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INTRODUCTION


In May 2010, the San Francisco Giants had just started the season that would lead to them winning their first World Series since the franchise had moved to the West Coast. I’d grown up going to Giants games and wanted to pass the tradition on to my kids. Since we lived a couple of hours south of the city at the time, this required some planning, so I gathered up my two oldest sons, and we drove up to San Francisco, with a plan to stay overnight at a hotel in the city.


At the time, my family had just come out of the worst ordeal of our lives—two years of fighting bankruptcy—not just on one loan but two. It was nothing short of a miracle that we had made it through. We had earned a fun little day trip after all that.


But eventually, I knew I’d have to face reality. Even though the banks were off my back, I was still without a business or a job. But since I had earned my law degree at Duke Law School and had started my career in corporate law, my plan was to dust off my bar license and get a “real” job at a law firm.


I had tried entrepreneurship, and it had chewed me up and spat me out. I figured I could work nine-to-five at a firm for a few years and gain some stability for my family and me. Maybe then, I could start up my own firm and satisfy my entrepreneurship itch that way.


Other than catching a game at Oracle Park, the rest of our schedule was up in the air. I mentioned to a friend of mine that we were going up for a game, and he said, “Case, while you’re there, you’ve got to take the boys over to this trampoline park.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Go see for yourself,” he replied. “They built it right inside of an old hangar at the Presidio, under the Golden Gate Bridge.”


My first response was pure skepticism. A trampoline park sounded ripe for a lawsuit—or so the lawyer inside me thought.


Still, the idea was new—and piqued my curiosity. I looked up the place online and saw a few pictures, but still, it was difficult to conceive of the idea of a trampoline park.


When we arrived in San Francisco, we played tourist for a couple of hours, grabbing some bread bowls and clam chowder at Pier 39. Over dinner, I asked my boys, “Hey, do you want to go check out that trampoline park place?” Seeing as they were ten and eight years old at the time, it was a pretty easy yes.


We headed straight over to the Presidio area, where the old hangars had been converted. One was a rock climbing place, and the other was the trampoline park.


Once inside, we had to sign a waiver and pay for our tickets—so now I knew how they were attempting to avoid any lawsuits. We headed into the main area, and it was a little like walking into a nightclub—LED lights were glowing, dance music was pumping, and before us was a huge field of trampolines. OK, so I guess that last part wasn’t like a nightclub.


The entire experience was extreme—in an impressive sense. I don’t know if I had ever seen anything more bizarre in my life. We took off our shoes and moved tentatively into the area—and started jumping.


It wasn’t super crowded at the time, but I noticed how our fellow jumpers were clustered in social groups, loose clouds of people jumping and laughing. One was a work group—young adults in their twenties dressed up in costumes. The image stuck with me because I had truly expected only kids and parents.


As we jumped, I realized how much design aesthetic there was to the place. The LED lights, deliberate color schemes, and murals on the walls—an environment to cultivate an entire experience beyond the jumping itself.


Eventually, we ended up in a corner, where a group of people was playing trampoline dodgeball. When we realized anyone could join, my boys begged to get in the game. At first, I was a bit worried about the idea of my two kids playing dodgeball with strangers—many of them teens and adults. I was concerned the speed of the ball would be too much. But we jumped in—literally—and had a blast. No one got killed, and my boys loved the fact that the trampolines created an even playing field—they could hold their own against the adults.


At the end of the night, we walked out sweaty, hot, exhausted, and laughing. We were all blown away by what a great experience we’d had—unlike anything else we’d done together. And after the two years I’d just gone through, there was even a sense of release to the whole experience.


By the time we were back at the hotel, I found myself falling back into my entrepreneurial mindset, analyzing the entire experience we’d just had beyond the fun. My analytical brain was asking, “I wonder what the overhead is on a place like that? Where do they source the trampolines? How much are they taking in on a monthly basis?”


The Giants game was in the late afternoon, so when we got out of the stadium, there was no reason to rush back home yet. I asked my boys, “Want to go back to that trampoline park?” Their exuberant answer was, “Heck yeah!”


