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To my grandfather, Ronald Normandeau. I appreciate the brief time we had together. In nine years, you taught me what most men teach in a lifetime.


“It’s better to feel pain, than nothing at all.”


—The Lumineers




 


INTRODUCTION





Blood and Water, Titanium and Bone


It’s a Wednesday afternoon in a Maryland hospital, and what should have been a routine surgical intervention has just gone terribly wrong. The patient on the table is here for a lateral lumbar instrumented fusion. The purpose of the procedure is to stabilize the lumbar spine—the lower back region of the spinal column, consisting of five bones labeled L1 through L5—and reduce pain caused by degenerative disc disease. The patient is positioned laterally, meaning they’re flipped on their side so the surgeon can come in from the side.


The surgical team has already dilated through the soft tissue and muscles to reach the psoas muscle, one of the most significant muscles overlaying the vertebral column. Once the surgical team has safely gained passage through the psoas, a retractor, preassembled and already sterile, is passed forward from the back table, where I stand. This is used to gain safe access to the spinal discs—the gel-like shock absorbers between the vertebrae of the spine—and allow for a discectomy: the surgical removal of damaged disc material. After removing the damaged disc from the vertebral segments above and below, an implant is inserted to restore proper height in the spine. The decompression is crucial for relieving pressure on nerve roots, allowing them to receive adequate blood flow and oxygen and ultimately reducing the patient’s leg pain and nerve irritation.


It’s delicate work. Nerves crisscross like highways, and it’s critical that the surgeon does not hit one, stretch one, cut one, or irritate one. There are also veins that must be avoided. Surgeons rely heavily on fluoroscopic imaging to navigate anatomy during these procedures, confirming they’re working at the correct vertebral level—you can’t just “look with your eyes” to see what you’re doing. Spine surgery requires precision measured in millimeters, not inches—being just slightly off can mean disaster. And on this seemingly mundane Wednesday, disaster strikes.


The instrument used to clear the damaged disc material is called a cobb. Today, the cobb plunges deeply into the disc space—too far—and nicks the iliac vein. Almost immediately, the surgical access tube fills with blood. The situation is complicated by the patient’s lateral positioning, making it nearly impossible to visualize the source of the bleeding in order to stop it.


It’s my first week standing in an operating room (OR) as a medical device representative. Day three on the job. As soon as the vein is nicked, I know something bad has happened. But I don’t realize how bad until my mentor, John, orders me out of the room. The OR is a place where you do as you’re told, no questions asked—I exit immediately.


From outside, I watch what happens next through a small rectangular window over the scrub sink. I can’t hear what’s happening on the other side of that window, but I can see the frenzy. The surgical team converses rapidly, their heads whipping from one side to another as they communicate through their surgical masks. They move quickly, with urgent precision, as they dump hemostatic material resembling sawdust into the wound to stem the bleeding. They abandon the lateral approach and flip the patient to access the abdomen directly in search of the damaged vessel, hoping to stop the bleeding. I’m holding my breath, practically light-headed from the lack of oxygen. Finally, the team locates and clamps the vessel, stabilizing the patient sufficiently for emergency helicopter transport to another hospital. I breathe again, relieved. Only later will I learn that, despite all best efforts, the patient could not be saved.


***


This is the kind of stuff people don’t tell you when you get into the medical device business: People die. Sometimes in front of you, or close to it. And you won’t be able to do a damn thing about it. Sure, it’s a fact that’s alluded to in broad generalities in an interview here or there. But everybody glosses over it—and so, when it actually happens, you’re never ready. I sure wasn’t.


Watching that OR deteriorate into controlled chaos through that little rectangular window was one of the most harrowing moments of my life. I felt completely panicked and utterly helpless. I’m the kind of person whose instinct is to run toward a house on fire to help those in need. But in that moment, the only thing I could do to help the person in need was to get out of the surgical team’s way. Sometimes, you’ve got to step back and let someone else in the team take charge. That’s part of the reality of being in the medical device business.


I’ve been working in medical device equipment supply for over two decades. In that time, I’ve been mentored by some of the best in the game. I’ve acquired best practices working for top-tier companies, such as NuVasive and Johnson & Johnson. And I’ve taken the best of what I’ve learned in each role and fine-tuned it to start—and later sell—my own medical device companies. Much like a surgical intervention, my entrepreneurial path was marked by strategic timing and calculated risk.


