
Don?t give up ?
success can follow

failure, as these
entrepreneurs show

By VIRGINIA BACKAITIS

Edidn? t m e a n t oc r a f t a r a g s - t o - r i c h e s

story whenhe l e f t his parents? w h o l e -
sale tire business in 2017, bu t Queens
native Jared Kugel, 36, was so sure tha t
the w o r l d n e e d e d a s e a r c h e n g i n e f o r

tires that he evenc o n v i n c e d an investor he
met o n t o p r o v i d e t h e s e e d m o n e y

s t a r t u p . t as
y i Hea was terrible? Kugel said in retro-

s e a s hisnextbrainchi ld, a mobile service

that would come to your h o m e o r o f f i ce t o
install your tires. Kugel t r i ed to make the
business work, but then h e ran ou t o f money.
Like, really ran ou t o f money? l i v i n g o f f o f
crackers a n d j e l l y w h i l e s e l l i n g h i s f u r n i t u r e

on street corners in his M u r r a y H i l l neigh-
d.

a started to foreclose o n

myapartment,? said Kugel. H is
pride wouldn't let h im go toh i s
parents? house to eat a g o o d
yoeal and ask f o r help. ? T h e y
had enough to w o r r y about,?
he said. :

Besides, he had another idea
? an e-commerce t i re bus i -
ness that wou ld educate con-
sumers and help them select
tires based o n where and h o w
they would use them, w h i l e
taking their budget into ac-
count. Kugel planned to ca l l
his new business T i r e Agent.

?We would offer white glove
service, the most payment op-
tions and instal lat ion at the
customer's home o r office,? he
said. He was p i tch ing investors just as the
bank got ready to take his home,
Justbeforethe bank tossedh i m ou t , leaving

him feeling disgraced and homeless, seven
investors Kugel had approached decided that
Tire Agent was worth a shot. T h e y h a n d e d
himacomb ined sum o f $750,000 t o start h is
e-commerce t i re business.

First, Kugel h i red a so f tware eng inee r t o
build Tire Agent's site. Next, he approached
brands to become suppliers for h is business,
Content had to be createdf o r the site, inc lud-

ing detailed information on around 5 0 dif fer-

f a t brands o ft i r e s .Cus tomers c o u l d i n p u t
formation about much and where

drove (whether highways,c o u n t r y Toate

sandybeaches, in hot o r cold c l imates) , a l l

r e should be cons ide red w h e n you
a tire.

There were relationships to bu i l d w i t h ad-
Vertisers, bankers, credit card companies and
more. He wanted to offer his customers no-
money-down financing and n o credit checks.

e e l had so much to do, he h a r d l y slept .
we Jeni life,early on, wasl imi ted t o h i s co-

orkers (there are around 30 n o w ) , o t h e r

c a n n a b i s d i s p e n s a r y .

t ech company founders and
family. ipany

Even n o w his d o w n t i m e i s
near nonexistent. ? M y idea o fa
good Fr i day n igh t is o n m y
couch w i t h my computer,? he
said.

But there i s someth ing amaz-
i n g happen ing to his business.
T i re Agent now ranks 936 on the
2023 Inc. 5000, placing his
star tup i n the top 20% o f the
fastest-growing private compa-
nies in Amer ica.

W h a t k i n d o f w i sdom has
come w i t h Kugel?s exper ience?

? K n o w that t he jou rney w i l l be h a r d at times
and that havingbumps in the road is completely
normal,? he said. ?Focus o n the jou rney and no t
the bumps.?

H a r l e m resident Keshawn Warner, 45, had
severa l o f those bumps in the road, too, bu t
cou ld have never predicted that one o f t h e m ?
get t ing ar res ted for at tempt ing to buy weed 15

years ago ? w o u l d br ing h i m good fo r tune to-
day. But that 's exac t l y w h a t happened.

F lash back t o 2008. ?I was in the vest ibu le o f
abui ld ing on 9 t hStreeti n EastHarlem,t h e gun
w a s p o i n t e d i n m y face,? h e said. Warner had

walked into a s t i ng operat ion whe rethe po l i ce
were bustii eople for buying cannabis.

H e wasi m a n e d i a t e l y cuf fed and frisked, then

locked u p in jai l . ?I was released the next day,
w i t h a cour t date pending,? h e said.

W h e n i t came, h e was handed a fine, bu t n o w

had a fe lony o n his record. T h e latter?Kept h i m
f r o m being considered for many jobs, including

one at t he FBI, t ha t as a col lege grad f r o m Nor-
f o l k State, W a r n e r was qua l i f ied for.

?One arrest i n my life stopped me from mov-
i n g forward,? he said.