But this time, I was no longer in skeptic mode. This was a scouting mission. As my kids jumped, I chatted with the employees, asking them how long the place had been open, how many people came in on a typical day, whether they did birthday parties, and anything else that came to mind. I wanted to break down the business side and figure it out.


The seed had been planted for what would eventually grow into Sky Zone, which became the world’s number one trampoline park franchise. And today, I’ve been blessed with the opportunity to share my story in college business schools, podcasts, and entrepreneurial keynotes. But there is only so much you can teach in an hour-long setting, and the lessons I’ve learned in my journey don’t only apply to Sky Zone but to any start-up.


Let’s not miss this fact: Every major company out there was once a start-up. Every Fortune 500 company started with a single idea. You’ll find no exceptions.


The primary reason for sharing Sky Zone’s story is that I feel a duty to document the rise of a new industry that is uniquely tied to emerging trends in our culture. Doing so provides ample opportunity to give a realistic peek into the behind-the-scenes reality of entrepreneurship—the good and the bad! I also believe in investing in the next generation of entrepreneurs. And in that sense, I saw writing this book as a chance to create opportunities.


My greatest goal is that you walk away with ideas. Ideas that can turn into opportunities. Opportunities that turn into companies. Companies that create jobs and make the world a better place. Because I believe that’s what Sky Zone does in its own way. By offering people an escape, an opportunity to bond, and a chance to release anxieties, it makes the world a better place.


So, let’s be really clear: You might think that my greatest business accomplishment was scaling a crazy start-up idea to a company valued at over $1 billion. But it’s not. My greatest business accomplishment will always be avoiding bankruptcy during the Great Recession. Because, as tough as it was, I owe the real estate collapse of 2008–2009 for where I ended up.


The trials I faced from 2008 to 2010 taught me the most powerful business lesson: With every down, you can find an up.


With each chapter of Sky Zone’s story, there is a lesson to be learned and applied to your story. And with every down, there is an up. Bringing the two together is what will create a successful experience.


But to do so, you’ll have to take the leap. You’ll have to ask yourself, “What if?”


And in my case, that question came from my two boys asking, “Dad, what if you built one of these?”


What if…




 


CHAPTER 1


WIPED OUT


If you were to map out my career evolution, it would look something like this:


repentant lawyer


failed real estate developer


trampolines


And if you think that looks weird on paper, imagine living through it.


What I don’t want to do, though, is skip over that middle piece with the word failed in it. As it turns out, that part of the journey is the glue that holds my entire story together. Failing in real estate wasn’t a bump in the road. Failing was the springboard that vaulted me to where I am.


Most of us want to ignore the failures in our lives. We want to emphasize the wins. The problem with doing that is how intricately connected failure and success are. Sometimes, the line between the two is very thin. One decision can lead a company to thrive or die. One shot at the buzzer can determine a win or a loss.


So, before we get to the fun part—trampolines—we have to learn from the not-so-fun parts. Because nothing is truly wasted for the entrepreneur. Failure is part of the story of success. For anyone who is considering the entrepreneurial life, you have to get on the roller coaster. You have to see failure as a blessing. A blessing in disguise, yes—but a blessing nonetheless.


In late 2008, I found myself facing bankruptcy from two directions. After long weeks of facing those dual threats and negotiating with bankers, I’d come home on Fridays and tell my wife, Kerri, some variation of the following:


“Well, discussions did not go well this week. They seem to be champing at the bit to foreclose and get rid of me, so we might have to declare bankruptcy next week. Let’s order pizza and enjoy the weekend, because I don’t know what’s going to happen.”


I’m not a natural pessimist, so when I would say this, it wasn’t me being a Debbie Downer. This was the truth. Every week brought me to the brink of foreclosure and bankruptcy. Every week was a fifty-fifty chance of the phone call that would take away everything.


No one wants to live life on a coin flip. But that’s what my career looked like for two years straight.


