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her college tuition after just a year of employment, she knew she'd found
the perfect job.

Just a few cities away, Rick attended the University of Texas at Austin,
where he majored in kinesiology with plans of becoming a doctor. But
things were not as sublime as they might have looked on paper. The reality
was that he was not the slightest bit interested in medicine. In fact, he
abhorred seeing people in pain and would often pass out at the mere site
of blood. Rick had chosen the major only after a high school guidance
counselor suggested it would be the best way to make a living while
maintaining his independence. Needless to say, he never did make it to
medical school.

In the years following college, Rick’s feelings of purposelessness began
to take a toll on his mental health. He had lost the fire and determination
that had defined his youth, and he desperately wanted it back. With no real
prospects in site, he took a series of odd jobs and even tried his luck at an
acting career, but nothing seemed to fit.

“It was a scary point in my life,” says Rick. “I didn't know how to do what
I wanted to do, and I was absolutely miserable.”

There was more to this restlessness, however, than a mere lack of
direction. Years of bad habits and too much partying had left him feeling
empty and out of control. If he didn't make a dramatic change, Rick felt as
though he may never build the career and life he’d always wanted.

Then, in October of 1996, shortly after returning home from a raucous
night of drinking and carousing at a local bar, Rick got down on his knees
and started to pray—something he hadn’t done in years.

“God, I think I'm blowing it,” he said. “I don't know what it meanstobea
man. Can you help me? Will you forgive me?”

The next morning Rick awoke a changed person. It was as though the
destructive habits and negative behaviors he had developed over the years
had evaporated into thin air. He was back on track and determined not to

let anything slow him down.

Over the next five years, Rick found a supportive group of friends who
provided necessary guidance and mentorship. He started a handful of
successful companies, which netted him a large amount of money by the
time he’d reached his late twenties. But after one of his most ambitious
ventures failed to succeed, he fell into a downward financial spiral and soon
found himself more than $80,000 in debt. The timing couldn’t have been
worse; he and Melissa had just met.

“I don’t think I was all that shocked when he told me about the debt,”
says Melissa. “I believed in him and knew he was going to be successful in
whatever he did.”

Motivated to regain his financial independence, Rick decided to go back
to the basics, reviving the landscape business he had started as a middle
school student. With the clock working against him, he took to the streets
and began searching for new customers.

“Ijust started knocking on doors,” says Rick. “I literally went door-to-
door talking to each customer personally. It was a humbling experience,
but I knew it’s what had to be done.”

Eighteen months (and many doors) later, Rick’s new company Four
Seasons Landscape was booming. As profits increased, Rick was able to pay
off his debt and eventually hire a team.

Meanwhile, Melissa had gone into real estate and was one of the highest
performing agents at her firm. But no matter how much she accomplished,
she remained uninspired by the work and concerned that she was moving
further away from her ultimate goal of having a family.

“Growing up, I always wanted to be a wife and mother,” says Melissa. “I
never wanted to be some professional career woman. That just wasn't me,
and I felt like somehow I had turned into that.”

Shortly after getting married, with both husband and wife confident
that Rick’s landscape company was stable enough to support the family,
Melissa left her job and the couple began trying to get pregnant.

In 2010, after numerous attempts and one miscarriage, Melissa became

pregnant with a baby girl. The first-time mother was overwhelmed with






later, the exhausted seamstress descended down the staircase with socks in
hand.

“They turned out great,” says Melissa. “But they took so much work. I
swore I'd never make another pair again.”

Proud of her accomplishment, Melissa wore her homemade socks
everywhere she went and was bombarded with compliments and queries.
It wasn't uncommon for her to return home from a trip to the store with
a pocketful of phone numbers and e-mail addresses from strangers who'd
expressed interest in purchasing a pair.

Shocked by all the attention, Melissa snapped a quick picture of the
socks and uploaded them to her Etsy page. This, she thought, would be
a perfect way to assess demand and see if there really was a need in the
market for her product. The experiment worked.

“Those socks sold instantly. I mean instantly,” says Melissa. “I couldn’t
believe it.”

Orders continued to pour in, and just two days later she had sold over
four hundred pairs. Melissa was ecstatic at the response but unsure how
she was going to fulfill so many orders.

“I was in big trouble,” says Melissa. “I knew I wouldn't be able to make all
of them myself. But I'm a business-minded person, so I wasn't about to turn
down all that interest.”

With limited time and resources, she set up a makeshift workshop in
her house and began hurriedly recruiting any friends, family members, or
neighbors who could sew. After only two weeks on Etsy, Melissa received
a call from Nordstrom department store with a request for fifty thousand
pairs.

