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To Ned, my best friend, my partner, and the love of my life, who taught me how to dream big.


And to our two boys, the brightest stars in our universe.













Foreword





by Meg Cadoux Hirshberg, former Inc. magazine columnist, and Gary Hirshberg, chairman and former CEO, Stonyfield Yogurt





Spouses of entrepreneurs, rejoice: Dorcas Cheng-Tozun has thrown you a life raft. Cleverly organized according to the typical stages of a start-up (market research, strategic planning, etc.), Start, Love, Repeat looks carefully and closely at the intimate relationship dynamics that occur when a business enters the family.


As a writer and the spouse of an entrepreneur, Dorcas is eminently qualified to give voice to the spouse’s perspective on the concerns, struggles, and—yes—joys that typically occur in an entrepreneurial marriage, and she does so in clear and impassioned prose. My own entrepreneur husband and I often liken the spouse’s journey to riding shotgun down a curvy stretch of road. Usually the driver—the one in control—is just fine. It’s the passenger who feels sick.


When people start companies, they research the competition, market data, Small Business Administration loans, and the cost of office space. But they generally give little thought to how a business will affect their personal lives. The spouse may fret and worry a bit more about the insecurity of the venture for family, but generally both entrepreneur and spouse assume that they’ll muddle through for the “year or two” it takes the company to gain traction. When things don’t go as expected, and they rarely do, the cracks that exist in any marriage can grow into fissures, as the spouse’s resentment blooms into full flower, and the entrepreneur comes to feel unfairly condemned and misunderstood.


A close reading of Start, Love, Repeat will go a long way toward dissolving those resentments before they start to build. Dorcas writes intimately and with great nuance about her own experience of being in an entrepreneurial marriage, and also includes illustrative stories of many other entrepreneur-spouse couples. Throughout the book, she cites fascinating research concerning entrepreneurship, as well as insights from therapists and executive coaches.


A common romantic image of the entrepreneur is of an exceptionally daring person who sallies forth—alone—with persistence and determination to realize a dream. While there is some truth to this vision, the unspoken reality is that an entrepreneurial venture sucks the entire family into its vortex. Dorcas details that reality, and acknowledges its potential danger to the couple’s relationship. To better arm those who are along for this ride, she offers useful, practical, specific suggestions of actions the couple can take.


While Dorcas is sober about the challenges, she is equally clear about the tremendous potential upsides for a spouse in an entrepreneurial marriage. Much of it, she argues, is a question of perspective. She urges the spouse to consider: What is the opportunity in this?


As I opened page one of Dorcas’s book, I wasn’t sure I had much more to learn about the tribulations of marriage to an entrepreneur. First, I’ve been married to one of the tribe for more than thirty years. And as a former columnist for Inc. magazine, I had covered similar turf in my “Balancing Acts” columns for the magazine, as well as in my book For Better or For Work: A Survival Guide for Entrepreneurs and Their Families. Tearing through Dorcas’s lively manuscript, I found her insights to be powerful, useful, and true.


Dorcas quotes author Brené Brown, who wrote that “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage.” This is a perfect summary of Start, Love, Repeat. Dorcas’s courage in making herself exquisitely vulnerable by speaking frankly about her own experience is quite clearly in service to her desire to help others who find themselves hitched to an entrepreneur’s dream. The reason is simple. While the inevitable trials of an entrepreneurial marriage could have driven Dorcas apart from her husband, Ned, working through them has actually brought them much closer. “I don’t want us to be lucky,” she adds. “I want us to be typical.”


—Meg Cadoux Hirshberg
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Ever since Meg’s book was published, I’ve advised every entrepreneur I know to read it with their spouse. It was the book I wish Meg and I had had when we got started on our crazy entrepreneurial ride growing our company, Stonyfield Yogurt.


Now I will have to add Dorcas’s important book to my list of recommended reading. While she aims her thoughts and research directly to the spouses of entrepreneurs, this book is a must-read for entrepreneurs as well. Dorcas’s insights into the entrepreneurial life and what is required of both spouses and entrepreneurs to survive and thrive on this journey should not be limited to spouses alone.


The essential quandary for entrepreneurial couples can be summarized this way: For a business to survive, the entrepreneur has to be all in, or the business doesn’t stand a chance. The intense focus required by this passion project, aka the business, can be in conflict with the entrepreneur’s passion for their intimates. Stimulated by the endless series of challenges, what feels to us entrepreneurs like a long series of sprints is often a lonely marathon for our mates.


I wholeheartedly agree with Dorcas about the importance of shared mission in keeping an entrepreneurial marriage alive. Meg and I found that our mutual commitment to growing the organic food sector helped get us through our darkest days with the business. Both spouse and entrepreneur must ask themselves and each other: What is our motivation? Why are we doing this? Ideally, the answer to that question can become a touchstone through the trials of growing a business.


Dorcas has great insight into the entrepreneurial personality, characterized by “that nagging yearning to start something.” She understands that the entrepreneur perceives stress differently from the spouse. What’s different, as Dorcas points out, is that an entrepreneur often perceives stressors as positive challenges. The spouse, not so much.


These and many other insights into the psyches of entrepreneurs and their spouses will not only give you tools you need to move forward and grow but will make you feel less alone in your struggles. Looking for a guaranteed good investment? Read this book.


—Gary Hirshberg













Introduction



When my husband, Ned, and I were expecting for the first time, I told everyone we were looking forward to the arrival of our first human child, but not our first child. That distinction went to my husband’s latest and biggest start-up, which was conceived by Ned and several graduate school classmates just a few months after he and I married.


Our first child, also known as social enterprise d.light, has led to countless missed holidays and broken appointments; it has contributed to physical illness and emotional meltdowns for both of us; it even caused us to move to China for three years and to Kenya for seven months. Thanks to the demands of his business, Ned and I have had years-long disagreements about work-life balance, time management, and quality of life. We delayed any consideration about having real children until d.light was a little more grown up and independent. I have been in therapy several times and have even had to take antianxiety medication because of how deeply my husband’s start-up affected my personal life.


Today d.light is a thriving multinational business with hundreds of employees across five continents—an outcome neither of us would have predicted in its wild, roller-coaster first years. Worldwide, about 80 million people are using d.light’s solar products. Our lives have gotten a little easier as the company has matured, but the truth is that an entrepreneur never really stops being an entrepreneur. The challenges that we face as a couple, while morphing countless times over the past twelve years, continue to this day.


