dream of anonymity.”
The truth is I’m not the best singer or the greatest guitar player. My strength was in the songwriting. I found that I love to write. It doesn’t matter much to me now whether I am writing a letter, website copy or answers to these questions, it’s all writing isn’t it! I have long since realized that dreaming of fame is the dream of a person who is unsure of herself. Now I dream of anonymity. 
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Don’t assume that just because you are good at your art or your product that it will sell itself. If you are an artist, get good at managing your art “business” or your music “business”  or your coffee “business.” You have to create your own “buzz.”  
You can’t be all things to all people so choosing a niche and getting really proficient in that area is a good idea. 
Don’t listen to anyone who criticizes your process unless they are coming from a perspective of experience in that process.  
Be kind and treat everyone with respect.
Surround yourself with people that are good for you; you will know who they are.
Never stop studying and learning. 
Hang out with kids as much as possible. They are energetic, authentic and not jaded. They are good for you.
Don’t be afraid to be yourself. Always.
And most of all–don’t take yourself too seriously. Have some fun!

Jeep Ward
dj, turntablist, record label manager
 
“As of now, I am actually quite unsure what I want to
be when I grow up; my vision of the future is not
necessarily based on a job or vocation...”
My friend Brian was DJing at Legion in Brooklyn, which has been an unlikely but frequent place for introductions. Jeep was trading sets with him, DJing some old-school hip-hop and hits of the 80s and 90s which hit home with me. 
During a break I was hanging out with the smokers, even though I don’t smoke. It was an excuse to step outside and chat with everyone. Turned out Jeep knew something of my home state of Maine, and we had a mutual friend in Sage Francis. We kicked into high-gear banter mode right away, and decided then and there that we’d consider a collaboration with music, art or business.
I attended several of his events, and he featured me on WPKN’s “Jeep Ward Behind the Board” radio show. Our plan was to build a DJ set with live vocals. He was set to move to California, not long after, and the plan was put on pause, but he has helped me immensely with conceptualizing the tour for this book. 
You’ll see, as I did, that Jeep is a friendly Jack of All Trades, and it’s great to have a talented friend who can talk business, music, radio and design. He was a shoo-in for an interview. I had a feeling there would be stories to tell, and I couldn’t be more happy with the results.
///
What was your first job ever?
My first job ever was as a landscaper at the age of eleven or twelve. I put flyers in mailboxes around my neighborhood to cut lawns and it sprouted (hahaha) into a business, “Not Just Lawns Any Mower”. Pretty quickly, I was taking care of 20+ lawns in my town as well as friends’ parents yard work and handiwork. It intensified once my father became a realtor and was writing me into contracts of houses he sold as well. So by the time I was 15, I was working every weekend in spring and everyday all summer doing landscaping/painting/minor construction and making about $200 a day for about 3-4 sites per day.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
When I graduated high school I had wanted to be a marine biologist but once I looked at the curriculums and saw all the work I would be doing outside of my field of study, I felt it would be too much. So, instead of pursuing this further I sort of arbitrarily picked Broadcast Radio to be my field of study, as I had started to be a DJ/Turntablist around age 17.
As of now, I am actually quite unsure what I want to be when I grow up; my vision of the future is not necessarily based on a job or vocation per se, but just allowing myself to create art and meet my basic needs of food & shelter.
Part of this consists of a plan to move off grid to grow and hunt most of my food while still being able to have time to make art (sonic, graphic, etc.). Outside of that, all I want to be able to do is have enough time outside of my means of support to create art/broadcast/podcast. If all those things ARE my means of support, great, but I won't die if it's not. I would continue these pursuits no matter what.
What do you do today to make a living?
I run a record label, Fake Four, Inc. & DJ (clubs, touring, bars, weddings, etc.).
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I think the worst failure I ever suffered was two years ago I booked gig at Soda Bar in Brooklyn through a friend who was bar tending there and knew my work. I confirmed the gig about a month in advance with the manager, a Russian woman whose name escapes me now. So on the day of the event, I am on my way into BK from CT (where I live) and texted my friend Marco, to which he replies “Oh I don't bar tend on Saturdays anymore there”, which gave me pause, but figured it would be fine, as I had confirmed with the bar manager, not just Marco.
I get there, get set up and the cross fader is dunzo...eh I'll just use the volumes instead no problem there. So I start rocking and by about 11-ish the back is pretty full and people are dancing, always a good sign as I have already launched into my electro stuff, as that's just where the set went. A bit early for it, but seemed to be working, so there it was. On top of that, at least five people have come up literally said, "WOW" and walked away, word.