Although she couldn’t supply the massive order, it provided the
validation she needed to continue pursuing the idea—even if she wasn’t
entirely sure what she was doing.

“My high school volleyball coach used to tell me that if you can’'t do it,
just fake it,” says Melissa. “Because if you fake it for long enough, eventually
it will become a reality. So that's what I did: I faked it.”

After two months of “faking it,” Melissa looked up from her sewing
machine to find that she had done over $40,000 in sales. The couple
recognized that if they wanted the growth to continue, it was time to seek
outside counsel.

Through one of Rick’s longtime mentors, they were connected to an
industry veteran with over thirty-five years of manufacturing experience.
The executive-turned-investor shared crucial guidance and support, and
even offered to come on board as a partner.

“She was passionate about the product and fell in love with our story,”
says Rick. “During our fourth month of business, she made an offer to buy a
large percentage of the company.”

Rick and Melissa were grateful for the offer, but felt it was too early to
raise capital. The organization was only twelve weeks old, and they had
yet to embark on any long-term strategic planning. Plus, they had other
investment plans in store.

“We've been avid Shark Tank fans since day one,” says Rick. “I really felt
like we were supposed to be on the show. I thought it was the route God had
in store for us.”

Although Melissa appreciated Rick’s enthusiasm, she was less than
convinced. Battling with the Sharks in front of millions of viewers didn’t
seem like her idea of a wonderful time.

“I thought he was nuts,” she says. “I had absolutely no interest in going
on TV and being eaten alive by Mr. Wonderful.”

Melissa relented, however, and finally agreed to let Rick submit an
application. With so many entrepreneurs vying for a spot, she didn't
actually think they’d be chosen. And she was right, at first.

Rick filled out the lengthy form and eagerly awaited a reply, but no
response ever came. So he submitted another one, and then another one.
After a third attempt, he decided Shark Tank just wasn't in the cards and
moved on to other things.

Then, just days after he’d given up hope, Rick was on a call with his

former business partner and mentioned he’d applied for the show. As luck






With almost $1.5 million in sales, they asked for $175,000 for a 10
percent equity share in the enterprise, valuating the business at almost

$1.75 million—an indisputably fair sum.

Although nervous at first, they felt confident in their pitch and that
their sales would speak for themselves. But right away they experienced an
unexpected curveball: Lori Greiner went out.

“That totally threw me off,” says Melissa. “She kept saying that she felt
like we were hiding something—that the business was too good to be true.
It really surprised me.”

Luckily, the other Sharks had different outlooks, including their top
choice, Barbara Corcoran. In fact, it was she who made the initial offer, but
it came with a catch. Barbara was willing to put up half the money but
only if they could convince another Shark to go in for the remaining half. It
wasn't exactly what they were hoping for, but Rick had faith he could make
it work.

“At that point I knew we were gold,” says Rick. “We had it in the bag. We
were in.”

Kevin O'Leary was the next Shark to make a bid, offering $175,000 for
20 percent equity, which would drop to 10 percent once he had recouped
his initial investment. While they were grateful for the interest, it didn’t
align with their strategy.

“He gave us a good offer,” says Rick. “But we knew it wasn’t the right deal
for us.”

Impressed by their numbers and entrepreneurial spirit, Robert Herjavec
was the next investor to step up to the plate, offering the husband-and-wife
team exactly what they had asked for: $175,000 for a 10 percent equity
stake.

This threw Rick and Melissa for a loop. They didn’t expect to get so
many offers and certainly not one that echoed their initial valuation. Still
fixated on working with Barbara, Rick asked if she could come in on the
deal.

“All T was trying to do was buy time,” says Rick. “I was just stalling to get
Barbara to reconsider her offer.”

But stalling isn't always the best tactic, especially when a Shark is
willing to honor a full valuation. Frustrated with the back and forth, Robert
rescinded his offer, accusing the founder of “mistaking his kindness for
weakness.” They were back to square one.

“At this point I'm just thinking I got to get Barbara in somehow,” says
Rick. “Ijust kept looking back at her and making it pretty obvious that she
was the one we wanted.”

Mark Cuban was the final Shark to chime in and he made the same
proposal as Robert: $175,000 for 10 percent of the business—once again,
the exact deal Rick and Melissa had proposed. But without Barbara they
wouldn’t accept.

And then, just when they thought they’'d be leaving the tank empty-
handed, Barbara revised her offer: $175,000 for 10 percent of the company
—half in cash and half in a line of credit.






Over the next five days, Grace and Lace sold one hundred and fifty-
thousand units—bringing in over a million dollars in revenue. To say
the company was unprepared for the flood of business would be a gross
understatement.