Along the way I kept hoping to find a resource or community of people who could explain the challenges of being with an entrepreneur and could tell me how to support my spouse’s dreams without sacrificing my own. More often than not, my search led me to broken relationships or failed businesses.


Determined not to be another one of those statistics, Ned and I fought for our marriage even when doing so affected his business and both of our careers—and the outcome has been mostly positive for us. I know we’re one of the lucky couples, as any foray into the lives of entrepreneurial spouses will quickly lead to stories of resentment, betrayal, and conflict. But I don’t want us to be lucky. I want us to be typical.


We tend to stereotype entrepreneurs as uniformly young and single, but the truth is that nearly 70 percent of business founders have spouses, life partners, or children—all of whom, whether they like it or not, are living the start-up life.1 Those who choose to be with entrepreneurs invite things into their lives they may never have wanted: financial instability, uncertainty, stress, and the nagging sense that they are always playing second fiddle to the greater lure of their partner’s business.


In American lore, the entrepreneur that has most captured our imagination is the Steve Jobs–Mark Zuckerberg–Jeff Bezos–Elon Musk type. Someone who walks that fine line between brilliance and nuttiness, between the present and a future few can imagine. Someone from a humble background who eschews tradition, beats the odds, and through a fortuitous combination of ingenuity, perseverance, and good timing becomes a multibillionaire who changes the way the world works.


You may be in a committed relationship with one of these entrepreneurs, and to you I say, Good luck. Hopefully the years of striving and sacrifice will all be worth it when you can no longer keep track of the number of zeros in your bank account balance.


But the vast majority of entrepreneurs are a little more earthbound. Yes, they are creative and passionate, hardworking and motivated, but they also likely come from middle-class or upper-lower-class backgrounds.2 They come from all different ethnic backgrounds and have varying levels of education. They have perhaps been gainfully employed for one or even two decades and may be around the age of forty (the median age of someone starting a first business).3 Their reasons for wanting to start their own business will vary, of course, but most likely the list will be topped by their determination not to work for someone else, to be the masters of their own fate.


Ironically, your beloved’s decision to be his or her own boss will likely impinge upon your ability to have full control of your life. Anyone who has been there knows that start-ups, at least at the outset, require what seems like a black hole’s worth of two finite resources: time and money. Never seeing your significant other who is obsessively working to get his or her business off the ground will deeply affect a relationship. So will not having a regular source of income while savings disappear and debts pile up.


Or, if your business is among the nearly one-quarter of new businesses that are co-managed by spouses, you are living and breathing the start-up life in every way imaginable.4 There may be no clear boundary between your work life and home life—which, over time, creates its own challenges in the relationship.


But even if you aren’t a co-preneur, it’s likely that you’re playing at least some role in your significant other’s venture. My roles in Ned’s multiple companies have ranged from envelope stuffer and proofreader, to circuit solderer and Santa-signature forger (more on that later), to human resources manager and director of communications.


Regardless of how involved you are in the venture, or how long you have been with your beloved entrepreneur, having a business in the family will affect you in innumerable ways—from your day-to-day schedule to your quality of life when you are old enough to join AARP. This book is for you.


This is the book I wish I had when Ned and I were preparing to say our wedding vows. I would still have married him, but understanding how deeply Ned’s professional choices could affect me would have given me the chance to build my support network, gird my loins, find a really good therapist, and do whatever else I could to ensure that the pursuit of his dream wouldn’t come at a cost I was not always confident I could bear. This book answers the questions that plagued me for years, from basic start-up information to relationship advice, including:



[image: ] What are the typical challenges faced by the spouses and partners of entrepreneurs?


[image: ] How can we minimize our financial risk before starting a new business?


[image: ] Is it possible for entrepreneurs to have work-life balance?


[image: ] How can I prevent my own identity from being subsumed by my spouse’s larger-than-life work?


[image: ] Should we delay having children if we’ve started a business? Should we delay starting a business if we have young children?


[image: ] Is it ever reasonable to ask my significant other to walk away from the business for the sake of our family?




The content of this book follows the same trajectory as a (hopefully successful) start-up, beginning with market research on who in the world these entrepreneurs are; due diligence on understanding what you and your marriage need to be okay; strategic planning approaches to make your relationship and family life work; and ending with that hardest of questions: When is it time to call it quits, either in the business or the relationship, and start over with a clean slate?


Each section includes recent research findings and insights I have collected from professionals in the start-up ecosystem—business school professors, investors, executive coaches, experienced entrepreneurs—as well as advice from top marriage-family therapists. I have also been privileged to hear stories from dozens of entrepreneurial couples. In their hard-earned experiences, which I share throughout the book, are some of the most valuable lessons of all.


No research exists on how many entrepreneurs’ marriages fail, but in one 2017 survey, 27 percent of business founders said that starting a company had negatively impacted their relationships and family life.5 Ask anyone who has been in the start-up world for a while, and they’ll tell you about the disproportionate number of broken relationships and divorces they’ve seen. Relationships, like businesses, take quite a bit of investment for them to last. They require our best energy and thinking, and our willingness to sacrifice and make adjustments. There may be only so much you can do to help your partner’s business succeed, but there is plenty that you can do to help your partnership succeed, come hell or high water, or yet one more hundred-hour workweek.


Several therapists I’ve interviewed have said that someone faced with challenging or unexpected circumstances should ask this most powerful of questions: What is the opportunity in this? Our willingness to see everything that comes our way as a chance to learn and grow and try something new could be all we need to keep ourselves grounded and our relationships thriving. My hope is that this book will help you find your opportunities—for yourself and the ones you love most.
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Meet the Entrepreneur


My husband, Ned, entered college thinking he might like to major in music. Then he decided to be pre-med. Then he considered astronomy. Then audio engineering. Then physics. Electrical engineering. Environmental science. Computer science. Each time his major changed, he reorganized his entire class schedule, frantically adding and dropping courses right before the registration deadline. He usually ended up with an eclectic grab bag of classes, all of which he was already behind in. He would pull several all-nighters just to catch up in his classes and then push himself at full speed for the rest of the term to get good grades.


Ned and I became friends in the middle of our freshman year. “You’re studying what?” I found myself asking him each quarter. “Why?” I was bewildered by Ned’s behavior. I had come into college knowing that I wanted to study communications and was proceeding in a straight line toward completing my degree.


