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			Dedication

		

		
			This book is for all the people who have had a thought they wanted to share a wild observation with me or who needed encouragement. It is not for people who are content with how things are but for those who dream bigger and have the guts to do something about it.

		

	
		

		
			Preface

			Answers You (Almost) Don’t Want to Hear

			But I thought I didn’t have to do this. You said I didn’t have to do this! I am at the airport getting ready to board a plane. I can’t get to this until after Christmas. Do I really have to deal with this now?”

			My clients’ questions were difficult ones for me to hear. To be fair, I don’t think they wanted to hear my answers either. After all, it was December 23rd, and they were trying to escape the hustle and bustle of their growing interior design business for a few days. They had record profits in 2024 and were going away for some much-deserved time off. They didn’t want to deal with vendor invoices or last-minute change order requests from clients. They definitely did not want to hear from me!

			However, as a tax practitioner and financial advisor, my job is to ensure that my clients take care of what they have to, whether they want to or not.

			“I know the timing on this is horrible. However, there are significant penalties if you don’t register your business with FINCEN. I’m sorry, but you need to do this. I can’t do it for you. You have to do it. However, if you have any questions, I will try my best to answer them or point you to someone who can. Okay?”

			

			After fifteen minutes of telling me how bad my timing was and how little time they had to get away, my clients reluctantly agreed to file their beneficial ownership information report once their airplane landed and they could get to a computer. They weren’t happy with me for calling with a “hair on fire” emergency right before Christmas. However, they knew I was trying to keep them out of compliance trouble and help keep their dreams of growing a small business alive.

			As I sat there staring at my iPhone right after our phone call ended, I couldn’t help but think of how many things small business owners need to know. Aside from trying to build a client base and market their products, they must also be aware of compliance, insurance, accounting, legal, and countless other issues. Not only this, but it is never a one-and-done with small business owners. They need to be constantly aware of ongoing changes related to their business.

			Take the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network (FINCEN) beneficial ownership information (BOI) reporting requirements that I called my clients about on that cold December afternoon:

			•The Corporate Transparency Act was enacted in 2021. It mandated that nearly every small business owner doing business in the United States was required to file certain information about themselves and their small business sometime before December 31, 2024.

			•On December 3, 2024 (right before the deadline), a federal judge in the Texas Top Cop Shop case issued a nationwide injunction prohibiting the enforcement of the BOI requirements anywhere in the country. This was welcome relief for over 30 million small businesses in the United States whose owners were supposed to comply with this requirement. They didn’t have to do anything while the injunction was in place, so they were off the hook for the time being.

			

			•On December 23, 2024, the Court of Appeals issued a stay of the injunction. In other words, small business owners were again required to comply with BOI reporting! This gift of holiday cheer from our court system necessitated many last-minute calls from practitioners (like me) to their clients to ensure they knew about this requirement and the stiff penalties for non-compliance. After all, a business call during the holidays is annoying. However, if it keeps the client from thousands of dollars in potential fines and prison time, that’s probably worth it!

			•On December 26, 2024, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals vacated the stay of the injunction. What does that mean? After three days of worry from small business owners, once again, they were no longer required to file their BOI report with FINCEN.1

			•On January 23, 2025, the Supreme Court granted the federal government’s motion to stay the injunction issued in the Texas Top Cop Shop case. However, companies were still not required to file their BOI report with FINCEN because a second federal judge had issued another nationwide order that prevented BOI reporting!

			•On February 19, 2025, FINCEN confirmed that small business owners were again required to submit BOI reporting with new reporting deadlines.

			•Finally, on March 21, 2025, FINCEN said that only foreign companies—not domestic companies—would need to comply with the BOI reporting requirements.

			

			Looking at this list, it is no wonder that small business owners are constantly worried about their business. As a financial professional, I struggled to keep up with the almost daily changes around BOI reporting. I didn’t blame my clients for feeling overwhelmed! After all, who wouldn’t be? All this back-and-forth is enough to make a small business owner with the strongest stomach feel sick! Even as I write this, the saga of BOI reporting has still not entirely played out. FINCEN is still finalizing the BOI requirements. Practitioners are still trying to navigate the maze of compliance. Small business owners can only hope to see what is coming before it is too late!

