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Endorsements for After the Game



“Spreadsheets don’t create synergies—PEOPLE DO. It is much easier to teach the math behind valuation techniques than it is to create or maintain a cohesive team and lead it in the right direction.”

—DONNA M. HITSCHERICH, Senior Lecturer, Director of the Private Equity Program at Columbia Business School

“I love After the Game. It resonates so deeply not only with me but any athlete at any level.”

—BRIAN DE LA PUENTE, retired NFL player

“As a former athlete turned business leader, After the Game outlines the key characteristics one learns in sports and can apply to business.”

— DANNY WADHAMS, former D-I athlete and owner of Flowing Tide

“Your mindset is everything as a business leader. Everyone wants to be part of a winning organization… After the Game!”

—SONNY THADANI, CEO of Robin and founding member of Accordion Partners

“After the Game brings the reader the necessary and indispensable tools for any successful transition into business, entrepreneurship, or a trade with the knowledge that has been proven to be successful by some of the best athletes in the world. The classrooms, locker rooms, and fields of college and professional sports are constant proving grounds for individual growth, character development, and overcoming adversity. After the Game provides access to the training camp for success and wisdom of its application for the toughest business fields in the world.”

—DEMAURICE SMITH, former executive director of the National Football League Players Association (NFLPA)

“When the final whistle blows on their sports careers, many athletes struggle to find their purpose. In After the Game, Jay Dixon provides the necessary insight to guide players through answering ‘What’s next?’ After the Game is a necessary resource for both current and former athletes.”

— STEPHANIE GEOSITS, board of directors for Soccer Canada and founder of All About Sports

“After the Game is an excellent road map that shows athletes how they can use their skillsets from sports to succeed in the business world and shows business leaders how athletes can make excellent employees and leaders. After the Game focuses on self-awareness and emotional intelligence, vital pieces to being successful and prosperous! This book will help a lot of people achieve the success that their heart desires!”

—MARQUES OGDEN, former NFL offensive lineman and CEO of Ogden Ventures LLC

“As a former Los Angeles Dodger who transitioned into entrepreneurship, I deeply resonate with the message in Jay Dixon’s After the Game. This book brilliantly bridges the gap between athletic discipline and business acumen. Dixon’s insights are a practical guide for any athlete looking to redefine success beyond the field. A must-read for those ready to channel their athletic ability into entrepreneurial triumphs.”

—TYLER ADKISON, former MLB player, entrepreneur, and angel investor

“Whether you are leaving a career in sports, transitioning between companies or industries, or finally achieving that long-desired promotion, After the Game is indispensable reading for anyone experiencing a significant career change.”

—PAUL INGRAM, Kravis Professor of Business at Columbia Business School and Presidential Award winner in Teaching Excellence

“As a seasoned talent executive, I am thoroughly impressed by After the Game. This book is a critical tool for former athletes to navigate the challenging transition from sports to entrepreneurship. The unique blend of mindset coaching and practical business acquisition strategies shown is innovative and necessary. After the Game is an essential read for anyone aspiring to redefine their identity and achieve entrepreneurial excellence post-sports career.”

— STEVEN DEVALL, VP of Talent Partnerships and Influencer Strategy at Vox Media
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“Enhancing the lives of athletes after sport.”

Champions of Business






PREFACE Bridging the Identity Gap by Harnessing the Unique Skills of Athletes


Throughout their journey, athletes are celebrated as the epitome of physical strength and mental fortitude. Yet when the applause fades and the spotlight dims, athletes face a profound existential question: “Who am I if I am no longer an athlete?” The transition out of a life defined by competitive sports can be extremely challenging, leading to what is often referred to as an “identity gap.”1

The identity gap signifies the disparity between an individual’s old identity (as an athlete) and their new identity,2 which often feels uncertain and unsettled. Research shows that the vast majority of athletes experience this loss of identity and need more time, as well as social support, for a successful career transition.3 Other athletes have reported a decrease in their social status after their college sports career ended.4 Most simply believe their best days are behind them.

Athletes spend a significant part of their lives developing, honing, and ultimately being defined by their athletic identities. In fact, one study found that 78 percent of student-athletes identified as athletes first before their role as students.5 Consequently, their life after sports can feel like losing a part of their core self, leading to struggles with self-concept, role confusion, emotional distress,6 and even depression.7

Yet it’s important to remember that athletes are equipped with a unique set of skills and characteristics nurtured through their sporting careers. Qualities such as resilience, dedication, discipline, teamwork, and goal-orientation are invaluable in the realm of entrepreneurship.8 These skills can provide athletes with a significant advantage in business endeavors, providing a bridge to cross the identity gap and embark on new, fulfilling journeys.

The transition from an athletic career to entrepreneurship offers ex-athletes a chance to reframe their narrative, find new purpose, and use their intrinsic qualities to acquire and lead successful ventures. This book aims to guide former athletes through this journey, providing insights, strategies, and inspiration for a timely leap into successful entrepreneurship.

Just as athletes draw strategies and techniques from their coaches, this book is designed to serve as a mentor, helping athletes to understand and apply their athletic abilities off the field. It aims to support athletes to redefine their identities, not by losing their athlete self, but by adding a new dimension to it—that of an athlete-entrepreneur.

And just as we aim to give athletes a new identity, we also aim to create awareness of their unique skill sets and characteristics among the general public. Investing in exceptional business leaders is crucial for sustained success and growth of business. Research indicates that CEOs with a background in competitive athletics are statistically better leaders: 17 percent longer tenured, 12 percent lower debt, and 15 percent higher return on assets.9

Linking leadership characteristics with corporate performance is a large and growing field. The early professional background of CEOs before assuming their leadership roles bears significance in corporate decision-making. For example, Benmelech and Frydman (2015) examined the influence of military service experience on managerial decisions, financial policies, and overall corporate performance. They discovered that firms led by CEOs with a military background tend to adopt more conservative policies, demonstrate ethical behavior, make fewer investments, engage in fewer fraudulent activities, and exhibit better performance during industry downturns. While existing literature has explored various CEO characteristics, the specific impact of being an athlete on CEO decision-making remains largely unexplored.