“Doesn’t it sound fascinating?” he would reply. “I wanted to try it in case I want to be a doctor/scientist/astronomer/engineer/musician/person who does something cool.” Occasionally he shot back with a cheerful, “Why not?”


Watching Ned change majors and course loads more often than I changed my hairstyle drove me nuts. But I still fell head over heels for him, in large part because of his gentle persistence and infectious curiosity.


Yet some serious questions surfaced as I weighed our potential future together. What in the world would he end up doing after he graduated? Could he even keep a stable job? What would life be like with someone so lacking in focus and decisiveness?


The issue, we both realized much later, wasn’t that Ned lacked focus. The challenge was that he wanted to focus on everything, to understand a bit of nearly every field. He worried about missing out on something better if he spent too much time and energy in one area. He actually enjoyed the rush of serially dating and dumping so many majors and classes. (Fortunately for me, he had no inclination to serially date and dump humans.)


We both should have known he was going to grow up to be an entrepreneur.


When Ned eventually graduated, he had earned two separate degrees: one in computer science and another in environmental science. He promptly found a job as an audio software engineer. I felt relieved that he was finally settling down. He had a real, stable, well-paying job, and he was getting ready to make a lifelong commitment to me. The wild days of his youth had passed.


Then, six months later, Ned quit his job. He had been miserable, his soul slowly suffocating under the weight of silent coding, socially awkward coworkers, and organizational politicking. He had no idea what he was going to do next. But he knew he didn’t want to be an engineer.


Alarm bells began to ring in my head, triggered by everything my parents had ever taught me about being sensible. Ned should have been able to suck it up, I thought, to do what he needed to support himself and be a responsible member of society. Yet I was still madly in love with this unpredictable, unconventional young man. As someone who had always played by the rules, I admired Ned’s willingness to buck expectations and plunge into new arenas without a second thought. He seemed fearless, bursting with confidence and hope that he could find work that was interesting, meaningful, and fun.


But I also worried there was something seriously wrong with him. If we ever merged our homes and our bank accounts, his freewheeling, devil-may-care approach to life could very well screw up my orderly existence.


Ned wanted to do something creative with music and technology, and after a few months of brainstorming and experimenting, he and a couple of buddies decided to develop personalized children’s music. They composed and recorded their own music, and developed an algorithm that seamlessly inserted each child’s name into the songs. Their families fully funded the business. I did not put in a cent of my own money, but I contributed countless hours burning CDs (the height of audio technology in the early 2000s), sticking on labels, and stuffing envelopes.


Even then, I didn’t quite know what to make of Ned’s venture. Interesting, yes. Fun, yes. Perhaps meaningful for parents stuck on road trips with demanding youngsters. But I couldn’t imagine him becoming a personalized children’s music guru. Was he going to tour the country doing personalized concerts? What did success even look like in this industry? Most importantly, was he ever going to make any income?


By the time we got engaged a couple of years later, in 2003, Ned was on to his next business. He had realized the children’s music market couldn’t be profitable. The market was too niche, the distribution network too limited. Instead he was going to record and sell original mobile-phone ringtones.


I’m sure I gave him a look—one that has become quite familiar to both of us over the years. “They’re huge in Europe and Asia,” Ned explained defensively. “People there spend a ton of money on ringtones.” He tried to convince me that even if I was content with the “Trio” and “Samba” ringtones that had come with my little flip cell phone, millions of other people in the world weren’t.


You may be wondering how Ned and I addressed my ongoing concerns as we prepared for our wedding. We didn’t. I didn’t know how to tactfully raise the issue without sounding like I was questioning Ned’s intelligence or character. And he, of course, didn’t even realize there was a problem to be discussed.


Truthfully, my modern feminist self didn’t mind the idea of being the stable breadwinner of the family. But I also didn’t want to marry someone who would be dead weight. Despite Ned’s excellent education and obvious talent, I thought this could be a real possibility—especially as he seemed to be running away from what he disliked (working for other people) more than he was running toward something he was passionate about. Children’s music and ringtones were intriguing to him. But it seemed to me that his real motivation was to avoid being gainfully employed.


In this regard, Ned is actually like most entrepreneurs in the country: one of the top reasons company founders give for starting up is that they do not want to work for someone else.1 As I’ve talked with entrepreneurs and their spouses around the country, I’ve found this to be a common story. Aaron Armstrong of Maple, Wisconsin, left his job because of an abusive, belligerent boss. He decided to open a music studio, from which he currently provides private lessons and trains church groups on building music ministries. Chris Bruno of Fort Collins, Colorado, was successfully leading an American nonprofit in Turkey until his vision outgrew that of the higher-ups. His day-to-day job became about fighting against the limitations placed on him, which was slowly killing his passion for building new things. He knew he had to leave, though he had no clear sense of where he was going next. He tried out a few different jobs until he discovered a passion for supporting the personal and spiritual development of men through counseling programs.


According to a number of studies, the other reasons why men and women choose to start a new venture are primarily opportunistic: they are unemployed or underemployed, or they’ve been working in an industry for ten to twenty years and feel confident enough to start their own venture in that same space.2 Entrepreneurs have also reported being motivated by the opportunity to build wealth, to capitalize on a business idea, or to work in a start-up culture.3


Women are still greatly outnumbered in the start-up world, making up only 31 percent of business owners—a statistic that has increased only five percentage points in the last two decades.4 But for females who choose to take the plunge, being their own boss may provide opportunities that working for someone else doesn’t. Despite being more educated than the male population, women still make only 80 cents for every dollar earned by men and hold only 14.2 percent of executive positions within S&P 500 companies.5


For Lauren Schneidewind of Atlanta, Georgia, the lack of “equal pay for equal work” in her job at a chemical consulting business pushed her to venture out on her own. She was shocked and angered to discover that her annual salary had been $20,000 less than her male counterparts. “It was probably a 20 percent pay difference. It was not insignificant,” she told me. “And they didn’t want to make it right. I could see no path for success there. So I said, ‘If you’re not going to pay me, I’m going to do it myself.’” She decided to start her own consulting firm.