			In my experience, it is not the requirements that a small business owner knows about that keep them up at night. It is all the things that they don’t know. Small business owners don’t get worried about the complexities of their industry or the challenges of their idea. They worry about the things outside of their wheelhouse. They think, “What should I know about, but just don’t?” And “What would put my business at risk?” Or even “Is there an important change I’m unaware of?” These are their worries. What follows are the answers they (almost) don’t want to hear.

			

			
				
						1  FINCEN did say during all this back-and-forth that companies could still voluntarily file, even if the various injunctions were still in place.


				

			

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Introduction

			Getting to Go: A Lesson from a Paper Company

			“Okay. Now what?” I sat at my kitchen table, staring blankly at a half-full cup of coffee and listening to the honking horns of impatient motorists on their way to work. Everyone was so happy for me on Friday. “Wow! That’s great that you’re going into business for yourself!” “How exciting! I know you’ll be successful!” I felt exuberant and energized. I was excited about my future.

			Now, it was Monday, and reality had set in. I realized I had no plan! No one was telling me what to do or how to do it. It was just me, my coffee getting cold, and the symphony of angry horns from people going to work outside my condo in the city of Richmond, Virginia.

			It is not unusual to feel lost when starting a business. After all, what task is more daunting than that? Everything is on your shoulders, from getting clients and figuring out where to market to purchasing office supplies and the coffee maker. It all just seems so big! In the movies, all you need is a good montage, and suddenly, you are all set up and successful. Real life is a bit different. While going into business for yourself can be financially and professionally rewarding, it typically takes a while to get there. More often, in the beginning, it just feels like . . . well, work! It is slow, thankless, and tiring. In those long and painful beginning days, the only thing that can keep you going is passion. Simply put, if you don’t love what you do, you won’t make it. When money is tight, days are long, and new jobs are slow to come, passion is all you have. So, how do you figure out if you really love what you do that much?

			

			Getting to Go

			When I was in my teens, I attended soccer camp every summer. I was not a natural athlete by any stretch. I was short, somewhat overweight, and I had asthma growing up. To make matters worse, August days in Chicago could be unmercifully hot. However, I loved the sport. I loved the feeling of giving the perfect pass to a teammate waiting by the opposing net. I loved being drenched with sweat and pushing my body to the limit. I loved the satisfying soreness in my legs and feet as I walked off the field, letting me know that I had accomplished something.

			This unique duality made me both dread and look forward to soccer camp each year. The challenge was intense, but the game was beautiful. Not to mention that it was a privilege to play. Buying Adidas cleats, Umbro shorts, and Nike number 5 soccer balls costs money. For this reason, I always described soccer camp as something I was “getting to go” to each year. It was an alluring challenge that I was privileged enough to experience. It was something that I wanted to do, even though I knew it would not be easy.

			The phrase “getting to go” can mean a few different things. We often describe an event that not everyone has the opportunity to experience as something we are “getting to go” to. When I was asked to present my first academic paper at the Academy of Financial Services conference several years ago, I told everyone who would listen that I was “getting to go” and present my findings to other professionals in Las Vegas. In this way, the phrase “getting to go” implies optimism and privilege. It communicates that the opportunity is exciting but not available to everyone. It is a challenge that you are looking forward to.

			

			However, “getting to go” can also carry the sense of a beginning point—a point at which you can fully start something. One of my first accounting supervisors used to say that you had to talk to the client before you could “get to go.” What he meant by this phrase is that you needed to have a conversation with the client about their personal situation before you could begin the billable work of preparing the tax return, putting together financial statements, or even entering the bookkeeping journal entries. Until you understood the context of the work and the client’s needs, you couldn’t start the job. In this way, the phrase “getting to go” can also involve overcoming obstacles to commence the real work you need and want to do.

			Before you go into business for yourself, you must “get to go.” You must recognize the challenge in front of you as a privilege that not everyone can experience. You have to reach the point where you are mentally prepared to begin, no longer held back by fear of the unknown.

			The decision to start my own business did not happen right away for me. My father had run a successful sheet metal fabrication shop in my hometown of Grayslake, Illinois. I had seen the long days he put in and the worries over how fast customers were paying. Being his own boss looked tough to me, even as a child. As an adult, I also knew that statistically, most startups fail. Logically, it made no sense to start my own business. So why did I do it?