The research-backed evidence demonstrates that athletes have the potential to drive financial performance, foster innovation, inspire teams, navigate challenges effectively, and create a culture of excellence, demonstrated further through the neuroscientific benefits of athletics. (For details, see Appendix: Unlocking the Neuroscientific Benefits of Athletics for Business Success: 10 Principles.)

Understanding the education athletics provides and the unique skill sets it develops is critical to business success for former athletes.

This book aims not only to inspire former athletes to lean into their skills and create awareness among the business community of their unique skill sets to thrive as leaders, but also to provide a fast-track way for athletes to achieve business success and enhance their mindset in preparation to become an entrepreneur.



This fast track is through acquiring a successful business, often termed “Entrepreneurship Through Acquisition” (ETA), and leveraging the soft skills for success. Studies show that ETA, which has been around for forty-plus years and historically has been taught at elite business schools, leads to a higher success rate than starting a business from scratch. According to various studies, the success rate for ETA is estimated at 50 to 60 percent and has been a growing trend among investors as an alternative asset class. With an estimated $10 trillion in assets held in twelve million privately owned businesses to be sold by 2040 by the baby boomer generation,10 the opportunity is enormous.
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Acquired businesses generally have better financial performance compared to startups. Research indicates that acquired businesses tend to generate higher revenues and profits in the early years compared to new ventures.

ETA can result in faster time to profitability compared to launching a new business. Acquiring an existing business allows entrepreneurs to leverage the groundwork laid by the previous owner, which can accelerate the path to positive cash flow.

Those who are interested in starting a business from scratch should know that the success rate is relatively lower compared to ETA. According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, about 20 percent of new businesses fail within their first year, and around 50 percent fail within their first five years.11 (Success rates can vary based on industry, location, and other factors.)

The difference in business, as in sports, largely depends on the guidance and laser-focused wisdom from coaches and mentors, the dedication and drive of the athletes and entrepreneurs, and the will to succeed, no matter the obstacle.

We invite you to delve into these pages, uncover the emerging entrepreneur within you, and start bridging the gap that stands between your past and your future. We believe this is one path to entrepreneurial success, and we are here to support you now, and perhaps even down the road.

Here’s to the beginning of your exciting journey as an athlete-entrepreneur.






THE INVITATION A Return of the Glory Days


It’s often said that athletes die twice. I’m on my second life and I have a mission.

When I was seven years old, I put on a football helmet. From that moment on, my identity was sealed. I was an athlete. A warrior. A passionate, disciplined, committed, optimistic, persistent, competitive, supportive, and motivated soul. It was my DNA.

When my helmet came off after my last bowl game, I felt like I’d died. For the next three years, I struggled in all areas of life. Relationships were ruined. I bounced around to different jobs. I numbed myself with unhealthy coping strategies and feelings of loss, an identity crisis, and distress.

If you played college sports, then you know the highs and lows of a season. You’ve felt the rush from a win ignite in your chest, and the crush of a loss bring you to your knees. You’ve known the mental and physical challenge of always pushing to improve, reaching for the next victory. Your coach’s voice is constantly playing in your head, even off the field. Your whole rhythm of life is set by the seasons, the ongoing cycle of training, competing, and improving.

It’s a familiar rhythm that continues until you wake to the day of your final game.

Do you remember that day? I imagine you do. It’s a day most of us never forget. Whether it ended in victory or defeat—and whether you competed in high school, college, or at a professional level—there was a sense of finality that is inescapable. A final whistle blew. A final point was played. A final lap. A final putt. With a final goal scored, your personal goal came to an end.

And after that last game, you shed your identity as a competing athlete, along with your jersey or uniform. Your next step was into the real world with two looming questions hanging over your head: “What’s next?” and “Who am I?”

These are hard questions for nearly all athletes. Playing football had been my focus most of my life. Since age seven, I’d lived, breathed, and dreamed of being a sports star. Life consisted of practices, teammates, and sweat. Lots of sweat. I followed my coaches with an almost militaristic fervor, and every August I couldn’t wait to suit up and do battle again.

My early life didn’t present many challenges. I can’t paint some rags-to-riches story about meager beginnings. I was living in the affluence of Orange County, California, with the sun on our shoulders and Mickey Mouse’s kingdom just down the road. I attended San Clemente High School, which generated numerous Division I football players from the program my year and many more before and after me. My goal was to rank among them, and as my senior year started, the “process” began. Big coaches started visiting the school in search of the next breakout talent. As some teammates began selecting colleges to attend, the colors and clothes from their newly selected schools started appearing at parties. I was still wearing surf clothes with my ego in check, with no real offers coming in to play Division I.

My goals were simple: a full-ride scholarship and playing time at a D-I school. I had no desire to be a walk-on and knew I had it in me to be a full-scholarship football player; the right team just hadn’t found me yet. Every team has guys who simply won’t make it. But I wasn’t one of those guys. I saw it. I knew it.

The deadline for college commitments approached, and all I had coming in were partial offers at smaller schools. Nothing solid. My frustration grew like a weed. I remember putting on a pair of jump shoes—i.e., shoes with a platform that forces the wearer to rely heavily on their calf muscles, to increase speed and explosiveness—and just went 100 percent Forrest Gump, racing through my neighborhood like some predator was nipping at my heels. After a good three to five miles, I wasn’t any clearer on my situation, but I knew the training couldn’t hurt.

I decided to attend the local junior college, Saddleback College, to hone my game. Saddleback takes pride in its long history of building championship teams and individuals, often a stepping stone for those with similar goals as mine. The coaches had a plan for me to get to Division I—a plan that is universal in football: bigger, faster, stronger, and more fundamental techniques.