All of life is risk, though. You win some. You lose some. You go up. You go down. But how do you set yourself up for more ups than downs? How do you bounce back faster from the downs?


What I’ve seen time and again is that you’d better start with a strong foundation.


FOUNDATIONS


First things first, I wouldn’t be where I am without my family and faith—and you’re about to see just how true that is. My father was not only a good provider for us but also the greatest role model of my life, embodying generosity and servant leadership.


I’ve yet to see a business school that talks about the importance of your foundations, but they should. In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell discusses how one of the key indicators of success stems from factors related to your family and cultural upbringing.1 As with architecture, a firm foundation is the best start for building anything.


That’s not to say that you can’t be successful if you come from more challenging circumstances. Plenty of examples exist of entrepreneurs who found success despite difficult family circumstances, poverty, and even persecution. But even then, these factors still provided stimulus for where they wanted to go.


Every aspiring entrepreneur should take the time to analyze their own personal foundations. You need to look at the assets your background brings you—and the potential handicaps. How does your background influence your decision-making? How has it shaped your view of money? How has it taught you to face challenges?


Your family and community are your first network, long before you even realize the importance of having a network. So, it’s well worth the time to create a catalog of how your foundations can contribute to your success. Many start-ups have found their first round of funding from family and friends—not from the big venture capital (VC) firms.


Part of your foundation is also looking at how your life has provided experiences to you that can be leveraged in business. Think of this as your “life résumé”—skills and experience you have acquired by virtue of living life in your unique upbringing.


Growing up as the eldest of six siblings on a country property surrounded by the raisin vineyards of Clovis, California, my childhood revolved around our backyard trampoline. It was the heart of neighborhood life, where we waged “butt” wars, mastered new tricks, and lay on our backs, sharing stories. In the summer, we’d often sleep on the trampoline, only to be startled awake by the early morning sprinklers. Every neighbor’s yard boasted a trampoline also, each serving as the social hub for that yard.


As a teenager, I poured my heart into basketball at Clovis West High School, where I played as a scrappy but average point guard. I was lucky to learn under two legendary coaches: Steve Cleveland, who later coached at BYU, and Vance Walberg, known for his NBA stints and now the head coach at Fresno State. My senior year, I had the honor of captaining the first Clovis West team to reach a section championship. My basketball experience taught me about discipline, excellence and fighting through adversity.


While many of my classmates went straight to the workforce or college after high school, I went on my Mormon mission, spending two years in Budapest, Hungary. And while my work there was certainly more spiritual than anything else, it also gave me my first lessons and experiences in entrepreneurship. During my mission experience, I was the “opener” on two occasions. In the wake of the fall of Communism, the Church was growing. I was dropped into large cities with no congregations and given the task of starting up the Church there—entrepreneurship in its purest form!


So, before you rush off to follow the latest business trend or audition for Shark Tank, take stock of your foundations. Find gratitude for all your experiences and how they have led you to this moment. Every person who has encouraged you and every obstacle you’ve overcome—all can provide you with tools for success.


EDUCATION


When my mission concluded, I went to Brigham Young University for my undergrad. At the time, I was convinced I would become a courtroom prosecutor—which probably sounds ridiculous to people who know me now. But since I had set my sights on law, I earned my degree in American studies while preparing for the Law School Admission Test.


After earning my undergrad degree, I was accepted into Duke Law School. Every law school aligns the first-year curriculum to the bar exam. As the first year wound down, I entered into an existential crisis. By being exposed to the law profession and culture during that first year, I realized I didn’t want to practice law at all.


Following that first year, I returned to Salt Lake City and clerked for a federal judge, which turned out to be the final straw for my onetime dreams of courtroom prosecution. My studies and career needed to pivot. But here’s the thing about pivoting—you need to know which direction to pivot in first.


The saving grace for me was that after that first mandatory year, Duke provided the flexibility to take whatever classes you wanted. As long as you obtained your credits, you didn’t have to focus on law. Since I had such a large financial investment in the school and had survived the first year, I decided to stay and explore other options. If nothing else, the basketball games would definitely be worth sticking around for.