			I had to. I had no choice. My desire to discover whether I could grow a successful business outweighed my fear and anxiety. I gave myself permission to let go of my “common sense” and try something new and exciting. I knew from my dad that the challenge would be excruciating, but I didn’t care. In short, I had “gotten to go.”

			

			I have had the pleasure of working for several good companies. I was lucky enough to have great mentors throughout my career who pushed me in the right ways and encouraged me when I made mistakes. Don Fontana, the owner of the first CPA firm I ever worked for as an intern, pushed me to be a better tax preparer and taught me the analytical skills necessary to be a good CPA. Tim MacAleese and Susan Gaidos, who rejuvenated my career after a terrible experience at a previous job, taught me to learn from my mistakes and always strive to be better. Andrew Rose, who hired me into my first executive role, taught me that if you care about people, you will help them to be their best (which makes you better too).

			Many people go into business for themselves because they are so disgusted with their current work situation that they just can’t go on another day. On the contrary, my work experience was very positive. I consider myself lucky to have had these people in my life. They taught me invaluable lessons, both personally and professionally.

			However, even during these positive and transformative times, something in the back of my mind always wondered: what if? What if I could do this myself? What if I could handle the pressure of leading an organization? What if I could find people who shared the same passion for the work I was doing? I would think these things on my drive to work in the morning and when I put my head on my pillow at night. I would find myself contemplating how much capital I would need, what I would invest in first, and which positions I would need to fill when. I would think about what ads would look like for my services and what customers might be interested in what I did. Over time, those thoughts grew increasingly detailed and planned out. These nagging thoughts kept getting louder with each passing day. My desire to answer these questions became stronger than statistical warnings or red flags.

			

			One day, I simply gave myself permission to find out. I didn’t have a formal business plan or Wall Street investors backing me. I just wanted to answer the question that was burning inside of me each day.

			It never makes logical sense to go into business for yourself. Most startups fail. Most people can’t handle the pressure. There is never enough money or resources. And you will nearly always have family members and close friends telling you that you are crazy. I have had countless people tell me they will go into business for themselves “once they are a little bit more financially secure.” I have had countless people tell me they just want to gain “a little more experience” before trying to do it independently. These people have not gotten to go yet. The comfort of their current life still outweighs their desire to take the leap and go into business for themselves. You know you have gotten to go when the determination to take a chance on yourself is so strong that you simply no longer care about all the reasons why you shouldn’t.

			Here is the reality: There is no such thing as going into business for yourself without taking a risk. Period. If you are waiting for the timing to be perfect, it never will be. You just reach a point where you don’t care whether or not you fail. It no longer matters to you if you make less money than in your current job. You just can’t stand the “what ifs” in the back of your brain anymore. Once you are there, you are at “go.” You give yourself permission. You take a chance. You become brave. And you jump in.

			One of my favorite TV shows of all time is the American version of The Office. In one episode, the show’s main character, Michael Scott, decides to start his own paper company. Pam, a friend and colleague of Michael’s, has decided to go work for him. After a terrible first day full of setbacks, Pam is distraught and seemingly regrets her impulsive decision to join Michael in this new venture.

			

			
Michael Scott: I want you to listen to me. Because I want to tell you the situation that we are both in right now, ’kay? You quit your job. I quit my job. We both quit. Those are the facts. That’s what happened. Now, what are our choices right now? Because you know, kiddo, you quit.


			
Pam: Yeah.


			
Michael Scott: So, what are our options? Well, we can start this paper company. We can try. Or . . . that’s it. That’s our only option. Because we quit. Pam, I do my best work when people don’t believe in me. I remember in high school, my math teacher told me I was gonna flunk out. And know what I did? The very next day, I went out and I scored more goals than anyone else in the history of the hockey team. See what I mean? I thrive on this. I thrive on it. So, I’m gonna go inside. I’m going to make some calls, I’m gonna get us an office space, and I’m going to show you why you joined this company. All right?1


			Admittedly, Michael’s comedic naivete is hysterical. However, this scene illustrates the idea of getting to go well. Michael had mentally moved past all the flaws in his plan to start a new paper company. He didn’t care about failure or other options. In his mind, there was no choice. He had reached go. He had allowed himself to move past the doubt and go to work.