For the next two years, my world was, yet again, football. I lived in the weight room and on the field. I ate up everything I could related to football. I also studied hard because I knew that to be a D-I prospect, I needed to be the full package. Coaches and administrators love scholar-athletes, and I was setting myself up to be a lock for some lucky school.

One day, finally, my work paid off. Hall of Fame head coach Chris Ault and defensive line coach Marty Long were sitting in my living room, accepting a glass of iced tea from my mother. Growing up on the West Coast, everyone knew about Coach Ault and Nevada’s “Air Wolf” and, eventually, the “Pistol” offenses, which made for high-scoring contests. Before the visit was over, a full ride was in front of me, an offer on the table.

Well, I was in. The trips I had lined up to visit other D-I universities were canceled. I simply told them I had accomplished what I needed.

At Nevada, as a mid-major Division I school, we had to be tough, disciplined, and play like a unit. Our coaches did such a great job of drilling those ideals into my head so thoroughly that I found myself repeating those same words years later as a businessman. I attended Nevada for three years. I redshirted, but I earned more playing time as my seniority rose. By my senior year, I was a starter, and we opened up on ABC television at Nebraska. When I was a kid growing up in the ’90s, Nebraska football was untouchable. They were winning national championships left and right, the darling of college football. One Christmas, my parents got me a Nebraska football sweatshirt. As a kid in California, I wore it nonstop as a prideful sign that I only intended to be the best.

Now, I was on Nebraska’s field—the “Sea of Red”—with my team during warm-ups, listening to the crowd’s deafening roar, hearing my name in front of ninety thousand fans over a loudspeaker, as a starter against the Cornhuskers.12 Coach Ault came by and looked me dead in the eye: “It’s your time, Dixon!” His confidence in me gave me a jolt, a fire in my soul, and fearlessness in my body. I played a majority of the snaps against a monstrous offensive line, battling, fighting, and using the energy of my teammates and coaches to continue to play. And although we lost, it was still a dream come true to have set my goal at a young age to play football at that level, and to be on the same field as my childhood dream team, knowing that I had achieved it. My body was beat, but my soul was alive.

It was the highest high I had ever felt.

But these moments of glory made it even harder to accept the end.

I remember after the last game of my college athletic career, walking off the field thinking, I’m done. Now what?

I was at a loss. The football calendar had dictated my life so profoundly that when I stopped playing, it felt like the earth had ceased spinning on its axis. I staggered around day to day, dizzy from the abrupt halt of my career and identity as an athlete. No more sweltering summer conditioning. No more locker room banter with my buddies. No more brassy crescendos from the marching band, pumping us up from the stands.

I wish I could tell you that the highs were enough to sustain my transition into post-college life. I certainly expected my professional career to operate like my athletic one. I knew I had potential; my success on the field had taught me that. But I no longer had a coach to point me toward a goal. I wasn’t even sure what the goal was. And I’ve spoken with many others who have talked about this same struggle.



My first job was in sales, where I worked for next to nothing, with customers slamming doors in my face on the regular. It was a discouraging start that sent me looking for something else. I coached some high school football also. My next move was to land a corporate job.

This is it, I thought. I had traded my uniform for a suit and the locker room for a cubicle. In the beginning, I was fired up, hungry to succeed. But the work was monotonous and unfulfilling. I needed a win, a season, and a championship I could reach for.

I assumed that the next logical goal would be a promotion, so I jumped at an opportunity that was way out of my league. I insisted that the vice president promote me to a position at their new office, in order to establish a new business unit in downtown Los Angeles. It was a pretty prize for our executive team and critical for company success. He hesitated due to my age and lack of experience, but ultimately gave his support and assigned me the promotion. I thought for sure this would be the cure to my apathy, but the boost only lasted a few weeks. I soon realized I would never be fulfilled working in the corporate world, building someone else’s business.13

After an abrupt departure from that job, I left my home in California with my partner, and after bouncing around, spending a few years coaching, we started a company on the other side of the country. I was convinced working for myself would be better than working for someone else, but also hesitant to take a risk. Thankfully, it did prove to be better. The hard work quickly paid off. I found myself hungry to continue growing the company, excited to emancipate myself from a typical nine-to-five “job.”

Then an unexpected thing happened. A local entrepreneur and investor approached us out of the blue and offered to buy the company we’d spent only a short time building. It wasn’t retirement money, but it sure was enough to take the pressure off a bit. The whole concept of selling your business was completely foreign to me, but I immediately recognized it as a big win. A championship win.

I saw the potential to repeat this formula of starting, growing, and selling small businesses. Better yet, I recognized it as a similar process to my athletic seasons and championships.

My drive ignited. My pulse quickened. There was nothing I loved as much as a challenge to help others. The sale of a business can be compared to a trophy on my shelf, proof that anyone can accomplish great things. After being a part of two more sales, I knew I had something. Better yet, I knew I loved to coach and advise others. I also knew that the core values I’d learned on the football field—analytical and creative thinking, resilience, motivation and self-awareness, and dependability and curiosity—would propel me forward in the business world. I had already learned more about how to be an entrepreneur from the football field than many of my peers would learn in business school.

Since that very first win, I have been obsessed with how people start, grow, buy, and sell small businesses, and fascinated with analyzing synergies among companies. I consulted with many entrepreneurs to successfully buy and sell companies. I found that buying and selling businesses was successful by leveraging the unique skills and traits I learned in athletics, not the spreadsheets, and classroom skills were much easier to learn considering the athletic characteristics I’d honed over many years. I further realized that mindset training was critical to leadership performance in business, as it was consistently displayed by the most successful entrepreneurs. My only regret is how long it took me to arrive here. I feel certain that if someone had sat me down at the end of college and explained how to harness all my potential and skills, I would have avoided a lot of pain and frustration.