Beyond the numbers, though, many entrepreneurs seem unable to do anything but strike out on their own. They just can’t help themselves, is what many have told me. That nagging yearning to start something often shows up early and can persist through changes in employment, income, marital status, and family planning. It’s like an extra protein has been embedded in the DNA of 10–15 percent of the population, a protein that is all about creating something new and sharing it with the world. “It’s just what they do,” Dave Phillips, an executive mentor and coach who has worked with thousands of executives around the world, told me. “They’re subject to their own poison. They’re a wild bunch. They’re unpredictable. That’s why they’re entrepreneurs: they can roll with the punches.”


Dave Boyce of Provo, Utah, is a classic example of the consummate entrepreneur. Now in his forties, Dave paused for a moment when I asked him how many different jobs he has had. “I counted once for a presentation,” he began, “and I counted forty-three different things I had been a part of in my life.” From mowing lawns and delivering newspapers as a teen, to starting bands and an a cappella group in college, to serving as an executive or board member for several companies that have been acquired, Dave’s life journey has been defined by his pursuit of new opportunities. This desire to try the novel, to provide something of value to others, has intrinsically been a part of who he is for as long as he can remember.


This tendency can show up even when someone has a clearly defined job with a large company. Henry Gross had worked in sales for Bloomingdale’s for twelve years and, throughout that time, he worked his job like it was a start-up. “He treated it like his own business, working long hours, traveling often, and doing whatever he had to do to get the job done,” his wife, Nancy, told me.


They had been married for sixteen years when Henry finally decided to leave Bloomingdale’s to start a specialty store in Princeton, New Jersey, the community where they lived. Nancy had just given birth to their first child. Despite her concerns with the timing, and the even greater stress and longer hours such a venture required, she didn’t think to stand in Henry’s way. “I worried that he would be miserable for the rest of his life if he didn’t do this,” she explained. “And it would be all my fault.”


I felt the same way when Ned informed me just a few months before our wedding that he wanted to attend business school at Stanford University, the leading educational institution for entrepreneurship in the country. In college I had become a bit of a flaming liberal/environmentalist/social justice junkie, and the thought of being married to someone with an MBA, who was being groomed to flourish in our broken capitalist system, was horrifying to me. He might as well have told me he was running off to join the Taliban.


But I didn’t feel like I could stand in the way of something that Ned was so excited about and would open up new opportunities for him. And he was more focused than I had ever seen him. So I gave him my blessing, even as I fretted over Ned’s potentially shifting ideologies.


I realized soon after that my concerns were entirely misplaced. I should have been worrying about our marriage and our finances instead. My puny nonprofit salary forced us to live extremely frugally for the first two years of our marriage, even as Ned’s school loan debts ballooned and his classmates regularly invited us out to hundred-dollar dinners. The only apartment near the Stanford campus we could afford was tiny, dilapidated, and owned by a cantankerous woman who was at least ninety years old. She liked to yell at us whenever we called to ask her a question, and she regularly let herself into our apartment to “fix” things.


On top of all this, I barely saw my husband for two years. The MBA has sometimes been called “the divorce degree,” as the intensity of the experience and both the physical and emotional distances it creates have ended many a marital union.6 A number of business schools now have programs and staff that cater to the needs of students’ family members in hopes of stemming the tide.7


With its endless cycle of classes, group projects, student clubs, and pricey social events, business school was only the beginning for us. A couple of months into the school year, Ned began talking about a project he and his classmates called d.light, a play on the name of Stanford’s design school (d.school for short), and their project goal: to create affordable lighting products for the developing world.


I loved the concept of d.light; I did not love what it required of Ned. The project quickly grew from an annoyance to a serious competitor for my husband’s time and attention. d.light began seeping into all the cracks of extra time he had. Sometimes weeks would go by without our having a single meal together.


During the trying season that Ned was in business school, I forced myself to remember how Ned had fought for our relationship for years, even as I struggled to decide whether I could commit to someone so unconventional. Surely he wouldn’t let the shininess of his schoolwork or his new business idea derail that. I also held on to his promise to find a paying job after he graduated. When he began interviewing for positions at large tech firms toward the end of his second year, I knew he was doing his part to honor that agreement.


In the late spring of 2007, I arrived home from work one day to find a large box nestled against the worn, creaky front door of our apartment. Not knowing what was inside, I dragged the package in the house and ripped it open. The box was filled to the brim with Google swag—a bright green athletic jacket, a rainbow cap, a blue Frisbee, pens, and other assorted tchotchkes. It was official. Ned had accepted a job with an excellent salary and great benefits at Google, that most giant of Silicon Valley companies. He would be managing an entrepreneurial team that developed new products and brought them to market. It was the best of both worlds: Ned would get to exorcise his entrepreneurial restlessness, and he would be paid handsomely to do so by someone else. I wanted to dance a celebratory jig as brightly colored Google health insurance and financial security rained down on me from the ceiling.


Even with his future cemented, though, Ned kept investing an inordinate amount of time in d.light—and the work he was doing had nothing to do with transitioning the business to someone else or closing it down.


A few weeks later, I arrived home to find another unexpected gift in our apartment: an oversize check for $250,000, made out to d.light from venture capital firm Draper Fisher Jurvetson. Ned and his four cofounders, a fellow business student and three engineers, had just won a major business plan competition that morning, resulting in more than enough start-up capital for d.light to become a reality. I was immensely proud of Ned, but I also braced myself for what was coming.


Sure enough, that same day, Ned carved a tiny bit of time out of his overflowing schedule to inform me that he was going to turn down the position at Google and work for d.light instead. We both knew he was de facto asking for my permission while assuming that I would give it to him. And he knew exactly how to push my social justice–junkie buttons.


“With this money, we’ll be able to help thousands, maybe tens of thousands of families that are still using kerosene lamps,” Ned explained, his voice rising in excitement as he waved his hands in large, sweeping circles. “I feel like we have to at least give it a shot.”


I nodded in agreement, knowing that what he said was right even as my insides twisted in fear. I was now working for the housing department of a local county government, and my salary and benefits were better than they had been earlier in my career. But our family was still far from being financially stable. “How long will this money last you?” I had to ask.


“I’m not sure. Maybe a few months,” Ned replied. “But we’re going to leverage it to find other funding.”


“Do you know if you’ll be able to get more investment?”


“I don’t know for sure, but there’s a much better chance we can now.”