Against All Odds: An Unlikely Success Story


I founded my first medical equipment supply company, 1st Avenue Consulting—the name strategically chosen because I was told that companies starting with an A or 1 appeared at the top of business directories—in 2015. 1st Avenue Consulting focused on selling K2M spinal hardware, until Stryker acquired K2M in 2018. At that point, I sold 1st Avenue Consulting to Stryker and briefly joined it as a director. Finding it wasn’t the best fit, I negotiated to buy back my original business during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Stryker agreed. It was a multimillion-dollar sale—although I took less in the end than I could have. I essentially told Stryker, “Keep the remaining money, but give me back my territory.” I got my territory back and rebranded it as Empire Medical—a medical supply company specializing in cutting-edge equipment for orthopedic and spinal surgery, one of the toughest fields in medical device sales.


With Empire Medical based in Albany, New York, I leveraged my relationships throughout the Northeast to assemble a team of top-tier associates and made sure each one knew their stuff. Every newcomer was put through a rigorous training process, which I personally led, implementing best practices I’d learned. I deliberately kept the business model lean and mobile—no brick-and-mortar offices. Our hospitals and cars functioned as our workspaces. Empire Medical operated as a logistical intermediary, employing coordinators to manage the shipment of surgical sets to various hospitals and arranging courier services as needed. I interfaced with manufacturers to secure distribution rights on one side and managed a team of salespeople representing the company to surgeons and hospitals on the other.


While larger corporations remained concerned with nationwide strategies, our nimbleness allowed us to focus on sales success at a micro level. I didn’t want to be the best in the world—but I wanted to be the best in the region. This overfocused approach worked, and Empire Medical flourished. While most companies in the industry were generating about $20,000 a month in most territories, we quickly reached $450,000 monthly in New England alone. Within three years, we were generating approximately $17 million annually across all territories. We attracted the best of the best, as our lean operating model meant we could offer higher commission rates. As I prospered, so did my team.


I sold Empire Medical in 2023. The timing was right, and, yes, money was a motivator. Growing up poor with a single mother who cut hair for a living, I was determined to achieve financial success. And as a kid, I never imagined that the medical device business would be my path to that success. But I had some amazing influences in my life that got me to where I am today—and that’s largely what this book is about: influence—who has it, and how we choose to use it. We live in the age of influencers, who, for the most part, use visual cues and catchphrases to sell a lifestyle. Their credibility depends on their ability to influence others to buy or buy into whatever they are selling. These influencers have their own agendas, and while this does not make them good or bad, it makes them disinterested in what’s best for you as an individual.


This book is not meant to influence you to do a particular set of activities or follow a particular path. Rather, this is simply my humble attempt to help you find your own right path by sharing how the influence of real people has impacted my life, and how I’ve impacted the lives of others through my own influence. In my case, those influences have led to a successful career in the medical device industry. Whether or not you choose to pursue a path in the medical device industry yourself is up to you. I’m not here to convince you one way or the other. Instead, I hope that by giving you a real look at the industry—by laying bare the facts that people don’t tell you—I can help you decide if it’s the right path for you.


Maybe you’re just thinking about working in the field. Maybe you’re already in the field and thinking of striking out on your own and starting your own company. Or maybe you’re just curious. Whether you’ve got a PhD in science or a GED and no college degree, this book is for you. Because there is no “perfect” educational profile or career path to succeeding in medical device sales. I should know. I definitely didn’t see myself ending up here. I’m thankful that I did. But because of my background, it wasn’t a given.


SIMPLE BEGINNINGS


I was the only child of a single mom who cut hair for a living in Concord, New Hampshire. Concord in the 1990s was not the comeback story it is today, and my early childhood was erratic, with frequent moves and interesting characters who came and went through our various apartments. The city and the boy have both changed for the better because of the influence of others.


Today, restored storefronts, murals, and sculptures are beautiful additions to a town that was struggling with industrial collapse, poverty, and rampant drug abuse at the end of the last century. In a way, my life path resembles Concord’s—a town with a rich heritage and great potential that had to pull through difficult times to reach its full potential.


Things could have gone very differently in my life had my mom’s stepdad, Grandpa Ron, not been a stabilizing force in my childhood. No matter how many times we had to move house or get by with less than enough, I had Grandpa Ron and Friday nights at Walmart. He always bought me a small toy while he shopped for car parts, and then he spent his weekends teaching me skills that would come to bear in a career I never imagined in my childhood.