“We went from getting one hundred and fifty orders a day before Shark
Tank to getting ten thousand orders a day after,” says Melissa. “We actually
thought about taking the site offline, but I just couldn't do it.”

Instead of closing up shop, Rick and Melissa changed the shipping
notifications to allow for additional time and alerted customers that orders
wouldn't arrive for the holidays. But it would take more than extra time
to fulfill the influx of orders. If they were going to survive the year, they
needed additional inventory and staff.

“We grew from six employees to thirty-six in about two or three days,”
says Rick. “We asked everyone to bring in their friends, their neighbors,
anyone they knew.”

But even with thirty new employees, they still faced an array of
complex challenges. Prior to going on Shark Tank, Grace and Lace had
fulfilled each order in-house. With one hundred and fifty thousand
additional orders, continuing such a laborious process became impossible.
Time was running out, and they weren’t sure where to turn.

“I remember getting a call from Barbara one day while [ was shopping at
Target,” says Melissa. “I hadn't slept or showered in days and just sat down
in the middle of the aisle and started crying.”

Barbara knew the small company didn't have the infrastructure capable
of processing such a high volume of orders, so she recommended they hire
a fulfillment center—an outside firm that specializes in receiving, packing,
and shipping goods on a company'’s behalf.

Melissa agreed and quickly began searching for vendors, eventually
hiring two local companies to offload some of the labor. Even with the
additional help, however, it took almost two months to fulfill all the orders.

The business was booming, but Rick and Melissa were fading fast.

“It was two months of hell,” says Rick. “Literally, hell. “We were not
prepared for that.”

Most disturbing was the barrage of angry e-mails and phone calls they
received from customers who had grown frustrated with the wait. In the
few years since launching, Grace and Lace had never received a single piece
of negative feedback from a customer—not one. And now all of a sudden
they were bombarded with complaints.

“We had to play Santa Claus to thousands upon thousands of people,”
says Melissa. “And we just couldn’t keep up. I took it really personally.”

Fortunately, Rick was able to take a step back and help Melissa put the
situation in perspective.

“Ididn’t take it as hard as she did,” says Rick. “It wasn't the end of the
world, nobody was dying. We were just two weeks late on getting a few
people their socks.”

Eventually, the storm subsided and daily operations stabilized.
Although the initial spike has mellowed, today business continues to
flourish, with a growth rate of 1,000 to 1,500 percent over the prior year.

While Rick and Melissa recognize the enterprise’s massive expansion
would never have been possible without Shark Tank, they attribute much of
their continued success to their committed team of loyal employees.

“Our staff is just absolutely incredible,” says Rick. “I've never seen
anything like it in all my years. It's just mindboggling how dedicated they
are.”

Melissa seconds Rick’s praise and insists that it’s the people working
behind the scenes who've turned Grace and Lace into such a flourishing
venture.

“It really is all about them,” says Melissa. “Everyone we've hired has
been directly connected to the company—either through friends, family,
or neighbors. There's a whole cul-de-sac that works here. That'’s something
you don't see a lot in business, and that'’s a huge reason why we've been

successful.”






FOSTER A STRONG COMMUNITY

Spend an afternoon with the Grace and Lace team and you’ll quickly
observe just how much emphasis they put on community. One of their first
hires, a neighbor, now runs the warehouse. Chris Cowden, a longtime family
friend, is the director of operations and Rick’s “number two.” For Rick and
Melissa, community is what their company is and always will be about.

“There is no way we would be successful if we didn’t have such a strong
community,” says Melissa. “Every aspect of this business was built around
it.”

But their circle isn’t limited to just staff and colleagues. Rick has
maintained an influential circle of mentors who've advised and guided him
along the way. Likewise, Melissa relies on the support of a close group of
like-minded entrepreneurs.

“There are very few people who understand what it’s like to run a small
business,” says Melissa. “It’s priceless to be able to learn from and lean on
those who've had a similar experience.”

Barbara Corcoran has also become an important part of Rick and
Melissa’s community, connecting them with a large pool of thought leaders
and media influencers.

“Those connections have been huge,” says Rick. “Barbara adds instant
credibility to us and to our business.”

Devise a Give-Back Strategy

From as early as she can remember, Melissa has been driven by a single
motivator: to make the world a better place. Rick also champions this
philosophy and believes altruism to be a critical piece of long-term
prosperity.

“Our mission is really simple,” says Rick. “We're going to change the
world. Period.”

To help them achieve this important goal, Grace and Lace has developed
a partnership with Angel House—a nonprofit organization that brings

abandoned children from the slums of India to safety and empowers them
to become “future leaders of their generation.”