He was right. Within six weeks, they had raised a total of $1.5 million from venture capital firms and social-impact funds, enough to launch the business and provide a decent salary for all five founders for at least a year. The company would provide no benefits, and Ned would be making less than half of what he would have made at Google. But in all the years I had known him, I had never seen him so animated. He was energized, motivated, driven—a man entirely confident in his calling to do this very business at this very moment. He was no longer running away from what he hated; he was running toward something that excited him and was, by every measure, incredibly meaningful. That had to be worth more than a huge paycheck, right?


Actually, yes. Though many of us assume that the very definition of a successful entrepreneur is the twenty-five-year-old semiretired billionaire, consider this surprising point: business experts—academics, investors, longtime practitioners—know that entrepreneurs motivated solely by money or the lure of success will likely not do well. For one thing, the chances of financial success, even moderate success, are relatively low. Only about one-third of owner-operated businesses earn more than $10,000 of profit annually, while the median profit for owner-operated firms is $39,000. The typical business owner actually earns 35 percent less over ten years than he would have earned working for someone else.8


That’s not to say there aren’t real-life stories of stunning financial success. In the investment industry they’re called, appropriately, unicorns: start-ups with a valuation exceeding $1 billion. In high tech in particular, creating the next unicorn may not require more than a great idea and a few excellent coders. Think Instagram and WhatsApp, acquired by Facebook for $1 billion and $19 billion, respectively. But such businesses are extraordinarily rare; even those with a valuation in the millions are unusual.


And it takes an extraordinary amount of hard work to get there. Entrepreneurs motivated by money will likely become discouraged and give up, or they’ll keep going but be miserable and hard to live with. If you’re smart, hardworking, and ambitious, there are far easier ways to fill your bank account to bursting. (Also, striking it rich with a start-up isn’t necessarily all it’s cracked up to be. Sudden wealth and success can create their own host of problems, which we’ll discuss in chapter 20.)


Entrepreneurs seeking status and public acclaim don’t fare much better. Nancy Gross, the woman I mentioned earlier whose husband left Bloomingdale’s to start the specialty store in Princeton all those years ago, now works for Stanford’s Graduate School of Business and has seen all kinds of students with entrepreneurial ambitions come through her office. She says it doesn’t take much to recognize the students who are drawn to the supposed glitz of entrepreneurship but have no idea what it entails. “They wanted to be fed. They wanted someone else to give them all the answers,” she explained. “Sometimes they wouldn’t even bring a pen and paper when they came in.” Nancy and her colleagues instinctively knew that such entrepreneurs would never make it.


One reason why money- or status-driven entrepreneurs won’t succeed is that they tend to make decisions that are bad for the business in the long run—though perhaps good for their own ego, image, or bank account in the short term. A woman I’ll call Erin challenged her then-husband when he said he wanted to start a company making products for low-income families. “I knew he didn’t give a shit about the people he was serving,” she told me. “I know that sounds harsh, but it’s true. He just wanted to start the next big thing and become famous. And because of that, I knew he would never succeed.” She watched as he refused investors’ calls to bring in more experienced leadership and alienated his employees with his top-down management style. Eventually, his intense need for control and obsession with the business (among other factors) caused their marriage to falter as well.


The risks of chasing money and fame exist in the arena of venture capital–funded start-ups as well. One Silicon Valley venture capitalist always attempts to discover an entrepreneur’s core motivation before making a funding decision. He thinks of it this way: Is the entrepreneur motivated by money, fame, or a desire to change the world? It’s not a question most of us would answer honestly, especially to someone from whom we’d like to collect a huge check. But over decades of funding start-ups, this investor has found that only those who want to change the world will persevere through the great challenges of building a company. So this investor typically gets the entrepreneur in a relaxed environment, maybe buys him or her a few drinks, and then probes gently around this question of motivation until he’s found his answer.


Guy Kawasaki, who was the chief evangelist for Apple in the 1980s before he cofounded venture capital firm Garage Technology Ventures and became a bestselling author, puts it this way: “The best reason to start an organization is to make meaning—to create a product or service that makes the world a better place.”9 Today the archetypal example of this kind of world-changing dreamer is Elon Musk, cofounder of Tesla and founder of SpaceX. A recent biography of Musk called him “the possessed genius on the grandest quest anyone has ever concocted.… Where Mark Zuckerberg wants to help you share your baby photos, Musk wants to… well… save the human race from self-imposed or accidental annihilation.”10


Entrepreneurs who seek to create something meaningful for the world, even if it’s on a slightly smaller scale than saving humanity, gain something far more precious than finances: contentment. It turns out that entrepreneurs consistently report higher job satisfaction and overall happiness than those employed by someone else.11 In fact, a global study of 197,000 entrepreneurs found that they have relatively higher rates of subjective well-being than their non-entrepreneurial peers, regardless of country or culture.12 (It probably helps that entrepreneurs have a tendency to be optimistic about their own chances of success. One survey found that entrepreneurs could easily list challenges that a company founder would face, but often did not apply those same challenges to themselves.)13


That’s not to say that entrepreneurs who have the right motivations will have perfectly rosy experiences starting their businesses. Despite their greater job satisfaction, business founders work significantly longer hours and report higher levels of stress than those who work for someone else.14 Another thing I’ve heard from entrepreneurs, Ned included: it’s lonely work. Entrepreneurs bear a lot of responsibility and often do so alone. As much as they love controlling their own destiny, it’s wearying to know that the buck always stops with them and no one else.


But that’s where we as the significant others come in. Of the limited studies that have been conducted on entrepreneurial support networks, the consistent findings have been that having a strong network of supporters gives entrepreneurs a significant leg up. And the most critical source of support? Spouses, of course.15


While society already assumes that entrepreneurs are exceptional, I want to assure you that their spouses and partners are as well. It takes remarkable people like you to support the creative, independently minded, can’t-help-themselves entrepreneurs we love. What I have discovered over the nineteen-plus years of my relationship with Ned is that my role—no matter how invisible, overlooked, or overshadowed—is absolutely critical. His ability to succeed professionally and personally, to remain grounded and healthy, and to have the right perspective on life’s greatest priorities is all dependent on my willingness to truly be his partner.


Of course, my ability to be a good partner to Ned is contingent upon my ability to understand what in the world we’re getting ourselves into. We’ll talk next about that crazy, dynamic, resource-sucking organism commonly known as a start-up.
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Meet the Start-up


Over the years I’ve waffled between two definitions of a start-up: 1) a ticket to the greatest adventure of your life; or 2) a recipe for madness.


Perhaps it’s a bit of both. I still can’t say for sure.


