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Fail Fest: Wisdom In The Wreckage

By Kenneth Thomas

Book 1: Falling Up

Prologue: The Art of Falling Flat on Your Face

––––––––
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HOW FALLING FLAT TAUGHT Me to Soar

Failure has a sound. It’s not the dramatic orchestral crash you imagine in movies. It’s quieter, more insidious. It’s the squelch of a biodegradable sneaker disintegrating in a puddle. It’s the murmur of an unimpressed crowd. And, in my case, it’s the sound of a pigeon landing in the goo where your future used to be.

The eco-sneaker disaster should have been my defining moment—the day Nate Grayson joined the ranks of Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, and every other visionary whose ideas changed the world. Instead, it was the day I realized the world didn’t need another visionary. It needed rain-resistant footwear.

Here’s how it went down:

I was standing in the middle of City Park, holding up a pair of sleek, green-tinted sneakers. “These aren’t just shoes,” I proclaimed to the small crowd, as though I were Moses descending from the mountaintop. “They’re a statement. A revolution. The future.”

Cue the rain.

At first, it was a drizzle, the kind you could pretend wasn’t happening if you were optimistic enough. Unfortunately, optimism has never been waterproof. The drizzle turned into a downpour, and within seconds, my revolutionary sneakers—made from 100% organic, biodegradable materials—were reduced to soggy clumps of guilt-green paste.

The crowd scattered. Investors muttered excuses as they retreated under umbrellas. Someone in the back yelled, “At least it’s eco-friendly!” which, frankly, felt unnecessary. A pigeon landed in the growing puddle of shoe-goo and stared at me with what I can only describe as profound disappointment.

By the time I got home, drenched and humiliated, #SoggySavior was trending on Twitter. Memes of my face, mid-panic, were everywhere. My favorite? A GIF of the shoes melting, captioned: “When your big idea can’t even keep it together.”

That night, staring at the ceiling in my tiny apartment, I asked myself the kind of existential questions only failure can provoke: Why did I think this was a good idea? Why do I keep trying? Am I doomed to fail forever?

And then, a quieter thought: Maybe failure isn’t the end. Maybe it’s just the middle.

Fueled by desperation and an unhealthy amount of caffeine, I recorded a video. Still wearing the hoodie that smelled faintly of wet cardboard, I stared into the camera and said:

“Hi. My name is Nate Grayson, and I invented shoes that melt in the rain. You’re welcome.”

What I said next was unplanned. “Fail Forward: Because falling is how we learn to stand.”

I posted the video and went to bed, expecting pity likes from my mom and maybe my grandma Lou. Instead, I woke up to thousands of views, hundreds of comments, and a DM from someone asking if I did motivational speaking.

That’s when it hit me: failure wasn’t just my reality—it was my brand. This is the story of how I turned falling flat on my face into a movement, a manifesto, and a life worth living.

It’s not a guide to success. It’s a love letter to failure.
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Chapter 1: The Soggy Savior
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(Rule #1: Failure isn’t the opposite of success—it’s the foundation of it.)

The rain began as a whisper. The kind of drizzle you could ignore if you squinted and lied to yourself. Unfortunately, I was doing a lot of that lying-to-myself thing.

“This isn’t just a shoe,” I proclaimed to the small but eager crowd gathered in City Park. “This is a revolution!”

It wasn’t hyperbole. Okay, it was, but only a little. I believed in the eco-sneaker. A lightweight, fully biodegradable shoe that could decompose in just six months? Genius, right? Saving the planet, one step at a time. I’d convinced myself that this would be my legacy. And as the first fat drops of rain plopped onto my forehead, I clung to that belief with the kind of desperation usually reserved for drowning men and reality show contestants.

“Imagine a world,” I continued, clutching the shoe like it was an Oscar. “Where your footwear isn’t just a statement of style, but a promise to the planet.”

A promise to disappoint it, apparently.

The drizzle turned to rain, and the rain turned to a downpour. That’s when the first shoe started to melt.

It wasn’t immediate. At first, the edges just got soft, like a sad marshmallow left too close to a campfire. But then the goo came. It seeped out from the sole, a bright green sludge that spread across the pavement like an ominous science experiment.

Someone in the crowd gasped. A child screamed. An investor in the front row leaned closer and muttered, “Is that... supposed to happen?”

“Proof of concept!” I said, far too loudly.

It wasn’t.

By the time the second shoe dissolved into the same puddle of shame, the crowd was backing away. Phones were out, capturing every agonizing second. My assistant Rachel, ever the pragmatist, appeared at my side, holding an umbrella over my head.

“You might want to wrap this up,” she whispered, her tone far too calm for the apocalypse unfolding at my feet.