Don’t get me wrong—the standard job track offers a lot: financial security, promotions, and a predictable forty-year career that ends with retirement. There’s nothing wrong with taking that route. I simply chose another path for my early career.

I was fortunate to overcome my trials as an athlete who lost their sport, redirecting my passion and skills into entrepreneurial ventures. I’ve suffered some losses, achieved many successes, and I still wake every morning with an excitement and passion for coaching others to succeed in the game of business.



My goal is to prevent you from suffering unnecessary mental pain and frustration when your career ends. It can be devastating to know you have great potential but have nowhere to apply it. Why is it so hard to translate your devotion and drive to the real world? Why is there a disconnect for some students between their athletic career and their business career?

My experience says a new framework, a new mindset, is needed to help you through the transition and to understand how business operates. You must learn how the “game” of business works both tactically and in your mind, understand some key business principles, learn how to think, and shift your approach to the way you work. I’ve also sketched out a timely model that has been buried in business schools called Entrepreneurship Through Acquisition (ETA), which I outlined in the preface, where an entrepreneur can fast-track their way to business success through buying an operating business. With the largest wealth transfer in history on the horizon—the transition of baby boomer businesses to new owners—there has never been a more opportune time to leverage your athletic skills into success.

I have laid out these principles and skills in the following fable of two fictitious former college athletes, Kai and Christina, whose challenges represent the same ones many student-athletes face as they blindly step out into the workforce, struggling with an identity gap of who they were as a high-performing athlete and who they are now, without the title and support system. You will also meet Success Coach Jack, who offers advice to these college athletes for their life after sports. His advice comes from the lessons I have learned through my own experience and from my mentors. Through their interactions, Coach Jack introduces Kai and Christina to new mindsets, teaches them the “game” of business, and explains the steps to buying, building, and then selling their own businesses.

I also firmly believe the pursuit of what’s possible post-sports is defined by the ability to successfully apply the skills and characteristics you learn in athletics to business. Those skills and characteristics are what truly drive businesses, not the technical skills.

I’ve written this book to be a manual for those who I call an athlete-entrepreneur—an entrepreneur whose athletic past sets them up to succeed as champions of business. I’m convinced that many athletes need a professional life that promises dynamic challenges with big wins that benefit all parties.

My mission is to enhance the lives of athletes after sports. I want to enable athletes to enjoy this pursuit in their lives utilizing a time-tested, research-backed, and athlete-approved approach.

For some people, life on the bench is enough. It’s a safe spot with a view of the action. But I know you didn’t become an athlete to sit on the bench. You’re most alive when you’re on the field, playing your heart out with your team. You need to be in the game.

The end of high school, college, or professional athletics doesn’t have to be the end of the game. I’ve got a spot for you on the team if you’re willing to train and give your all. So, join me for an incredible adventure and wins you’ll never forget.





[image: ]


PART I BUILDING THE DREAM TEAM







1 MEET KAI (JUST ONE MORE GAME…)


As Kai Stafford turned his rented Jeep Wagoneer into the already packed parking lot behind Kyle Field in College Station, Texas, he glanced at the temperature on his dashboard. It was already eighty-two degrees at 10:00 a.m. on what appeared to be a perfect Friday morning in September. And according to the local weather report, the warm weather would continue for the entirety of this weekend’s Texas A&M alumni events, hitting ninety-five degrees by early afternoon. Blazing heat and mild humidity, just the way he liked it.

He smiled as he turned down the radio and lowered his window to let the warm air circulate through the Jeep, punctuated now and then by the earthy, peppery scent of nearby cornflowers, sweet-smelling chrysanthemums, and other fall blooms. This was his first time back on campus since last year’s alumni weekend. He had faithfully returned every year since graduation to reconnect with his friends and former teammates, and his first true love—football.

The Jeep crawled along, waiting to be directed to a space. As the gravel crunched under the tires, Kai took a deep breath and was instantly back on the football field. He could still conjure upon command the scent of freshly cut grass, dirt, and sweat.

In the 2012 game against Arizona, his team won 44–27 and a stadium of enthusiastic Aggies stormed the field—one of his most beloved memories. As a six-foot-three, 225-pound middle linebacker, Kai had just played his best collegiate performance ever, wreaking absolute havoc as he terrorized the offensive line and had sacks and tackles for losses that he had always dreamed of. Damn, what I wouldn’t give to be out there again, he thought as he inched along behind the car in front of him, scanning the endless sea of vehicles. Just one more game. He gripped the steering wheel tighter, smiling as he remembered how deafening the stadium became after a great play.

Truth is, he’d give anything to feel that way again—unstoppable and confident—like his best days were right in front of him, here and now, as the master of his own destiny. Instead, since graduating and walking off the field after his final game, he’d slowly lost his fire and his identity as an athlete, unsure of his purpose as he struggled to fit into the corporate world, just another cog in a big, squeaky wheel. I can’t believe my best days are behind me. He’d witnessed the same transformation from glory days to complacent haze in a few of his teammates, but they sidestepped it in conversation, choosing instead to focus on the highlight reels of their past lives, what was and what could have been.

As the car in front of him turned into an empty space, Kai flashed to another great play where he celebrated on the sidelines with his teammates, running up to kiss his beautiful girlfriend in the stands. She’d attended every game, his biggest cheerleader. Four years later, they were married.

Another beat and his smile wavered. This weekend would be better if Robin and Mia were here. He angled his left hand up and glanced at the gold band on his ring finger, sparkling in the sun against his warm, tawny brown skin. His wife, Robin, had opted out of the weekend trip for the first time in their marriage, choosing instead to take their two-year-old daughter, Mia, to visit Robin’s mother and sister in Florida for a girls’ weekend. It was one more point of contention in what lately seemed like an endless list of things to argue about.