When I agreed to support Ned in his pursuit of d.light, neither of us knew we would end up moving to China. From the beginning, Ned and his cofounders assumed they could manage all the company’s operations through frequent travel. Ned oversaw their fledgling manufacturing processes in China, while his business school classmate Sam took on sales and marketing in India. The engineers managed product development and customer research, most of which took place in South Asia.


As soon as Ned graduated from business school, he began traveling more and more often to a city in China called Shenzhen. The Pearl River Delta region in which Shenzhen is based makes around 90 percent of the world’s electronics—everything from calculators to laptops, and battery-operated toys to drones—leading many an entrepreneur to walk along its smoggy streets.1 But, as we learned the hard way, manufacturing high-quality products in China doesn’t just happen by itself. d.light’s initial products were plagued with defects, quality issues, shipping challenges, and miscommunications with Chinese suppliers and manufacturers. To make matters worse, sales in India remained flat because we had trouble importing the products and developing strong relationships with distributors.


Things were clearly not working, and the team was burning through their funding fast.


After about eight months of working one-hundred-plus-hour weeks and traveling more than half the time, with few results to show for it, Ned and Sam had to do something to assure the investors breathing down their necks. They made the decision to move everything—including everyone—overseas. Ned would go to China to open an office and build a local team there, Sam to India to do the same thing.


To his credit, Ned shared this very significant turn of events with me before he shared it with the rest of his cofounders. He knew this would never work without my support, but he also knew there was a fairly decent chance I would be willing to go all in with him. For years I had told Ned of my interest in living overseas and working in international development. And here he was, giving me the chance to prove the sincerity of my supposed dream by handing me the opportunity to live abroad and help change the world.


He gave me the hard sell, pitching the opportunity as seriously as if he were pitching to an investor. He showed me a series of photos he had taken on his recent trip to Shenzhen. The city was well developed, teeming with efficient public transportation systems and all the Starbucks, McDonald’s, and KFC we could consume. “Just think how much we’ll learn,” he said fervently. “Think how interesting it’ll be and the kinds of things we’ll get to experience. And best of all, we’ll get to do it together.”


My lonely heart, which had spent far too many days without the company of my spouse, quickened at this promise of being together, of living unconventional lives together. But I still hesitated. I had never lived more than fifty miles from the town I grew up in, and, with a great job and a well-established social circle, I had plenty of reasons to stay. “What if we stayed here and you just traveled a lot?” I asked.


We did the math. Ned would likely need to travel two-thirds or even three-quarters of the time. But his current level of travel had already taken a toll on our relationship. Though we had been married for less than three years, our individual lives were already seriously diverging. Some of my friends had never even seen Ned and wondered about his existence. He was an actual, flesh-and-blood person, right? they’d ask. He wasn’t a figment of my imagination?


During business school, we knew of a few of Ned’s classmates who had maintained a long-distance marriage for the duration of the two-year program. Most of those couples ended up divorced. We agreed that if we wanted to stay married, we would have to spend most of our time in the same city. The only way Ned could stay with me in the Bay Area was if he left d.light—and we both knew that was not an option.


China it would be, then. That meant I had to resign from a meaningful job with plenty of advancement opportunities and say good-bye to the only home I had ever known. The mochas and burgers, I told Ned, had better be delicious.


Not everyone could make the same decision. Of the three founding engineers, only one elected to move to China with us. The other two, including the only other founder who was married, decided to stay in the US and phase out of the company altogether.


I continued to doubt the wisdom and necessity of our move long after the decision had been finalized. “Are you absolutely sure you have to be overseas full-time?” I asked Ned at least once a week. In the relatively short time since d.light had become more than a concept, the company’s business plan had changed so drastically and with such frequency—they were launching one product! No, three products! They would be AC-powered! No, solar-powered! No, both-powered!—that I couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t change again.


Unlike the other aspects of the business, Ned never budged on this decision. “Yes,” he assured me over and over again. “We can’t run the business from the US. It won’t work and it’s too expensive.”


In the spring of 2008, Ned and I broke the news to our family and friends. They responded with almost universal excitement: How wonderful! What an adventure! Good for you! Everyone in our Silicon Valley bubble loved the idea of a start-up, especially one trying to do social good, and couldn’t imagine a more glamorous life than moving overseas to make our professional dreams come true. We were showered with gifts and well-wishes and farewell parties.


If only they knew what was to come. More importantly, if only we knew what was to come.


Despite being Chinese American, nothing in my upbringing had prepared me for life in mainland China. I had visited the country only once as a tourist and had never set foot in Shenzhen. But there was neither time nor money for me to take a scouting trip before we moved. Every day that we delayed meant more time in which the products were not being made in the right way nor distributed to the right people. The company was bleeding money, and any pleading I made about needing more time to pack or say good-bye or rethink this life-changing decision felt insignificant in the face of a dream on the cusp of cardiac arrest.


I was planning a new life in a country I knew almost nothing about, banking on a company that still had a very small chance of succeeding. I was no stranger to taking risks—I had been working in low-income communities for seven years, often attending meetings in which I was the youngest individual and the only Asian American in the room—but the degree to which we were staking our livelihoods on something that could implode at any moment boggled my mind a bit.


Even more alarming was the frequency with which I had to answer well-meaning questions from friends with the words I don’t know.


“How long will you be there?”


I don’t know.


“What will you do there?”


I don’t know.


“Will you be able to find friends?”


I don’t know.


“What will it be like to live in a Communist country?”


I don’t know.


As I started to experience heart palpitations and bouts of anxiety about the transition, friends tried to offer helpful advice. Maybe the company could hire packers or movers. The company could cover our moving costs. The company could have someone in Shenzhen set up our apartment before we arrived. The company could take care of our visas. The company could send someone to meet us at the airport. The company could provide an assistant or interpreter to help us get settled.


“There is no ‘the company,’” I tried to explain over and over again. “We are the company.” Any work that had to be done would come from our own labor, sweat, and late nights. Anything that had to be paid for would come out of our own limited savings. When we arrived in China, any setting up or settling down would be our own responsibility, despite the fact that we were ignorant, illiterate, and friendless.


I didn’t know it at the time, but I was experiencing two of the classic characteristics of start-up life: uncertainty and going it alone.