As a young kid, I didn’t know any college students or college graduates. Elementary school was tolerable because of Grandpa Ron, and later, middle school and high school were manageable because of my own stepdad, Jeff. These men had no biological claim to me, but they showed up. Then they showed me how to show up at a time when I needed these role models in my life to help me step into a dangerous void. This lesson, to show up for your chosen people, has stuck with me in all I do and in how I manage my relationships in life.


Sports were a place where I found great relief from a childhood of scarcity through physical exertion. I didn’t have to have a perfect family or a fancy house to be good at sports. I could be part of a cohesive and functional team, even if my household was fractured. Every time I practiced in the rain or snow, I developed grit. Every time we lost a game, I learned resilience. Meanwhile, the group dynamics of sports taught me how to be part of a winning team. And in the process, through the influence of people such as Ron, Jeff, and my various teammates and coaches, I learned other ways of being, other opportunities to connect with people in meaningful ways.


Angela Duckworth—academic, psychologist, and author of Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance—writes, “Is it ‘a drag’ that [our] passions don’t come to us all at once, as epiphanies, without the need to actively develop them? Maybe. The reality is that our early interests are fragile, vaguely defined, and in need of energetic, years-long cultivation and refinement.”1 Sports got me into a good college and helped me in a multitude of ways that I’m still recognizing as I raise my own children and interact with their friends and parents. However, it quickly became clear that I wasn’t going to be an athlete for a living. I excelled at lacrosse and hockey, but I wasn’t big-league-level good at the latter, and the former isn’t exactly a lucrative sport.


With no athletic career ahead of me, and no legacy or family business to lean on, I was a first-generation college graduate who had to map a career on my own. After college, I had to find a path, as there wasn’t one laid down for me. Fortunately, the same people who got me to the point of being a collegiate athlete and a graduate gave me what I needed to figure out my way forward in life.


The lessons I learned from my step-grandpa, stepdad, and the world of sports taught me about relationships and character. Along the way, I met other people and found new opportunities that led me to a career path that I didn’t even know existed as a kid: the medical equipment supply business. My initial success in the field was followed by serial entrepreneurship and, later, philanthropy—part of my desire to pay it forward by paying it back.


Why was I, a poor kid from Concord, New Hampshire, able to accomplish these things no one in my hometown schools would ever have imagined? What set me apart from so many boys raised under similar circumstances, who ended up spending time in prison, or being chronically unemployed and underemployed? How was I able to establish a healthy marriage and family while building a successful career? Basically—with the deck stacked against me—how did I beat the odds?


It’s not just because of the amazing people who guided me and the opportunities that shaped my life’s trajectory. While these factors absolutely paved the way for future success, there was also a drive to rise that contributed. The authenticity of my pursuit of something better and something more revealed my right path.


Maybe you’re like me, the kid who just wants better for your kids someday, and your measures of success are not clearly defined because you’ve never really seen that kind of success anywhere but the imaginary world of television and the internet. If so, you may wonder how you can even begin to imagine a better future when the past and present lack solid ground. The answer is to find the through line of your own life—the good that you inherited through the happy accidents of people whom you encountered at the right time and place. Who is your Grandpa Ron? Maybe it’s that one teacher who told you how smart you are, or that neighbor who always gave you homemade cookies when you mowed her lawn and told you what a great kid you were.


Those people and interactions, and the relationships they reflect, help build your confidence, and that confidence helps build your competence—in your schoolwork, sports, or work ethic. Growing stronger every day, your confidence and competence will converge and guide you along the right path, resulting in the strong character you need to succeed. Maybe that means a career in medical device supply—or maybe your path looks very different. This book is here to help you decide.


Charting Your Own Path: Is the Medical Device Business for You?


The magic book that tells you exactly what to do with your life does not exist, and any author who pretends to offer all the answers is dangerous—run away from this person and run fast. Only one person knows what’s right for you, and it’s not your mom, your life partner, or your boss. You, and you alone, are the only person who will know when you’re on the right path. It’s OK if you don’t know what your personal path is yet, and it’s OK if you realized you were on the wrong path and are in the middle of a pivot. The question is, where do you go from here? And only you can answer that.


Just as there is no such book with all the answers, there is no human being who is entirely self-made. If someone tells you that they are self-made, again, run the other way. Humans are social creatures, and our entire existence happens inside social constructs that are created by the influence and intent of our interactions with other humans. People who believe they are self-made are deluded and unaware of how other people have influenced their success in subtle but significant ways.