So at about 12 the bar manager asked to speak to me outside which was strange, especially as I only had three minutes to talk. He launches into a soliloquy about what a terrible DJ I am and how they had to call one of their regular DJs to come in to take over, as I am just “killing the room with my shitty music”...huh? OK fine, I'll just get paid and leave, no problem here. So I get back in and close my laptop and start unplugging to which my peoples who came out say “What happened?” I tell them I am done for the evening and leaving. Immediately following this the 'Rescue DJ', who had oddly enough been there all night, comes up and tells me all that I was doing wrong and how she makes a living DJing and maybe someday I can be as good as her...WTF? After that, outside of the embarrassment of being cut mid-set in front of fans and friends, I was really shaken to my core about my skill. "Maybe I am a terrible DJ and people just won't tell me?" "Should I just quit now?" etc.  
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
The best success I have ever had was when I was touring Europe in Winter, 2011. I was in Prague and I went on a walking tour during the day and met an Aussie named John Wilikins who turned out to be a rapper and was performing a few nights from then for Australia day at an Aussie hostel and bar. He asked if I wanted to run beats for him and I said sure, so I show up and he had already performed, but I had my laptop with me so he asked if I could DJ. Turns out the sound man knew me from doing gigs in NYC (small world!) and was more than happy to set me up. The club, not knowing me from Adam, was a bit nervous about what I would do so they said I had 30 min to rock. After about 10 min the bar was going ballistic and the manager asked me to DJ ‘til close and offered to pay me 2,500 crowns, kroners, I don't remember the currency (exchange value was like $150). The bar was already pretty full from the Australia Day event, but I noticed a lot of people on their phones and in about 30-45 minutes it was wall to wall people until they cut sound about 2 hours later. It felt pretty amazing to walk into a spot in a foreign country, with not a person knowing who you are, get busy and really hold the crowd. 
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? 
I feel that both of those events really helped me to persevere in what I was doing as an artist. A lot of the time my eclecticism in so far as playlist and mix style is a bit jarring from other DJs, but in most cases people are just very taken by surprise. 
As a result I see it as not going well, when in fact it is the opposite. The Prague gig really helped me to see how as long as I am doing what I do, not forcing songs or mixes, it will go well and entertain almost anyone.  
Similarly, the FAIL gig was a sign that no matter what, you are going to have some really annoying politics to deal with in this business and people will be jealous and try to tell you things to make you quit. You just have to keep trying and doing what you know is right in your heart and it will resonate with someone, hopefully many someones, but it starts with one person mostly and not a friend or someone you are sleeping with either. A real fan who sees what you do and connects with it.
Both instances were examples of me being lauded and despised for being a bit different and choosing to re-contextualize familiar music to make it something different and original. I'm not reinventing the wheel, I just want to have a fun party that people will remember. Sometimes that means mashing up Black Moon with Thievery Corporation and some will be blown away, some will hate it. In either case you have made an impact.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I have and will continue to think about quitting ALL THE TIME; I think if you don't you aren't really pushing yourself to get beyond your comfort zone and do something amazing. Which it won't be at first, but after some work it can turn into that. 
For the most part I keep doing this because A) I love it and B) I really don't know what else to do. I continually get wild hairs that I want to be a 9-5er and just get a paycheck and be done with it. Every time I do go out and get a job, I get pointed right back to being an artist–and pretty quickly too in most cases. Employers know when you don't give a damn no matter how solid your work ethic is; they want the job to be your life and for me it just isn't and never could be. So I'll either sustain, succeed or die. A bit grim, but it is the truth.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Make sure you are wholly passionate about what you are pursuing, because like with my experience with employers, you def can't fake the funk when you are starting a business, struggling as an artist, innovating on idea X. A lot of blood, sweat and–yes–tears go into all of these pursuits and it's not a easy row to hoe. Many of your hours will not be recompensed, and in the beginning you will be paying out more than taking in and all that work doesn't always equal success either. Much of the time these ventures fail, horribly even–like wreck your credit for the rest of your life horribly; thankfully I have escaped this, but know others who were not so lucky.
This is the business model for any new venture though unless you have some significant start-up capital and even then it only means you'll be paid until the money dries up or the idea succeeds. So, if you are wanting something safe and easy, get a 9-5.
 