These are some of the things that don’t typically exist in start-ups, at least in the beginning: paychecks, health insurance, job descriptions, assistants, business phone lines, office space, office supplies, tech support, reimbursements, vacation days, sick days, comp time, delegation, boundaries, work-life balance, timelines, guarantees, and answers. Believe me, I know. I asked Ned about every single one of these—especially health insurance, timelines, and answers. I prayed fervently for guarantees, but those weren’t coming either.


Most start-ups begin with this: one person, or maybe two or three, and a home office, which could be anything from a kitchen table or garage workbench to a desk or a dedicated room. Those who live in cities with high real estate prices, like San Francisco or New York City, might spend a few hundred dollars a month to rent a desk in a coworking space. Ned’s company resided on a cofounder’s dining table for months before they could afford office space. The cofounder and his wife were relegated to eating on the couch. Luckily for them, this lasted for only a few months. One study found that fewer than 5 percent of home-based businesses moved out of the home within a five-year period.2


Perhaps even more surprising, not all businesses begin as a fully formed idea. An astonishing 42 percent of new business founders start a company before they have identified a business idea, and nearly half of them change their business idea at least once.3 There is nothing about the start-up life, not even its inception or its purpose, that is predictably linear.


As you might expect, the conceptual phase (or lack thereof) is where problems between significant others can already begin. In the 2014–15 academic year, Ryann Price oversaw a two-quarter course at the Stanford Graduate School of Business called Startup Garage. The course simulates the start-up experience and lays the groundwork for students to launch new ventures when they graduate. Entrepreneurship is becoming increasingly popular with each incoming cohort, which is why Startup Garage attracted more than 25 percent of the school’s second-year MBA students that fall. But by the start of the second quarter, the number of students in the class had dropped from 140 to only 50.


According to Ryann, the majority of those who left the class had finally wrapped their minds around the “emotional risk” that pursuing a start-up involved. When the dream began to turn into a reality they weren’t sure they wanted to live, they left. For those with significant others, their partners’ protests played a major role in their leaving.


When I asked Ryann what the difference was between significant others who supported their entrepreneurs and those that didn’t, she immediately replied, “The nos come from spouses when the entrepreneurs are still exploring. If they can’t communicate a clear vision or goal, then their spouses can’t get on board.”


An insatiable passion for the business, however, can certainly win over the reluctant significant other. Vanessa Quigley of Provo, Utah, had many reasons not to support her husband Nate’s decision to pursue a start-up. Even as he was finishing up his MBA program, she was caring for their three young children and expecting a fourth. They were saddled with large school debts. But instead of returning to a cushy management consulting job, Nate wanted to team up with some friends to create a software company aimed at helping distributors get their products into convenience stores.


I asked Vanessa why she supported this decision when their life circumstances seemed to indicate it wasn’t the wisest choice. “It was a leap of faith for me. But I believed that he wanted this badly enough, and so it was going to work out,” she explained. “We didn’t draw a list of pros and cons. It was just clear that this was where his passion was. As a student he spent way more time on business plans than reading cases. It was obvious that he was supposed to do this.”


But even with all the vision and passion in the world, no entrepreneur can avoid taking risks, especially financial risks. It just comes with the territory. The typical new business requires about $30,000 to get off the ground, though a more ambitious business plan could require a significantly higher investment.4 The majority of entrepreneurs provide these funds on their own—by charging their credit cards, or pulling money out of their savings, retirement funds, kids’ college funds, or getting a second mortgage. A smaller number secure bank loans or borrow from family members and friends, and an even tinier portion seek venture capital funding. Women entrepreneurs remain at a significant disadvantage when it comes to outside investment: in 2016, male-run companies received more than sixteen times more venture capital funding than female-run companies, which received only 2.19 percent of all venture capital funding in the US.5 This may be why female entrepreneurs are almost two times more likely than their male counterparts to seek early-stage funding from business partners.6


In recent years, crowdfunding has also become an increasingly popular option for entrepreneurs from all industries, funding everything from the latest skateboard and video game to an entire feature film or musical album. Launching a successful crowdfunding campaign isn’t necessarily as easy as it sounds, however, as marketing the campaign and managing hundreds, if not thousands, of backers can suck up significant time and resources. As of May 2017, Kickstarter, the most popular crowdfunding platform, reported that only 35.83 percent of its campaigns were successfully funded. And more than two-thirds of the successful campaigns raised less than $10,000.7


Regardless of where the money comes from, that initial investment likely won’t make its way back into the entrepreneurs’ pockets anytime soon. Only 11 percent of new businesses are able to make a single sale by the end of their first month of operation.8 Unfortunately, living with debt or a minimal budget is a concept that almost all company founders—and their families—are uncomfortably familiar with.


From personal experience, I can say that financial stresses don’t go away when a business has secured outside investment. Even though d.light was a venture-backed company from early on, the vast majority of that money went into business operations rather than salaries, reimbursements, and decent health insurance. Whenever the business had severe cash flow problems—which happened several times—the first things that Ned and his business partner axed were their own salaries. (Each time this happened, I felt both great respect for and great frustration at Ned.)


Unsurprisingly, the conceptual instability and financial uncertainty so common to start-ups can bleed over into almost every area of life. Without a clear sense of your joint income, it’s hard to establish a budget. When your significant other is working in the home at all hours, she never actually leaves her job and has limited, if any, time for you or your family. Planning a night out becomes challenging, let alone a weekend away or a vacation. Family members may question what she is doing: “When is she going to get a real job?”


If you are anything like me—and I consider myself fairly typical in this regard—then you will have some trouble with this uncertainty, especially when it seems self-inflicted. What do you mean, you’re rewriting your entire business plan? Why in the world are you making a new product when you still haven’t sold the old one? And when are you going to start giving yourself a paycheck? But such is the start-up life: It grows in fits and starts. It develops through pivots and learning from mistakes. It succeeds through big risks, flexibility, and educated guesses.


Because I enjoy a well-defined, predictable life, I have struggled for years to understand this reality. Why? Why does it have to be this way?


Investor and billionaire Howard Marks, cofounder of global asset management firm Oaktree Capital Management, is well positioned to answer this question. After thirty-plus years as a remarkably successful investor, he has developed a two-by-two matrix to demonstrate when investors can expect outstanding returns.9 For me, this matrix also begins to explain why the start-up life cycle has to be so zigzaggy and tumultuous. According to Marks, all business ideas are either driven by conventional or unconventional behavior. Both can lead to either favorable or unfavorable outcomes. But he draws a distinction between so-so favorable outcomes, like a modest return on investment, and what investors really want: the big, flashy, 10x-factor “above-average good results.”