In the fall, I returned to Duke with a new personal plan and curated the rest of my education to focus on business. I still mixed in some elements of law, though, taking classes in business law, corporate law, start-up law, and intellectual property (IP) law. I had no more illusions about giving impassioned speeches in front of a judge and jury.


All of those subjects would end up proving assets to me later on. And it was reassuring to discover I wasn’t the only one who had become disenchanted with the legal profession. Some of my best friends at Duke had had similar realizations and ended up in the same business classes.


To this day, I’m grateful that Duke allowed this level of freedom with our studies. They also used a modified pass-fail system to eliminate much of the stress from numeric grading systems. The system was weighted to help everyone land within the same grade point average range. This approach definitely moderated the sense of competition and rivalry among fellow students and made the learning experience freer and focused on learning, not on a grade.


Without these principles of student freedom, there’s a good chance I would have simply dropped out or white-knuckled my way through to a career that I would have ended up hating. Duke’s approach taught me to be more open-minded about my career path and not to judge myself so harshly. Everything is pass-fail. And if you fail, you try again.


Duke provided me with my first lesson that it’s alright if you have to change your plans. In business, you often need to pivot when the signs are all showing you that your plan isn’t going to work out. Too many businesses die because their leaders fail to see those signs. They stay fixated on what they are supposed to do rather than seeing the opportunity of what they could be.


A great example can be found in the doorbell camera company Ring. When it was originally pitched to investors, founder Jamie Siminoff focused on the benefits related to seeing who was at your door—a delivery person, a Girl Scout, or a pesky solicitor. But then, he discovered that what resonated more with people were the customer stories of disrupted burglaries. With that emotional hook, he pivoted his pitches and eventually went on to sell Ring for more than $1 billion.


There is immense power in the pivot. But you have to pay attention to the signs, and you can’t get distracted by the sunk cost fallacy. Successful entrepreneurs realize that every experience has value—even the ones that seem like failures on the surface.


DOT-COM FRENZY


The summer after my second year, I took another clerkship—but this time with a firm called Gunderson Dettmer based in Silicon Valley. They were totally different from my expectations of a law firm. Everyone there was bar licensed, but they wore casual clothes and worked at the frontier of the dot-com era, focused on innovative start-ups. I thought to myself, This might be right up my alley. My clerkship there led to my being identified by another group based in Menlo Park called Venture Law Group—and I accepted an offer to go work for them after graduation.


The greatest benefit of that job was the high caliber of people it put me around. While many of my Duke friends went off to places like Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley, I was one of the few who went into working with tech start-ups. They went off to New York, wearing a suit and tie to the big law firms—and I was going to work in jeans and a golf shirt.


This was right around 2000, the cusp of the dot-com boom. The day-to-day work itself wasn’t very exciting—late nights at the printer for IPOs and filing S-1s. But what was exciting was the environment and the high caliber of start-ups we were working with. All of these tech companies were raising millions just from having ideas. And at one point, I had to do a double take when I spotted Ben Affleck and Matt Damon waiting in our lobby because our firm was helping them with Project Greenlight.


One of the standout acquisitions I worked on was when PayPal wanted to acquire this little company called X.com, started by a guy named Elon Musk. Even though I was just the “grunt associate” working on the deal, I jumped at the chance because I already knew who Musk was by virtue of the dot-com craze happening around us.


He impressed me during those meetings because he was the same age as me and yet already on his second successful exit from a start-up. Long before his stratospheric rise to becoming the wealthiest man on earth, I saw those seeds being planted in the room.


Thoughts formed in my mind. This guy is a peer. Here I am servicing these entrepreneurs as a lawyer—but I want to get in the game! If they can do it, so can I.


You can definitely find truth in the old adage, “You are a product of your environment.” Being around all those exciting entrepreneurs, especially Musk, was more motivating than anything else thus far. Watching them chase ideas that seemed a little crazy at the time definitely stoked the flames of entrepreneurship even further.