Chris Warren
musician, researcher & “mad scientist”
 
“I remember watching movies as a kid and always
gravitating toward the mad scientist characters,
like Doc Brown in Back to the Future.”
For the life of me I can’t recall why I was in the dance studio down the hall, but there I was. I had recently applied to go through the then-rigorous panel process for becoming an artist in residence at AS220. There were a few other people in the studio, including Chris. He and I got laughing. Perhaps this went differently than I remember, but we got on to some foolishness like somersaults or cartwheels, and in doing so, I ended up with a gash in my side from running into the fire extinguisher box. 
He found me a bandage, and we ended up talking about what he did at the place, why he was there. He had a studio on the third floor, where I would eventually live too. 
Chris is unnaturally smart, with a boyish sense of humor and a plain mid-western demeanor otherwise. We ended up working together on a lot of projects, including the formation of a 4-piece rock band, Reverser. It was good times.
Chris always had a pedal board or guitar that he was building or ripping apart, and spent a lot of time working on the conceptual side of audio, such as foley and sound design. It seemed only fitting when I heard that he was heading to California to pursue a second degree in the field of electronic music. There he developed all kinds of crazy and awesome devices and software... and somehow he started to eat sushi. I told him that the West Coast had really affected him.
I hope you enjoy the following interview. Chris is an unusual and fun person, and I’m honored to share his answers with you. 
What was your first job ever?
First ever: crushing cardboard boxes and putting them into a dumpster behind a crappy mom and pop computer shop when I was in high school.
First in my field: Assistant engineer at a tiny recording studio.
Talk about how you felt after high school vs. today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
I remember watching movies as a kid and always gravitating toward the mad scientist characters, like Doc Brown in Back to the Future. I love the scenes in his workshop where you can see all the odd gadgets he's cooking up.  I've always been curious about this. Looking around my place right now, I see a disassembled player piano, half of several guitars, speakers of all different designs, and wires everywhere connecting it all. So I'd have to say little has changed.
What do you do today to make a living?
I play music, do audio research, and teach undergraduate classes in audio production. 
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
I used to own a recording studio.  My partner and I worked at it nonstop for over two years.  We put everything we had into it and tried really hard to make it work. 
In the end, we tried too hard, never taking a day off, never having any downtime, so after two years we were so burned out that we couldn't go on. I had never experienced this before and didn't realized that burnout can be a huge risk when starting a company (especially a small one).
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
I'd say my career trajectory has been defined less by a single crowning achievement but more a continuous series of small successes. I've toured America playing music. I've travelled to Sweden to demonstrate my musical instruments. I've mixed albums I cherish. I picked up a master's degree along the way. I wrote and recorded an album of sonic hallucinations. I've been a part of several arts cooperatives. None of these is individually much to brag about, but my point is that perseverance has rewarded me with opportunities to do interesting things every day.
Is there a connection?
Closing down my recording studio was soul crushing at the time, but it propelled me on to the next thing. I learned that I could choose to look at an event like that as a failure (closing the studio) or a success (running a studio for two years and learning a lot in the process).
“...Perseverance has rewarded me with opportunities
to do interesting things every day.”
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
As frustrated as I've ever been, I've never felt any real temptation to give up, since in my mind this would mean walking away from all of the things that interest me.  I keep going because this is what inspires me.  Oh, and it also helps that I'm not very good at anything else...
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator? 
Do interesting things.  Surround yourself with others who do interesting things. Engineer your life such that doing interesting things is the only option. 