“It’s an unnecessary expense, babe,” Kai said to Robin’s unflinching glare, in a futile attempt to sway her decision. “Plus, I want to show Mia off. I got her that cute little jersey dress with her name on it.”

“Now that was an unnecessary expense,” Robin shot back.

“Oh, come on.” His usually irresistible puppy dog look wasn’t working this time. “It fits her perfectly. I got you that jersey to match, so we look like a unit! You know she loved going last year.”

“She was barely a year old,” Robin responded with arms crossed. “She doesn’t remember it and she spent half the time asleep.”

“Yeah, but now she can play with the other kids and run around.” Kai tried his best to convince her to change her plans but got no response. “Maybe teach her some moves with the soft football I got her.” He juked to the left, then right, avoiding an invisible opponent and trying to draw a smile.

No luck. Not getting the reaction he hoped for, he stepped in closer and put his arms around her, but she backed away from his advances and headed down the hallway.

“Baby, we’ve always gone to the alumni weekend together. What am I supposed to say to my boys when they ask where you and Mia are?”

“You can tell them the truth—that we’re having a girls’ weekend. No boys allowed.” As she walked away, he knew she’d emphasized boys intentionally. “Plus, you can always work more, right?” she shouted from the laundry room. “To cover all of our unnecessary expenses.”

Ouch. The barb landed.

Kai sighed deeply, easing the Jeep forward again, thinking about how abruptly their relationship had gone downhill not long after Mia was born. It was right around the time Kai’s CPA firm was in the midst of a merger, and he had to fight tooth and nail to keep his position at Arthur Whitney.

When Robin was hospitalized during the seventh month of pregnancy with complications from preeclampsia, Kai’s division had been performing a rigorous audit for the merger with no extra pay. He felt torn between working late hours to hopefully save his job or leaving every day at 5:00 p.m. to be with his wife for several hours after work. More times than he cared to recall, he chose to work late, because at least he felt like he had some control over the paperwork and processes, and it’s what the company had asked of him. He had zero control when it came to his wife’s medical situation. Although neither Kai nor Robin ever fully spoke their fears aloud, both were terrified of losing this baby, especially since they’d suffered a devastating miscarriage two years prior.

As Mia’s arrival neared, Kai, who had always been a numbers guy, easily convinced himself that he could be more helpful in the office during the audit than bedside with his wife. Plus, Robin had her mother, sister, and a close group of girlfriends who were able to visit her daily when he wasn’t able to make it.

To be fair, most days he popped in for a quick lunch break since the hospital was only five blocks from his firm. But he didn’t come by every afternoon like Robin wished he would, like she’d often asked him to. At least a handful of times, he’d promised to stop by after work but ended up working until it was too late, working to ensure that his job—and their income—was secure. As a husband and father-to-be, he strongly felt his responsibility was to financially provide for his growing family, so he chose to stay at work until the point of exhaustion each day, calling to wish her good night on his drive home. Robin had often reminded him that a phone call or video call simply wasn’t the same as his physical presence.

Robin was never worried that he was out cheating on her with other women while she was in the hospital on bed rest—she’d told him this during one of their calls—but he felt he was most definitely cheating on her with his monotonous job, and she wasn’t sure which was worse.

Although the remainder of Robin’s pregnancy progressed without incident and both Mia and Robin were perfectly healthy after the birth, the stress of the situation, including the financial onslaught of medical bills, took root in their relationship and had only continued to grow, with tendrils of resentment poking through the surface on the regular.

Thankfully, they had good insurance. And Robin’s school, where she taught fifth-grade science, had granted her a medical leave of absence while she was hospitalized. But out-of-pocket and unforeseen expenses soon piled up. Diapers alone added up to a monthly car payment. And then daycare became another huge monthly expense.

He’d considered asking Robin to quit her teaching job to stay home with Mia for the first few years, at least until she went to preschool, but knew that wouldn’t go over well. Robin loved teaching and loved her kids. She’d already decided she would go back to work after her maternity leave. If they had a second baby, he’d bring this solution up then.

But the damage had already been done. And it was deep.

Kai had chosen his job over his wife in her greatest time of need. That’s what Robin saw, anyway, and she had repeatedly pointed it out over the last two years, especially when Kai frequently went out after work with a few coworkers to blow off steam at one sports bar or another, instead of coming straight home to be with Mia and Robin.

From her perspective, just two years after college, Kai started to lose motivation, struggling with anger and frustration, and withdrawing from the healthy lifestyle he used to love. The stressful pregnancy only exacerbated the issues, and by the time Mia arrived, Robin felt Kai was slipping away from her—becoming unhappy and overworked, instead of the energetic, driven athlete she once knew. She’d mentioned her observations a few times, hoping to help her husband, only to be quickly shut down.

Now, from Kai’s point of view, he was doing what he should do as a husband and new father—taking care of business and working his way up the corporate ladder to provide a better life one day. He didn’t understand why he constantly experienced resentment at home when what he really wanted was a thank-you for working long hours to ensure Robin and Mia were taken care of. His salary was twice as much as Robin’s, so the more he worked, the better off they’d be.

Because of his long hours, he felt he deserved to go out with his buddies now and then and watch a few games on TV. He missed football, his team, and his old self with a dire ache and had never regained the confidence from those glory days, not even when he received a promotion to manager after the merger was complete. As the fog of depression slowly wrapped its fingers around his mind, choking out the joy in daily life, he became more withdrawn at home, and more anxious and robotic at work. He was in survival mode and didn’t even know it, running on fumes and repetition, simply going through the motions. After clocking out late every night, he figured the least he could do was watch the games and support his team while downing a few beers.

Of course, Robin didn’t see it that way at all. She wanted a husband and a helpmate—a partner who wanted to spend time with her and their daughter, instead of a workaholic who cared more about somebody else’s company than he did about his family, and who always seemed to be complaining about his job and not getting rewarded for the extra work—but never took any actions to change direction.