Melissa first visited India during the summer of her senior year of
high school. Having previously done mission work in other indigent
communities, the destitution she witnessed there was unlike any she'd ever
experienced, and it left a lasting impression.

“I had never seen poverty like this before,” says Melissa. “I left there with
a note in my journal that said, ‘I’ve been so broken for this place. They need
help so badly. I have to do something more.”

Never would Melissa have guessed that one day she'd own a profitable
company and be able to contribute in such a meaningful way.

Today, Grace and Lace donates a portion of each sale to Angel House and
has thus far funded two orphanages, which, combined, house fifty children.

“There’s poverty here in the U.S., but there's deep utter depravity there,”
says Rick. “We're trying to give these kids hope and show them they have a
chance in this world.”

In addition to building orphanages, they’ve also begun funding the
organization’s first Freedom House, which provides a safe haven for victims
of human trafficking. Already home to more than thirty girls and young
women, Freedom House offers shelter, counseling, and job training.

“We're equipping them with the healing they need while also giving
them a trade skill so they can enter back into society,” says Melissa.

To its customers, Grace and Lace may be a hub for quality fashion-
forward clothing and apparel. But for Rick and Melissa, the company has
always been about so much more than the product they make.

“This is the motivation,” says Melissa. “This is why I do what I do—to see
that we're giving these lives a chance. It’s why I wake up every morning.”

Pay Strict Attention to Detail

Although Grace and Lace has already achieved incredible success, Rick and
Melissa have a larger vision for the enterprise. And they believe that to
accomplish the big tasks, one must first learn to master the small ones.

“Everything we do as an organization can impact the larger vision,”
says Rick. “And if we execute each detail with absolute excellence, we’ll
ultimately build a better business.”



Rick first developed an appreciation for strict attention to detail
after reading a navy seal book and applying the principals to his own
life. Immediately surprised by the overlapping viewpoints, he made a
commitment to become a more detail-oriented person and approach even
the most mundane tasks with precision and finesse.

“We're not in a war here,” says Rick. “But if we don’t pay attention to the
little stuff, we may not be able to build the next orphanage. So in some way,
Grace and Lace is about saving lives.”

While Melissa shares this approach, she’s better at tackling more big-

picture creative projects and relies on Rick for many of the day-to-day tasks.

“The operations side is not my strong suit,” says Melissa. “When Rick
came on full-time I was able to focus on what I'm naturally good at and let
him handle a lot of the details.”

Prepare for Adversity

There are many who view success as a finish line—a threshold that, once

traversed, can never be uncrossed. But as any seasoned entrepreneur will
reveal, achievement is leased, not owned, and rent is due every day in the
form of hard work, sacrifice, and dedication.

“It’s like the classic iceberg visual,” says Melissa. “The public only sees
a small part of the business: the product. But underneath is this huge,
complicated operation.”

For Rick and Melissa, part of running an effective company means
anticipating adversity before it occurs and making a mindful effort to
manage hardship in a direct and productive way.

After appearing on Shark Tank and experiencing such intense demand,
they were bombarded with an endless stream of complicated challenges
that pushed both founders far beyond their comfort zones.

“Honestly, we thought about shutting the business down,” says Melissa.
“I didn’t know if we would be able to survive.”

But even though they were left feeling disoriented and overwhelmed,
the husband-and-wife team chose to recommit to their mission and power
through the storm.

“As a business owner you have to decide from the beginning how
yvou'll deal with adversity,” says Rick. “Do you face it head-on? Do you find
solutions? Or do you let the challenges conquer you?”

Practice Absolute Honesty

At Grace and Lace, honesty isn't just the best policy; it’s the most important
policy. And it's one the company expects each employee to faithfully respect
and observe.

“I'm a huge proponent of being totally truthful with everyone involved,”
says Rick. “Whether it's with those you're working for or those you're
working with, there's got to be a base level of trust.”

But as Rick and Melissa have experienced, practicing absolute honesty
isn’t always easy or comfortable, especially in times of turmoil.

“Some of our employees get really upset when they make a mistake, even
when it's just a minor one,” says Rick. “When that happens we try to remind
them that we’re all figuring this out together and that it’s a process. As long
as it doesn’t jeopardize our core values or break the law, we're okay with
mistakes and want everyone to be open about them.”

This commitment to honesty doesn’t only apply to their employees. As
cofounders, Rick and Melissa uphold the same commitment and always try
to be both communicative and forgiving of their mistakes.

“We're not perfect,” says Rick. “But we always try to extend grace to
ourselves and to each other. That's such an important part of running a
business.”