John Williams
Magician, bar owner, salesman
 
“I didn't plan on performing magic behind the bar. I had no desire to be "on" for eight to twelve hours a day. However, the bar had a different plan for me.”
I met John at a fantastic book store called Book + Bottle in St. Pete, Florida. He was entertaining folks at the tables outside with card tricks. Right away, I noticed that the folks gathered to see what would happen next were very different from one another, and it appeared John had only just met them.
I became intrigued, as he asked people their names and a little about themselves. He had managed to assemble a small crowd by producing a pack of cards and shuffling them. He stood up in the midst of the bistro tables. At no point did he explain what was happening, or ask permission to do magic. He simply began.
I chatted with John after for some time, and found that his story of creativity was both unusual and very normal. He explained that he was versed in business, but something about performing kept him going. The more I thought about his take on being a magician, the more I felt I needed to interview him for this book! 
And that brings us here – like magic!
///
What was your first job ever?
When I was in high school, I envisioned owning a restaurant. Shortly after graduating, my father purchased a Ford-Lincoln-Mercury dealership. Instead of getting into the service industry, I found myself spending over 20 years in the automotive field. 
Discuss how you felt after high school versus today on the question "what do you want to be when you grow up?"
At no point during my late teens or early twenties would I have envisioned that I'd be performing magic for a living.  
What do you do today to make a living?
I’m a full-time performing magician who specializes in corporate entertainment.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
Like everyone else in my industry, 2020 was by far the most challenging year I ever had. The COVID-19 pandemic caught me by surprise. I had no idea how long it would last and how much it would influence my livelihood. 
Pre-pandemic I was consistently booked with corporate functions and private events, I also had a running monthly show at a local venue. 
March 14, 2020 was my last performance before the State of Florida shut down. That show took place in a venue that I would traditionally fill the room. However that night the room had twenty-five percent attendance of a typical show. By the end of the following week, every gig I had scheduled, through October, was canceled. I never imagined that over the course of thirty days, every stream of income I had would vanish. 
To add insult to injury, Section 10 of my booking agreement stated that in the event of a pandemic I would refund all retaining fees within 5 days of cancellation. So not only did I not have money coming in, a significant amount of money had to be refunded. 
Thankfully the majority of my clients rescheduled their events for later in the year, and I was able to navigate those trying times and survive.  
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
The greatest success I had in my field came as a surprise to me. In 2015, I purchased a small beer and wine bar, in downtown St. Petersburg, FL. 
I purchased the bar to keep me busy between gigs with the intention of it being a side gig. Additionally, I didn't plan on performing magic behind the bar. I had no desire to be "on" for eight to twelve hours a day. However, the bar had a different plan for me.
Soon word got out that a magician owned a small bar in town, and The 4 Three Nine rapidly became one of the most popular bars in downtown St. Petersburg. It was one of few places in the world where visitors could experience quality magic performed in an intimate environment. 
In addition to creating a magical place for people to have a one-of-a-kind experience, the bar allowed me to fine tune my magic performance skills. I had to ensure the material I was performing was unique and flawlessly presented. 
My time owning, operating, and performing at the bar is the reason I am the entertainer I am today. 
Is there a connection? If so, what is it? Explain.
I think the time I spent owning the bar helped me better navigate the COVID-19 pandemic. 
I never worked in the service industry prior to buying a bar. I rapidly discovered their was a thin line between owning a bar and bar owning me. I also discovered that there were often unexpected issues that would arise, usually at the worst time possible. The time behind the bar taught me to focus on finding solutions to problems and maintain the situational awareness needed to prioritize what is the important thing to do at that moment.
That skill enabled me to look at the pandemic rationally, and make a lot of choices that proved to be correct at the time an enabled me to still do what I love to do today.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I've fallen in and out of love with magic several times in my life. During the pandemic, I started studying to get my license to sell life and health insurance. 
There was so much uncertainty regarding how long it would last, what things would look like when it passed, and more importantly, how do you survive financially until things return to normal. I figured that regardless of what happened in the future, people will always need insurance. 
Thankfully, as I was approaching the end of the insurance course, magic bookings started picking up and people began craving the entertainment they were forced to do without for so many months. 
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
Follow your dreams, and remember that every day you’re doing what you love matters. I used to say I was pretty lucky when it comes to my magic career. However, I’ve come to realize that much of the "luck" I'm experiencing is based on the years of work that have allowed me to get where I am today. The majority of my bookings come from repeat clients or referrals, none of which I would have had if not for the prior years I spent grinding out gigs. Also, every gig gives you just a little more experience and allows you to grow as a professional. You have to take that experience look at it, analyze it, and figure out what you could do to make that next one even better. 
 