It’s easy for some successful guy to tell you to believe in yourself, to think positive, and to “just do it.” A lot of these guys got a huge leg up from a family business or professional connection before building a new and better business model. I won’t say they didn’t work hard to get what they’ve earned, but I will say it’s a lot easier to imagine the possibilities of entrepreneurship when your dad or grandpa was a successful businessman who loaned or gifted you your startup funds. It’s a lot easier to try great things when the only thing to fear about failure is the injury to your ego, not your ability to feed yourself.


Whatever your situation may be, if you’ve got this book in your hands, there’s a good chance you’re considering a career in the medical device business. Or maybe you’re just a curious soul clamoring for an inside look into this industry. Either way, my goal is simple: to give you honest insights into the medical device industry. In the chapters that follow, I’ll share my personal story while providing a behind-the-scenes look at what really goes on in this business. The stuff people don’t talk about in the job interview. All real. No bull. We’ll talk about it all, including the following:


• Understanding the role (chapter 1): What exactly does a medical device representative do? It’s about a lot more than “carrying a bag” as a sales professional. If a surgeon can be compared to a pro golfer, consider yourself the caddie in the OR.


• Mastering the mindset (chapter 2): Those who flourish in the field tend to be the ones with a team mindset. That means putting ego aside and serving the best interests of the team.


• Finding a fitting position in the field (chapter 3): I had some amazing luck getting into the business. But luck will only serve you well if you’re prepared to seize the opportunities it offers.


• Learning so you can be the best (chapter 4): This is a field where you’re going to be learning a lot, all the time. If you don’t want to do the homework, don’t get into the business. Case closed.


• Reaching the next level (chapter 5): Breaking into the business is only half the battle. How will you advance once you’re in? I discuss how I managed to get ahead, touching on my wins and losses, so you can learn from them.


• Starting a medical device business (chapter 6): In my case, leveling up ultimately meant starting my own business. Is entrepreneurship for everyone? Of course not. But it can be deeply rewarding if you’re cut out for it.


• Giving back (chapter 7): The medical device industry can be lucrative. What to do with the influence that money inherently allows for? My philosophy has always been to give back. That’s one reason I started 33 Spine Align, a Baltimore-based nonprofit that provides needed medical interventions to patients with spinal deformities in Africa.


• Recognizing mentorship (chapter 8): The medical device industry is notoriously cutthroat. In that context, mentoring is invaluable. Knowing who to trust as a mentor, and later giving back by being a mentor yourself, can make or break your career path.


• Carving out your own path (chapter 9): What will your trajectory in the medical device field look like? The book’s final chapter will leave you with some points to reflect on as you finally answer, “Is this the field for me?”


This book is possible because of the people who inspired confidence in me in my past, who steady my focus in the present, and who challenge me to shape a better future. They say blood is thicker than water, but I’ve learned in my career and in my life that, in most circumstances, bone is stronger than titanium. Grandpa Ron, a staple of my childhood, didn’t share any blood with me, nor did my stepdad Jeff, or any of my athletic coaches throughout school, or John Hyatt, one of my earliest professional mentors—but the bonds I forged with these role models were titanium quality, pure and lasting. Also lasting are the gifts I received from them in the form of advice and hard lessons, all of which brought me to the place I am today.


With this book, I’m hoping to pass those gifts on. This book is for you, the reader, who needs time and space to take stock of how your own hardships and grace have collided into the chaos that breeds unique opportunities just for you. Whether or not the medical device field is where those opportunities will lead is up to you. This business is messy, high-stakes, and not for the faint of heart. This book is your unfiltered reality of what it takes to make it.


The truth is that medical device suppliers are critical players in healthcare delivery, but most people have no idea we exist or what we do. I’ll take you inside the OR and show you what really happens when a patient is on the table—the stuff doctors gloss over and medical dramas get wrong. You’ll learn what it takes to succeed in this business, beyond the sanitized advice you get from sales books. I’ll show you how to compartmentalize everything—you have to when you’re watching life-and-death situations unfold while managing relationships with surgeons who have god complexes and egos to match.


My hope, as you read and reflect, is that you will gain greater clarity regarding your own possible future, whatever that may hold. And that, with that clarity, you will gain the confidence to bet on yourself, whatever that bet looks like—because if you don’t place that bet, no one else will.
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