In his view, she seemed to find every possible opportunity to remind him that while she had fallen in love with a fun, flashy, confident football star, she was now married to a stuffy money manager with a borderline drinking problem and a pessimistic view of life.14

Not that his life as a money manager held much more comfort. With the firm’s restructuring and Kai’s promotion, he was moved to another division under a CFO who had the personality of a dead fish and the EQ of one too.15 Maybe even the IQ to match. No one liked Bryce, but as the nephew of one of the founders, he was a permanent thorn to contend with on the daily. He was always finding reasons to make employees look incompetent, no doubt to make himself feel more powerful, and creating more busy work in general. Bryce had been a regular student in college and never understood why anyone would waste their time in sports and not be completely focused on the classroom.

In Kai’s mind, Bryce was one of the main reasons he worked so many hours. If only Kai could get the approval to implement better processes and procedures, the whole division could run much more smoothly, like a well-oiled machine. Like a team—the way it should be.



“Sir? Excuse me, sir.” The parking attendant tapped Kai’s arm and brought him back into the present.

“Oh, sorry, man. I was lost in my head. You caught me!”

The attendant smiled. “There’s an open spot just over there.” He pointed to a parking space with his orange flag.

“Thank you, man.” Kai flashed a big smile and pulled into the spot. He quickly glanced up into the rearview mirror and straightened his jersey. “It’s game time, baby!”

Ten minutes later, he spotted his crew from across the parking lot. They were already tailgating, grilling out, and playing cornhole next to a big tent. One of his buddies saw him and held up a beer to welcome him. The weekend was going to be lit!

Kai pulled his phone out to see if he had any text messages from Robin. I wonder what my girls are up to today. He had messaged her earlier and asked her to send pictures of their weekend adventures. He already missed his little family.

Damn. No response. His brow furrowed in disappointment. Then he quickly put on a big smile to greet his friends and former teammates. As stubborn as he was private, Kai refused to let anyone—even his closest friends—know that he and Robin were on shaky ground. Being stoic and not admitting his struggles had served him well in football, but now it was eating him up inside.






2 MEET CHRISTINA (I MISS THOSE DAYS…)


Christina Bates, grabbing one of the few empty seats at the Big Dripper, one of the hipper coffee places in midtown Manhattan, settled in to do a bit of work. On this unseasonably warm Friday afternoon, only a few spots remained, and she relished the energy of the place as she sipped her cortado, checked email on her phone, and opened her laptop to an Excel spreadsheet.

She’d moved to Weehawken, New Jersey, three years before for a commissioned sales position for Peppley NYC, a huge office furniture wholesaler. She didn’t love the job, but she did like meeting new people and finding out who they were, what they needed, and how she could help. As a problem-solving overachiever, she had always found sales easy.16 And this position provided her with flexible hours, a remote work environment, and enough extra income each month to make a sizable dent in her college loans, which she was still paying off.

She preferred working in coffee shops in and around NYC because of the opportunities for networking—both personally and professionally. She’d met some of her closest friends this way—standing in line to order—including Jane, the manager of her recreational soccer team with NYC Footy. And then there were a few guys she met that led to dates, some far better (and some far worse) than others.

Christina giggled into her mug recalling this past Saturday’s date disaster. She’d met Nate earlier in the week outside a coffee shop near Rockefeller Park. He seemed like a nice enough guy. He’d played soccer in college as well, and they both like dogs. That was enough for her to exchange numbers and agree to dinner. But it had been downhill from there.

Fifteen minutes late with no apology, Nate didn’t even say hello when he sat down in front of her, didn’t offer to buy her a drink—not even a sparkling water—and talked about himself the entire time. She considered getting up and walking out in the middle of one of his lengthy monologues, but she had been looking forward to the shrimp pasta she ordered, so she accepted her fate for the next hour and turned it into a game, relying on her ability to ask really good questions. This was one of the qualities she’d long ago mastered—how to read people and ask open-ended questions to gain helpful information without offering much about herself unless specifically prompted.

All she had to do was ask Nate a question about his work or his interests and boom—she had a guaranteed three to four minutes to eat without having to offer anything about herself, other than a feigned, “Oh, that’s interesting!” or a “Hmm, really?” now and then to provoke him further.

Thirty minutes into dinner, he hadn’t asked her one question about herself. Not even one. She decided not to mention the glob of ketchup he had on his left cheek. She also decided dogs and soccer were no longer enough of a reason to give anyone her number, no matter how handsome.



Christina watched the line of patrons grow at the counter and was glad she snagged a table when she did. She took another sip of the cortado, then checked the time—2:58 p.m.—and pulled her compact out to make sure she had no lipstick on her teeth, no milk on her lip, and that her blonde hair remained in place. She wanted to look her absolute best on the video call. She took a deep breath, put in her earpiece, flashed a bright smile, then logged into the conference call.

Time to shine, she thought to herself.

Not even fifteen minutes later, the conference call ended and she had another sale. This made five this month already. Her quota was six. If she completed seven, a bonus would be enough to fully fund her vacation budget for the summer.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to overhear your call, but it sounds like congratulations are in order.”

Christina turned to her right as a middle-aged man at the table next to hers smiled her way, a tall coffee in hand lifted toward her as a Cheers.

“Oh! Thank you,” she said, as she returned the smile. “Almost hit my quota for the month.”

“That’s incredible. Sales, I assume?” the man asked.

“Yes. Office furniture,” she laughed. “The most glamorous sales of all!”

The man offered a kind smile. “That’s a tough world. I used to be in sales myself until I decided to make a shift so I could focus on significance instead of success.”

Interesting, she thought. Is he about to launch into an MLM pitch? God, I hope not. “What do you mean by significance instead of success?” she asked, deciding to take the bait anyway.

“Well…” He shifted a bit in his seat to face her. “I struggled for years doing the corporate thing. Made a lot of people a lot of money. But no matter how many sales I made, or what title I held, I still felt lost. I had no real goals, no plan, and a lot of hangovers!”