For those who are just emerging from school, this is not a decision to take lightly. It can be easy to just take the first job that comes along in your field, but the real questions you must ask are, Am I in the right environment? Is this the place that is going to help me learn and grow into who I want to be?


Though I was working a hundred hours a week, nonstop, and having dinners in the office, the environment infused in me the desire and confidence to be an entrepreneur. Be intentional with the environments you place yourself in. Be around people whom you can learn from, whom you can be inspired by, and who will help you gain that confidence for your own journey.


As exciting and influential as the environment was, it was unsustainable with family life. We had our first two girls at the time, both toddlers, and I would be up before they woke—and then home after they were in bed. Not the life I wanted to live. And I felt it was time for me to finally build something for myself.


THE CRASH


I had always been interested in real estate development and felt drawn to it, but now I also had a peek into tech companies. Wouldn’t it be cool if I could marry those two interests and start a company that was a hybrid of both worlds? I wondered if there was a way to create an operating business by leveraging a large amount of real estate. This what-if moment gave birth to the idea for CargoBay.


You could think of CargoBay as a cross between WeWork and a storage facility. The idea was that it would be a physical facilities incubator where entrepreneurs could get a start. For instance, a new entrepreneur might not have the credit to be able to lease a full-scale office building—yet they’re growing too fast to keep their business in their garage. They find themselves in an entrepreneurial limbo.


But what if, given how dynamic the needs of small businesses are, they didn’t have to lock into a multiyear lease—especially when they didn’t have any established credit? What if they could get the benefits of a professional address and grow in real time, month to month, while paying with a credit card?


With CargoBay, they could have an office, conference rooms for meetings with investors, and even order fulfillment space. It was a hybrid of real estate and operations—but what I quickly learned was how the real estate part dominated everything else. I found myself spending most of my time with city entitlement directors and development staff, dealing with the bureaucracy involved in getting a piece of real estate entitled and licensed.


I quickly became indoctrinated in the unique and messy process of meeting a city’s requirements—especially trying to get them to view the project in a way that would meet their requirements. Little did I know how that experience would become a superpower when the world of trampoline parks came knocking.


We eventually got the deal done, and I had some initial investors lined up, including my father. In fact, he had invested a good portion of his retirement and life savings and had also cosigned on some of the loans.


In Silicon Valley, I had been working with super-sophisticated, white-collar types, but with CargoBay, our tenants were more blue-collar, middle-class types. Some of the first businesses to take advantage of our model included small remodeling companies, a heating, ventilating, and air-conditioning guy who was just starting out, plumbers, and a guy who sold and distributed radio-controlled cars.


I had gone from being with unicorns to being with workhorses. Doing so taught me a whole new level of appreciation for this specific class of entrepreneurs. They are truly the ones who make America go. I learned so much from their creativity and work ethic.


Leading up to 2008, four CargoBay units had been opened—three in California and a fourth in St. Louis, Missouri. All of them were performing well, and people loved the business model. In fact, leading up to the Great Recession, we had deals for another three or four in the works—with investors who had already bought land and had started the entitlement process.


When the real estate market crashed, it was the beginning of the end for CargoBay. Without getting too much into the weeds, the problem came down to the types of loans we had taken out when starting the business. Two loans had been made with two different banks—to the tune of around $10 million each. One loan was through a local bank, and the other was through a bank based in Oregon. Both were intended to be short-term loans, with the expectation that after a few years, the loans would move to longer-term arrangements with better interest rates.


But with the crash, the appraisal for the land was set lower than the debt owed, so the banks were powerless to refinance. And even so, banks were simply not taking on any new real estate loans at the time—which put us in deep financial waters. Especially since the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) was largely instructing banks to simply foreclose on situations exactly like ours. They had to change their tune pretty quickly, though, because of the chaos and catastrophe this policy was unleashing across the country. Now the new policy was, Be patient and try to work out a deal.
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