Sondra Woodruff
Musician, Personal trainer
 
“My passion had left me with a broken heart.
I tried to shut it out. But my soul wouldn't let me.”
Sondra was, I thought, the coolest person I worked with. Every time I saw her she was smiling and, what’s more, making other people smile. I also noticed she seemed calm when things were chaotic.
We worked in a crazy high volume retail environment, and there were a thousand things that could ruffle someone’s composure–but not Sondra. It’s easy to have bad habits in this line of work–the usual stuff like drinking, eating junk or take-out food, poor sleeping schedule and general unhealthiness. In total contrast, Sondra is fit as a fiddle... actually beyond fit. I thought, “who IS she?”
For the longest time, I had no idea what her real name was. We didn’t work the same shift, and I wanted to reach out to her, so I looked her up online. There she goes by the stage name Jack Lucy by Sonji. You can imagine my confusion. Do I call her Jack? Lucy? Sonji? Eventually, I got up the courage to ask how she preferred to be addressed. Sondra was her name.
Once we got acquainted, I found that she has a warm and genuine personality and style. I invited her to be part of my fundraising campaign, and though she’s busy, she generously helped out. Later, I stood in a packed room and watched her live show at the Bitter End, and it was fantastic... an eclectic and entertaining mix of original and cover songs. It was roots, and rock, pop and folk with a touch of R&B. Sometimes she shared the stage with a male vocalist, and they played off of each other well.
A while back, Sondra left retail and took the leap toward full time personal training. I really respected the decision. It takes guts to freelance and establish a clientele. Over all, it’s impressive to see someone work two fairly different fields on a professional level. I think you’ll see what I mean as you read on!
///
What was your first job ever?
Cashier at a local grocery store in Pittsburgh. Loved break time. Donuts and my mom would bring me a chicken sandwich and fries from Burger King. Well I guess that's why I double as a personal trainer now. Yum!
Talk about how you felt when you graduated high school versus how you feel now about the question “what do you want to be when you grow up?”
Wow! I was so confused when I graduated. Unfortunately, my family had a huge influence on my decision making which put a huge thorn in my dreams after high school. Although, from the outside it looked like I was pursuing my dreams of becoming a famous musician with loads of opportunities that most would die for. But on the inside my soul ached for the approval of my family concerning my dreams and sexuality. After high school that statement meant the world to me and now.
What do you do today to make a living?
Musician/Composer & Singer/Songwriter/Guitarist.
Describe the worst moment of failure in your creative/entrepreneurial career.
The moment I realized that I didn't believe in myself. EPIC FAIL.
 Describe the best success you've had in your field.
Touring with the Backstreet Boys in Germany in 2005. I was the opening act in 3 cities.
Also, scoring a 90 min documentary 2008–I never scored anything before I took that job. I explored the depths of my "Developmental Courage" on that one and it paid off. I picked up an entire portfolio of docs, commercials, indie films and corporate videos from that one documentary.
Recently, playing guitar for an Atlantic records artist. I've never just played guitar for anyone.
Did you ever think of quitting or giving up, and more importantly why did you keep going?
I always think of giving up and quitting. I did for 6 years in my heart. My passion had left me with a broken heart. I tried to shut it out. But my soul wouldn't let me. Neither would my friends.
In this crazy world, what is your best advice for a budding entrepreneur, artist, or innovator?
As cliché as this sounds. You have to believe in yourself. Nothing else matters. You will have failures that you'll learn from. Don't shy away from them. They are more important than your successes.
 
 
 
 
 
“I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.”
–Nelson Mandela
 
 
 
 
 
 

Afterword
 
There are two things to know this second edition. 

The first and smallest is: It may seem the author changed, and that is true! But, I am in fact the very author of the original EFSW – one and the same! The change is to my name only. I now go by the pen name, Alex Vale. So, I assure you, there has been no sneaky bait and switch. 
The second thing is: I decided to include more interviews and reach back out to original participants in 2021 due to the world-changing group experience we all had in 2020 with the rise of COVID-19 and a global pandemic. 
What we witnessed, and what we lost may feel akin to failure. The truth is that we co-survived a trauma.
I felt that this book might be of help to th many people in the arts, and across all vocations, as we all restart and rekindle our work and our spirits. 
Mustering the courage to embark on a new career, to pivot, to follow dreams, or to get up from a fall is a feat, by itself. To consider it during lockdowns, and a depressed economy, is just beyond. I sincerely hope that the tenacity of these artists spurs readers’ strength to recover and create again. 
I plan to speak with the people I first interviewed, and follow up on their journeys since 2013 in my blog. Visit the site to continue the discussion about keeping art alive and well in the #newnormal. 
Cheers,
Alex 
 

More Information
 
About AMV
Alex Vale (they/them) is a writer/producer, and designer for digital-first projects, shows and productions. They are based in the U.S. but work and travel internationally as a digital nomad. Alex publishes books, articles, guides, and collections discussing artists in business, creative productivity, travel, and identity sculpting. They are currently writing a fantasy fiction trilogy, Cat Mann Is PAX. 
About The Project
Epic Fail super win began as an experimental series of interviews in 2013 published within the Dream Siren family of projects by producer/writer Alex Vale. Eight years later, the second edition gets deeper, diving into topics like the #newnormal, and the business of creativity after the pandemic. This edition is packed with new interviews, updates, and a call for artists to create now more than ever.
Where To Order & More About The Book
Buy this and other books by AMV at byamv.com/shop. Find more places to shop this title as well as learn more about the people interviewed here: epicfailsuperwin.com.
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