Conventional Behavior


Favorable Outcomes: Average good results


Unconventional Behavior


Favorable Outcomes: Above-average good results




Conventional Behavior


Unfavorable Outcomes: Average bad results


Unconventional Behavior


Unfavorable Outcomes: Below-average results





Even if making money isn’t what’s driving your entrepreneur, Marks’s model is still applicable. Every entrepreneur I have ever met, regardless of their deepest motivations, wants positive results—whether it be by providing for his family, creating a useful product, impacting an industry, or changing systems and lives. To meet any of these goals, the venture has to generate revenue. As Guy Kawasaki writes, “You can’t change the world if you’re dead, and when you’re out of money you’re dead.”10


Some business owners are content to live in the conventional behavior/favorable outcomes box if their primary objectives are to have a flexible schedule and earn just enough to support themselves. This usually involves starting something in a well-established industry with a proven, robust market, such as educational apps for children or fashion accessories for women. I have great respect for entrepreneurs who pursue what’s commonly called lifestyle businesses and make it work for them. By definition, though, these are not the entrepreneurs who are willing to risk a lot for their businesses; they are also probably not the entrepreneurs who drive their significant others batty. They may actually enjoy relatively placid family lives.


But not so for those of us in bed with entrepreneurs who dream of succeeding big. The success that they are seeking (however they define it for themselves) most likely requires a deep foray into the unconventional behavior side of the matrix. Now we can begin to see why the start-up life is a bit crazy making. Your entrepreneur may have a fantastic, world-changing idea, but few people, if any, will recognize it. They will question her. They will challenge him. They will refuse to invest in her. They will not work for him. They will need a lot of convincing to buy her product.


Put another way, a great but unconventional idea hasn’t been successfully implemented before. No one, your beloved entrepreneur included, really knows how to pursue this dream. The entire process to get there, let alone the end product or service itself, remains untested and unproven. Major triumphs—like securing funding or signing a big customer—rarely offer relief but instead lead to more pressure and more challenges. You may not have the processes and controls to manage the funding you just received. You can’t deliver the products quickly enough for your new customers. You have no idea if you can meet the targets that you are now accountable for to an ever-growing list of stakeholders with competing interests. No wonder, then, that only 45 percent of new firms last five years, and only 29 percent last ten years.11


At a Kauffman Foundation training for aspiring entrepreneurs a few years back, a venture capitalist warned, “There will be a moment in time, if the start-up takes off, that will be like drinking out of a fire hose.” And that’s if things go well.


Assuming you can tolerate the short-term pressures—and not everyone can—the chances of long-term success remain pretty small. Only one-third of those who set out to start businesses have something “up and running” within seven years.12 Even Y Combinator, the much-touted Silicon Valley start-up incubator, reported that 93 percent of its ventures—selected through a highly competitive process—eventually failed.13


A decade after its founding, Ned’s company has hundreds of employees and millions in monthly revenue. It doesn’t look like a new business anymore. But I can’t think of a significant period of time in the last ten years in which it didn’t feel like a start-up. If anything, the stakes have only gotten higher as more and more people become dependent on d.light for employment and the services it offers.


Given the low odds of success that all new companies have to contend with, any substantial effort to make a business work—especially before someone else makes it big with the same idea—requires substantial resources. That includes money, of course. But it also includes time. In his national bestseller Outliers: The Story of Success, Malcolm Gladwell relays how every exceptional artist, athlete, innovator, and intellectual we know—from the Beatles and Mozart to Bill Gates and chess grandmaster Bobby Fischer—had to invest ten thousand hours of practice in order to master a skill. Gladwell calls it “the magic number of greatness.”14


The same time commitment, and perhaps even more, may be required of the nascent entrepreneur, who is trying to become proficient in multiple areas of expertise as quickly as possible: how to run a business, how to do every job in the company, how to develop and disseminate a product or service, how to succeed in a particular industry, and more. To meet that ten thousand hours, your significant other would need to work ten hours a day, every single day, for nearly three years.


The most dogged entrepreneurs I’ve seen are willing to do anything and everything, whenever it’s required, to optimize the chances of success. A company founder who is going at it alone and requires minimal capital needs to spend one year of full-time effort just to get his new business started; for larger teams with more complex and costly business models, this could take significantly longer. Some experts estimate that it may take six to seven years for a start-up to become an established firm.15


Several years operating at maximum capacity on a full sprint with no guarantees? That’s a lot to ask of anyone.


When Ned and I moved to China, we were only at the beginning of that sprint. But, without anyone to help us, I was quickly overwhelmed by how much there was to do—and how much we had to sacrifice for the sake of the company. We applied for our own visas and bought our own one-way plane tickets. A few weeks before our move, Ned traveled to Shenzhen, found an apartment and an office, and opened a bank account. We packed no more than what we could fit into four large suitcases, with no idea as to whether that would be enough to build a new life in a new country. After we arrived, we shopped and paid for all the household and personal items we needed. We carried Chinese-English dictionaries with us everywhere we went. We converted a significant chunk of our personal savings into Chinese renminbi and deposited it into a local bank.


On the business side, Ned and his engineer cofounder did all the business negotiations themselves. They spent many nights building business relationships over lavish Chinese banquets and drank far too many glasses of baijiu, a disgustingly strong Chinese alcoholic beverage. Ned signed endless contracts written solely in Chinese, hoping against hope that his suppliers weren’t trying to take advantage of him. I started working full-time for Ned’s company because he desperately needed the help, and I, frankly, didn’t have any other good options for how to spend my time. I oversaw the company’s public relations, communications, and human resources, with little idea of what I was doing.


We were putting all our chips in the unconventional behavior side of the matrix. If I thought Ned’s previous children’s music and ringtone businesses had impacted my life, it was nothing compared to how much my life was about to change now. I felt exhilarated and terrified, all at once, during almost every waking moment. I thought we were living the craziest lives imaginable.


Oddly enough, we weren’t. The move to China aside, we were actually living pretty typical start-up lives. The financial risk, the big lifestyle changes, the infinite workload, the way in which Ned’s company had taken over our lives—for better or worse, these are actually pretty normal circumstances when it comes to life with an entrepreneur.
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