They both laughed at that.

“Hangovers are the worst!” she nodded.

“Absolutely. But losing your sense of identity is worse.”17 His tone became more serious. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t introduce myself,” he said. “My name is Jack Merrick. I’m a Success Coach.” He extended his hand for a shake, which she accepted.

“Christina Bates,” she responded in kind. “Do you mean like a business coach or a life coach? Do you do corporate training?” She closed her laptop, now an active listener—or at least a captive audience for the moment.

He shook his head to indicate she was partially right. “More like individual business mentoring. And I only work with athletes.”

She sat straighter in her chair, a huge smile at hearing the word athlete. “I played soccer for four years at UCLA!”

“Ah! D-I. You’re a Bruin, huh?”

“Till I die,” she smiled. “Did you play college sports too?”

“Football at Nebraska almost thirty years ago. Biggest meathead you ever saw,” he laughed.

She nodded. “Hey, that’s a great school.”

“And even greater coaches,” he offered. “My problem was that when I stepped off the field after my very last game, I completely lost myself. I felt like I had died. I had no direction. No motivation. No coaches. No team.”

She sat back in her chair a bit, resonating with his confession. “Oh, I get that. When you walk across the stage at graduation, you’re handed a piece of paper that somehow equates to your entire college experience. And come Monday morning, you’re expected to start a whole new life but without the teammates and structure you’ve relied on.”

“Exactly,” he said, pointing at her. “The thing is, you can’t just turn off your drive like that, or your competitive nature once your athletic career ends. You don’t just assume a completely new identity overnight. You will always be an athlete.”

She leaned in, truly interested now. “I’ve been playing since I was four years old. I still play in rec leagues now. I can’t quit. It’s my one true love. Besides coffee,” she said grinning and lifted her mug. “I still play on weekends with my team but it’s not the same as making a penalty kick in a championship game.” She leaned back in her chair. “Man, I miss those days.”

Jack leaned in, mirroring her. “Then you know. You know you can’t just turn that part of you off. You can mask it somewhat in a corporate setting. Your drive likely comes out in other ways like being a hard worker, being competitive with your sales numbers, and having a solid daily schedule.”

“One hundred percent,” she agreed. “I’m certain that a big part of why I do so well in sales is due to the discipline I’ve been taught to have since I was little.”

“And I’m sure your employer rewards you mightily for your hard work,” Jack smirked, already guessing the answer to be a resounding no.

She rolled her eyes. “It is a good job. And I make decent money, especially with bonuses.”

Jack stayed silent and nodded, as if waiting for a but.

“But it’s not like I can afford to do everything I want. Maybe someday. That’s the goal.”

“You think you can reach your financial goals without a plan in place?” he asked.

His assumption and blunt question caught her off guard. “Well, I haven’t really thought about what comes next.”

His expression softened and he gave her a reassuring smile. “It sounds as if you are managing well but wish you had a better plan in mind. You are already successful. That’s very clear. And you have an incredible amount of opportunities ahead of you. That’s also clear. What you might consider is whether you want to continue to make a ton of money for someone else, or whether you want to begin building your own empire.”

“Like… as a business owner? An entrepreneur?” Her voice cracked a little. She had zero desire to learn how to build a business. It seemed like such a huge investment of time, money, and heartache. She only knew one person in her family who owned a business, and he was always experiencing financial trouble. No thank you, she thought.

Jack shrugged his shoulders. “Someone ultimately makes the money from your hard-earned connections and excellent work. Why shouldn’t it be you? I’m sure you could find a good use for more money than you’re making now, right?”

“Well… yes. I could pay off my loans faster.”

“Think bigger.”

She took a deep breath as she thought. “Well… I could buy a place instead of renting.”

He stayed silent, a sign for her to keep going.

“Uh… Oh! I could donate more money to an animal sanctuary I love.” Her expression brightened at that. “And I’d travel more. Invest more. Volunteer more.”

“So, what I hear you saying is that part of you making more money is the desire to take good care of yourself, as well as giving back to others and to causes you care about?”

“Yes.”

“See? You’re already seeking significance, like a true athlete-entrepreneur,” he grinned.

Christina blinked, more confused than ever. But before she could ask a clarifying question about what an athlete-entrepreneur was, Jack looked at his watch and stood up to leave.

“I have to catch the subway, but it was so nice to talk with you. And congratulations again on your big sale today,” Jack said, shaking her hand again. Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a business card. “I’d really like to continue our conversation sometime if you’re interested.” He handed her his card. And then he left.

She looked around to see if anyone else had been listening to their conversation, but all the other patrons were absorbed in their phones or their work.

What just happened? she thought as she looked at the card. And what exactly is an athlete-entrepreneur?

His card read:


Jack Merrick

Success Coach

“Enhancing the lives of athletes after sport.”








3 EVER HEARD OF A BUSINESS COACH?


Where’s the rest of your crew, man?” Derrick and Kai exchanged their customary hug-handshake combo.

“They’re having a girls’ weekend with Robin’s sister and mom in Florida. Probably getting manicures right now.” Kai smiled to dissuade any questions about his personal life.

“What?! Robin didn’t want to hang with us this year?” Derrick seemed genuinely shocked.

“Said she wanted to visit family instead,” Kai shrugged.

Derrick was the football athletic training student during Kai’s junior and senior years, and they’d become good friends. When Kai graduated and moved to New York ten years ago, they’d kept in touch, and they always got a group of friends and family together for the alumni weekend celebrations. As Kai scanned the tailgating area and saw all his buddies and their wives and kids, it was clear that Kai was the only one who didn’t bring his family along this year.

“So, what’s up with work? That guy still making a mess of everything? What’s his name—Richard? Chet? Harold?” Derrick pretended to adjust a fake monocle and raised his nose into the air to look as stuffy as possible.