			Many people have come up to me after seminars or at conferences and expressed a desire to start their own business due to frustration with their current working situation. While each person gets to go in a different way, this is a dangerous line of thinking. If you are just frustrated with your current job, you should find a new one. For every toxic working environment out there, there are several healthy ones. Don’t become an entrepreneur out of spite. Become an entrepreneur because you can’t shake the feeling that you can do something better. Become an entrepreneur because you see an opportunity and need to find out if you can take advantage of it. Once your desire to answer this calling outweighs anything else, you have gotten to go— and it is time to jump in with both feet.

			

			Hollywood and the Startup Misconception

			Whether we realize it or not, Hollywood paints an often unrealistic and glorified picture of a startup business. This façade shapes many of the misconceptions I commonly hear from those considering entrepreneurship. For this reason, we must take a moment to separate fact from fiction so you can understand the reality of what you are considering. By doing this, you will either move closer to go or lose the allure of the startup business. Either way is progress. Let’s look at a few misconceptions.

			Misconception 1: I will get paid more as the boss.

			In most startup businesses, margins tend to be thin. It takes capital to buy equipment, file incorporation papers, and market the product or service. Unless you have acquired an existing business, developing a client base may take some time. While you may make more money in the long run if you are successful, owners more often make very little in the first few years. Simply put, the company doesn’t have the money to pay the owner, so you will probably make less initially.

			

			Misconception 2: I can make my own hours as the boss.

			This one is both true and false. In many jobs, employees are told when they are supposed to be at work and doing their job. It is true that if you are in charge, no one is necessarily standing over your shoulder telling you when to do what. You do have the flexibility to go to children’s sporting events or go out to eat with your spouse or friends. There is no official limit on the number of days off you can take.

			However, to say that one works less as their own boss is often incorrect. If no employees are around to help you with a particular task, the responsibility falls on you. If a job needs to get done for a client and no one can help, you are responsible for staying late and finishing it. If no one is in charge of a particular business need, the responsibility becomes yours by default. So, while the actual hours are less rigid, being your own boss often means taking on more responsibility, not less. More responsibility often means extended hours and more time involved.

			Misconception 3: I have experience in this industry, so I will have a higher chance of success than most other entrepreneurs.

			No doubt about it. Having prior experience in an industry will undoubtedly give you an advantage over a novice. The problem is that you probably don’t have experience in all aspects of the given industry or business. You have probably worked in one or a few different areas in a particular business, not each part. Therefore, while you will know some parts very well, others will feel brand new.

			For example, before I stepped out on my own, I had been in leadership roles in a property and casualty insurance company. I worked in technical accounting and even worked closely with the data and underwriting teams. However, I had never actually sold the product. When I decided to sell property and casualty insurance as part of my product offering, I realized I had no clue what I was doing! I had plenty of experience in insurance, but not in every area I would encounter.

			

			It is the rarest of rare for someone to have prior experience in every aspect of their new business. As I have told many an entrepreneur, nothing is more humbling than going out on your own. However well you know an industry, you probably don’t know everything! Many are surprised to realize the breadth of what they don’t know.

			Misconception 4: I will be able to live the same lifestyle I always have.

			Bigger companies can afford more. It may seem unfair, but bigger companies have more to offer their employees. They can afford better healthcare benefits. A catered lunch or two is well within budget. If they have a bad month or two, their employees barely notice because the company can afford to buffer the impact.

			When you go out on your own, it often comes with lifestyle sacrifices. In addition to giving more time to work, you typically need to live on less. You may not have the same healthcare right away. You may not be able to spend the same amount on vacation that you always have. If you have a retirement plan, the match may not be what you are used to. This is where your desire to do something different and pave your own way has to carry you. It won’t be like this forever, but most businesses do not immediately take off. You can get these things back. It just may be a few years before you do. Patience and passion are essential when you embark on something new.

			

			Misconception 5: Once I go out on my own, I will never look back.

			Out of all the things on this list, this is the one that I wish most of all were true. While many movies paint the picture of the protagonist telling their boss to “shove it” and triumphantly walking out the door to be successful on their own without an ounce of self-doubt, real life is more complicated. In most cases, people go out on their own for a while, and the business has no other employees. It is just them. No one to help carry the load. While this can be empowering and allow for schedule flexibility, it can also be lonely and lead to self-doubt.