“I can salvage this,” I said, gripping the microphone with what I hoped looked like confidence but probably resembled desperation.

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “The pigeon doesn’t think so.”

I followed her gaze. A pigeon had landed in the goo and was now flapping its wings in a futile attempt to escape. It looked at me, head tilted, as if to say: Really, dude?

The final nail in my coffin came when the rain finally stopped. There I stood, drenched and humiliated, surrounded by puddles of green sludge. My revolutionary shoes, the culmination of months of work and every dollar I’d ever saved, had officially biodegraded in real time.

The crowd dispersed quickly after that. Investors muttered excuses about needing to “circle back.” Someone yelled, “At least it’s eco-friendly!” as they walked away, and I made a mental note to never speak to that person again.

That night, back in my apartment, I replayed the disaster in my mind like a director watching dailies of a bad movie. I kept hoping for some angle that made it less terrible. There wasn’t one.

My phone buzzed. A text from Grandma Lou:

Lou: Saw your big debut. Congrats on being famous.

Me: Famous?

Lou: #SoggySavior. Google it.

I didn’t want to Google it. I did anyway. Sure enough, there it was—#SoggySavior, trending on Twitter. Memes of my panicked face mid-rainstorm were everywhere. One particularly creative video synced my meltdown to the Titanic theme song. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to laugh, cry, or sue.

A part of me wanted to give up then and there. To delete my social media accounts, move to a cabin in the woods, and spend the rest of my days explaining to squirrels why I wasn’t cut out for society. But instead, I picked up my phone and started recording.

“Hi,” I said, my voice raw from a day of shouting over the rain. “My name’s Nate Grayson, and I invented shoes that melt in the rain. You’re welcome.”

I paused, staring at my reflection in the camera, a bedraggled mess with too much optimism for his own good. “Fail Forward,” I said, the words falling out before I’d even realized I was thinking them. “Because falling is how we learn to stand.”

I posted the video and went to bed, convinced it would disappear into the void like most of my other attempts at greatness.

By the time I woke up, it had a million views.
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Chapter 2: Hashtags and Humility
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(Rule #2: If you’re not embarrassed, you’re not growing.)

Going viral feels a lot like being in a car crash—disorienting, overwhelming, and followed by a lot of strangers judging your decisions.

When I woke up and saw the notification banner on my phone—“Your video has 1.2 million views”—my first instinct was to scream. My second instinct was to throw my phone into the nearest body of water. Unfortunately, my apartment was only equipped with a sink, which didn’t feel dramatic enough.

Rachel called before I could fully spiral.

“You’re trending,” she said, skipping pleasantries.

“I noticed.”

“You know this is a good thing, right?”

“Define ‘good,’” I replied, scrolling through the comments.

The internet, as usual, was a mixed bag. Some people thought I was a genius. Others thought I was an idiot. One particularly aggressive commenter claimed my shoes had been part of a secret government experiment to weaponize rain.

“Look,” Rachel continued, “you wanted attention, and now you’ve got it. People love this whole ‘fail forward’ thing.”

“Do they love it,” I said, squinting at my screen, “or are they laughing at me?”

Rachel paused. “Why not both?”

The first interview request came in around noon. A small podcast called Fail Tales wanted to talk to me about my video. At the time, it seemed harmless enough. I was wrong.

The host, a cheery guy named Tom, opened with a question that set the tone for the entire interview:

“So, Nate, what’s it like being the poster child for failure?”

I laughed nervously, which was apparently the wrong move, because he doubled down.

“Seriously, though. What made you decide to embrace your complete and utter humiliation?”

“Well,” I began, stalling for time, “I wouldn’t call it complete and utter humiliation...”

Tom raised an eyebrow. “Your shoes melted in the rain, dude.”

He had a point.

The rest of the interview was a blur of awkward laughter and even more awkward attempts to sound wise. By the end of it, I wasn’t sure if I’d come across as inspirational or just deeply confused. The comments on the podcast’s Instagram post later confirmed it was mostly the latter.

By the time the second interview request came in, I was prepared—or so I thought. I had a plan: lean into the humor, keep it light, and, most importantly, avoid saying anything that could be turned into a meme.

The host, a serious-looking woman named Priya, seemed less interested in my accidental brand of self-help and more interested in the eco-sneakers themselves.

“Do you think the failure of your product undermines your credibility as an entrepreneur?” she asked, her tone cool and clinical.

I blinked. “I think it proves I’m human.”

She didn’t look impressed. “Do you think people should take advice from someone whose big idea ended in disaster?”

“Well, if they only took advice from successful people, they’d miss out on all the fun,” I replied, forcing a smile.

It wasn’t my best moment, but it wasn’t my worst either. That title was still held by the pigeon from the park.