“It’s Bryce.” Kai belly laughed at his friend’s acting. “He’s just a pain in the ass. Trifling and weak. I think his purpose in life is to annoy me. He’s nothing like the coaches I looked up to for so long. Wouldn’t even be able to survive as the water boy.”

“I know some people like that,” Derrick chuckled.

“Yeah, I mean my job is secure, thank God. At least I think so. Our division is doing really well. I’ve been working some long-ass hours making sure all our documents are uploaded in a new CRM, and I think by fall everything will settle down. Maybe I can finally implement some new systems and lead a team then, if I’m allowed to.”18 Kai rolled his eyes and took a long swig of his beer. “What about you? How’s the new gig? Still love it?”

“I really do.” Derrick grabbed Kai’s shoulder and squeezed it in excitement. “It’s my dream job and every day I’m thankful I get to head into the facility. It’s not even work to me! Plus, that campus is gorgeous.”

Kai made a mental note that Derrick’s grip was as strong as ever. Maintaining the same imposing physique he had a decade ago, he’d undoubtedly benefitted from being around athletes and a weight room all day. Kai, on the other hand, had packed on thirty pounds, allowing his stressful career to take priority over his once-regimented daily workout and food-prep habits.

Derrick had accepted a head athletic trainer position at Georgia State University five months prior, and he’d only had the best things to say about it. Kai wondered if Derrick was in the honeymoon phase with his job. But it did sound like a great career move. Derrick’s wife, Lachelle, was from Atlanta, and they were able to move closer to her family. Even better, their three young boys loved being able to see their grandparents nearly every weekend. That meant Derrick and his wife got to go on more date nights and even a few weekend trips. Kai was trying to remember the last time he and Robin went on a date night when his phone rang with a FaceTime call from his wife.

Kai excused himself from Derrick and answered excitedly. Mia filled the screen, showing off her purple glitter fingernail polish.

“There’s my baby girl,” he smiled wide, waving into the phone. “Your fingernails look so pretty! What color are Mama’s nails?” Robin put her hand in front of the screen to show off perfectly manicured long, hot pink nails with gold-foil designs. “Looks good, baby!” Kai said, hoping for a quick conversation to catch up on the day’s events. “What are y’all up to today?”

“We had brunch with Mama and Sissy at the beach. Now we’re headed to the park to play and maybe go for some ice cream later,” Robin said, now with Mia bouncing on her lap.

“Ice creeeam!” Mia clapped excitedly.

“Oh no, the sugar rush is coming,” Kai chuckled.

“Hey, we gotta go,” Robin said. “Say bye,” Robin prompted Mia.

Mia waved and said, “Bye-bye,” and then blew a kiss into the phone.

Kai mimicked his daughter’s kiss back. “Have a good day, baby. I miss you,” he said. Then to his wife, “I love you, Babe.”

His sentiment was not returned.

“Bye,” said Robin. Then she ended the call.

Kai looked over at Derrick, who suddenly seemed far too interested in his beer.



Two bratwursts, a half-rack of ribs, and five IPAs later, Kai and Derrick were relaxing in comfortable camp chairs under the tent when Derrick asked the big question.

“So… are you and Robin okay?”

“What?” Kai immediately took another drink. “We’re fine. Why?”

Derrick lowered his voice a bit to make sure no one else heard their conversation. “Because she’s not here with you now and she always comes to the alumni weekend. Remember when you said she was still nagging you about working too much? I’m just saying, I wonder if y’all might need some help.”

Kai fought an unexpected surge of anger. “Help? We don’t need help. I just need my wife to appreciate my hard work and to not be so damn cold all the time!”

Derrick kept quiet.

Finally, Kai relented. “Things just haven’t been the same since Mia was born. I love that kid, man. She’s my everything. I know people say marriage and kids change you. I guess that’s right. And she might be an only child, too, with as little affection as I get these days.”

“Maybe you are working too hard on something that doesn’t feel right, man,” Derrick offered. Kai raised an eyebrow at the accusation. Derrick put his hands up in defense. “Look, I’m not taking sides. That’s not my business. But you do work a whole damn lot and have no skin in the game. Lachelle would be pissed if I worked the hours you do and didn’t get rewarded.”

Kai waved a hand, dismissing Derrick’s words. “Gotta pay the bills. My parents harp on job security and sticking with a big firm.”

“Have you ever thought about being a consultant instead? Doing your own thing? I’ve heard you can make a lot more money as a business owner and you call the shots. Develop your own team, and find a way to win. And everyone needs a CPA. Especially in New York City. You’d have plenty of business!”

Kai looked at Derrick like he’d sprouted horns and hooves. “Are you insane? The last thing I need right now is more stress, more work, more hours. Robin would up and leave me for sure.”

Derrick thought about another approach. “Have you ever worked with a coach? Like a business coach?”

“No, why? What is a business coach going to do for me?”

“Might be nice to get the lay of the land from an outside perspective. If nothing else, it would probably help you with networking in case things do go south and you need to find another position.”

Kai stared at his friend.

“I’m not saying that’s going to happen. But you’re a freaking genius with numbers, and you’re a good networker. And I know you don’t want to spend your whole career working for a damned idiot who makes your life hell. Your boss should be like your coaches: inspire you and make you better to fulfill your potential. Not crush your life. That’s all.” Derrick sat back, hoping his suggestion had landed.

“Shit,” Kai chuckled. “I sure don’t want to spend the next twenty years working with Bryce. Not even two more years! I mean, I could talk to someone, I guess.”

“Cool. I know a guy. Name’s Jack. Here, I’ll text you his contact info. He’s in New York too. Only works with people who are former athletes.”

“Huh.” Kai loosened up a bit. “That’s a unique business model.” Kai opened the contact card and saved it to his phone. “Thanks. I’ll look into it when I’m back home.”
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