			Many people have dipped their toe in the water of self-employment only to realize that the water was deeper than they thought. At some point, after an initial push, sales slow down, customers drag their feet in paying, and you run out of marketing ideas. This is where loneliness and fear can start to rear their ugly heads. You start to wonder, “What was I thinking?” And “I can try this again in a few years when I am more ready.” And even “Wouldn’t it be easier just to find another job at a different company?”

			Moments of self-doubt are normal and should be expected. However, when you reach them, it is essential to take a step back, re-examine the situation, and do some self-reflection. Have you gotten to go? That is to say, are you at a point in your life where you have to know if you can do something on your own? If you are, then ask yourself if you answered that question. That is, have you found the answer is that you can’t do this? Or are you just having a rough day? If it is the second one, you owe it to yourself to keep going. If it is the first one, maybe a return to corporate life is in your future. Either way is fine. Just make sure you have closure so you don’t keep wondering about what could have been.

			Make no mistake about it: Hollywood captures the American Dream of making it on your own. However, while the entrepreneurial spirit in the United States is alive and well, it takes much more than two hours and the cost of a large popcorn to actualize it.

			

			Am I at go?

			Have you reached the point where the urge to figure out if you could do something better outweighs the comfort of working in the same office every day? Are you irresistibly compelled to know if you can do it better? Have you reached the point where you just don’t care if you fail, because the need to know if you can make it by yourself is that much stronger? If so, then you have gotten to go.

			If you haven’t gotten to go yet, reading the rest of this book will not help you get there. Nothing I say can help you reach go faster. You are either there or you are not. You are either at a point in your life where you can’t bear the thought of not trying to go into business for yourself, or you are not. There really isn’t an in-between. If you are in between and you try to step out on your own now, consciously or unconsciously, you probably won’t give it everything you have. You will fall back into what is comfortable. So, if you haven’t reached go yet, wait until you are there. Then come back to this book and keep reading.

			If you have reached this point in your life, congratulations. You have taken a crucial first step. At this point, there is no turning back for you. You have much work ahead, but you are all in—and most importantly, you don’t care. Passion is carrying you, and it will have to continue carrying you for the foreseeable future. Money won’t do it because money will likely be tight for a while. A well-thought-out business plan won’t do it because most first-year business plans get blown up anyway. Prestige won’t do it either because your company may not be well-known for a while. Your passion will keep you going through the late hours. Your passion will keep you motivated when the sales don’t seem to be coming. Your passion will drive you ahead. You just need to get to go . . . and go!

			

			What’s ahead?

			This book is a practical guide for navigating those early years of being in business for yourself. It is not a book of pithy platitudes nor a treatise on how anyone can start a small business. I will be the first to tell you that nothing could be further from the truth. The fact is that not everyone can or should start their own business. However, if you are thinking about going out on your own, this book will help you get a handle on what is involved and what needs to happen over the next few years to accomplish that goal.

			It should also be clear that this is not a step-by-step guide to starting a business, either. While there is logic to the order of the chapters, every company in every industry is different. Some steps may make more sense to do sooner rather than later. Realistically, most business owners must address many of these issues before they are ready. They also don’t usually have the luxury of addressing these items in an orderly fashion. Starting a business is an exercise of addressing things that come up as best you can now and perfecting them later.

			Also, in case you are wondering, I am not an attorney. This book should never be construed as legal advice. If you need legal advice on a specific issue, hire a competent attorney. If you need an expert in tax, insurance, or human resources, hire a professional. This book cannot address every situation or problem. I don’t try to because I can’t.

			In many ways, this book is my essay on everything I have learned from starting several businesses over time, not with the deep pockets of investors, but out of my own wallet. It is not from the viewpoint of someone trying to sell a do-it-yourself marketing strategy, nor from the point of view of a small business strategist at a large financial firm who has only seen businesses built from the sidelines. It is a book from someone who has made plenty of mistakes but managed to have a few victories along the way. This is simply a book from one passionate entrepreneur to another in hopes that you will be able to realize your dream of making it on your own as well.

			

			

			
				
						1  The Office, season 5, episode 23, “Two Weeks,” written by Justin Spitzer, directed by Gene Stupnitsky, aired April 9, 2009, on NBC.
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