As the days went on, the requests kept pouring in: more podcasts, a couple of YouTube shows, even an inquiry from a daytime talk show I was pretty sure hadn’t been relevant since the mid-2000s. Each time, I found myself walking the line between self-deprecating humor and genuine philosophy, trying to convince both myself and the world that failing forward was more than just a catchphrase.

Grandma Lou called again after my third interview.

“Why do you keep saying yes to these things?” she asked.

“Because people want to hear what I have to say,” I replied.

“Do they?”

“I think so.”

She snorted. “They want to see if you’ll melt like your shoes did.”

It wasn’t until later that I realized she wasn’t entirely wrong. People were fascinated by my failure, not because they wanted to celebrate it, but because it made them feel better about their own mistakes. And maybe that was okay. Maybe the whole point of failing forward wasn’t to pretend you had all the answers, but to show people it was okay not to.

I wasn’t an expert. I wasn’t a guru. I was just a guy with a slogan and a soggy hoodie. And for now, that was enough.
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Chapter 3: The $1 Coaching Catastrophe
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(Rule #3: Progress doesn’t happen without risk—and risks are rarely pretty.)

“This is your worst idea yet,” Rachel said, her arms crossed as she leaned against my kitchen counter.

I shrugged, tapping away at my laptop. “You say that about all my ideas.”

“Because all your ideas are bad.” She gestured to the screen. “But this one? This one takes the cake.”

She wasn’t entirely wrong. Offering one-on-one coaching sessions for a dollar wasn’t exactly a foolproof plan. But then again, neither was biodegradable footwear, and that had gotten me this far.

“People love cheap,” I argued.

“People also love chaos. That doesn’t mean you should give it to them.”

Ignoring her skepticism, I clicked “publish” on the campaign. “Trust me,” I said, mostly to myself. “This is going to work.”

By the end of the first day, I had seventy bookings. By the end of the second day, the number had doubled. By the third day, I was seriously considering faking my own death.

“It’s only an hour per person,” I told Rachel over the phone as I paced my apartment.

“You mean seventy hours,” she replied.

“Not all at once!”

She didn’t laugh. “Nate, do you even have seventy hours? You’re already sleep-deprived from those interviews.”

“I’ll figure it out,” I said, lying to both of us.

I didn’t figure it out.

The first few calls were manageable. People wanted advice on starting businesses, handling setbacks, and—more than once—dealing with nosy in-laws. I gave what I could: a mix of recycled self-help platitudes and thinly veiled anecdotes about my own failures.

By hour five, the questions got weirder.

“How do I tell my boss I accidentally sent a meme of a goat in sunglasses to the entire company?”

“Honesty is the best policy,” I said, suppressing a laugh.

“What if he doesn’t find it funny?”

“Then you’ve learned a valuable lesson about your boss’s sense of humor.”

Hour twelve brought the iguana guy.

“I need you to coach my pet,” he said.

I blinked. “Your pet?”

“My iguana, Carlos. He’s lazy and unmotivated.”

“Maybe Carlos doesn’t want to work,” I offered.

“But he needs to! He’s supposed to be an emotional support iguana!”

I don’t remember how I responded. All I know is that Carlos now has his own Instagram account with 10,000 followers and a bio that reads: “Fail Forward Ambassador.”

By the time I hit hour thirty-six, my brain felt like pudding. I was forgetting names, mixing up advice, and questioning my life choices every fifteen minutes. Rachel showed up at my apartment with coffee and a look that could only be described as I told you so.

“You can’t keep this up,” she said, handing me a mug.

“I have to,” I replied, my voice hoarse from hours of talking. “People are counting on me.”

“No, they’re not,” she said flatly. “They’re counting on you to distract them from their own problems for an hour. There’s a difference.”

I stared at her, too tired to argue.

“Take a break, Nate,” she continued, her tone softening. “You can’t coach anyone if you’re running on fumes.”

That night, I canceled the remaining sessions and posted a video apologizing for the chaos.

“Turns out,” I said to the camera, “coaching seventy people for a dollar isn’t just exhausting—it’s stupid. But hey, at least now I know my limits. Progress doesn’t happen without risks, and risks are rarely pretty. Failing forward, right?”

The comments were surprisingly kind. A few people shared their own stories of taking on too much, while others simply thanked me for being honest.

By the next morning, someone had created a meme of me with the caption: “He tried his best, and that’s what matters.”

It wasn’t glamorous, but it was progress.
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Chapter 4: Proof of Chaos
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(Rule #4: If you can’t control the chaos, learn to dance in it.)

Chaos isn’t a one-time visitor; it’s a permanent houseguest. The kind who never cleans up after themselves and eats all your snacks. I learned this the hard way during what Rachel affectionately refers to as “The Binder Debacle.”
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