T H E W H E E L D E A L : J a r e d K u g e l w e n t
f r o m b e i n g p r a c t i c a l l y h o m e l e s s t o

r u n n i n g h i s o w n s u c c e s s f u l t i r e

b u s i n e s s . K e s h a w n W a r n e r ( e f t ) w e n t

f r o m a p o t b u s t t o o w n i n g a w i n n i n g

?Warner go t busy, typ ica l ly w o r k i n g t w o o r
three jobs at a t ime. His p r i m a r y role, as a n in-
format ion technology specialist at a hospital in
Manhattan, has always been augmented b y oth-
ers, like at the Y M C A , a g y m and a pharmacy
in Har lem wh ich he co-owns w i t h his wi fe. I n
2016, when Warner heard that cannabis w o u l d
be legalized in Massachusetts, the wheels in his
head began to turn. He and a few o fh i s buddies,
Rich Rainone and Chris V iane l l o , cou ld o p e n
a cannabis business in the state.
T h e partners had anamel i n e du p , DazedC a n -

nabis. W h e n they opened their f i rs t locat ion i n
Holyoke, Mass., in 202] they concent ra ted o n
Prov id ing the best produc ts and experience.

?Warner's business experience and his prev i -
ous cannabis conv ic t ion came together in his
favor w h e n recreat ional weed became legal in
New York State. Regulators said that they
wanted people who were affected by cannabis
cr imina l izat ion to get the first d i b s o n licenses
in an attempt to address perceived in just ices
stemming f r o m the war o n drugs and to ensure
that major corporat ions don ' t monopo l i ze the
industry.

Next, he had to wina l o t t e r y that inc luded at
least several hund red New Yorkers w i t h the
same credentials. W h e n W a m e r f o u n d out that
he was four th in l ine to open a recreational can-

n a b i s dispensaryi n thec i t y , h e andh i s pa rmers
went at it w i t h a vengeance, as wel l asal i t t l e
he lp they received f r o m N e w York's Social E q -
u i t y Cannabis Investment Fund.

T h e i r business had a bet ter- than-successfu l
soft open ing as a p o p - u p in U n i o n Square last

s u m m e r ? i n fact , t he twobusinessescombined
grossed $1.2 m i l l i on in 2022 ? w i t h the New
York loca t ion fo rma l l y open ing last week in

?NYC style, w i t h ann e p i c g rand o p e n i n g par ty
tha t mixed music, fashion, en te r ta inmen t and
culture for an unforgettable night," said Warner.

h u s b a n d p u s h e d a c o l l e a g u ea t
w e r . H e w a s i n h i s f a c e a n d m y h u s -

b a n d f e l t t h r e a t e n e d .T h e g u y w e n t

i n t o t h e m a n a g e r ' so f f i c e ; t h e p o l i c e

w e r e c a l l e d , a n d m y h u s b a n d w a s
f i r e d . T h e o t h e r g u y r e g r e t t e dt h i s a n d

i s c o m i n gt o c o u r t t h i s w e e kt o s u p -

p o r t m y h u s b a n d a n d d r o p t h e c h a r -

g e s . T h e c o m p a n ys a i d m y h u s b a n d

c o u l d e i t h e r r e t i r e o r r e s i g n . W e w a n t

t o c l e a r h i s n a m ea n d f i g h t t h i s . He

h a s b e e n w i t h t h e c o m p a n yf o r 2 0

y e a r s a n d h a s n e v e r h a d a n i n c i d e n t .

D o e s h e h a v e a c h a n c e ?

i f you're asking me abouty o u r h u s -
band?s chances of having the charges
dropped, that?s no t a quest ion Pm

q u a l i f i e dt o answer? b u t , I ' ve
watched enough ?Law and Order? to

f e e l pretty good abouth i s c h a n c e s .
Getting his fo rmer e r n p l o y e rt o rescind

t h e i r decisiont o f i r e himi s lessl i ke l y .
Even i f t he chargesa r e d r o p p e d ,i t

d o e s n ' t changethe f a c t t h a t h e p h y s i -
cally assaulted an employee. Even i f

j u s t a shove,andeven i f he f e l t t h rea t -
e n e d , he wasn ' t touchedby t h e o t h e r

e m p l o y e e .A n employeshas t h e r igh t

t o te rm ina te s o m e o n ef o r get t ing

proh ib i t
f r o m a s k i n g abouta g e , only t h a t a g e

can?t b e af a c t o r in the hir ing decision.
Why would a n employera s k a b o u ta g e

o t h e r than t o help make a decis ion?
Ireceivedl o t s o f m a i l o n t h i s one. L e t

tme b e clear ? t h e r e are questions a n
employer should no ta s k because i t
could give rise t o a claim of discr imina-
Hon, but that?sn o t t h e samea st h e
question itself being illegal. Do older
workers have a more di f f icul t t ime
finding a job? Absolutely. Does age
discrimination exist? Yes, Han e m -
ployer is unprofessional t o a s k
that quest ion, could tha t be a n indica-

t i o n the a n s w e rw a s a f a c t o ri n t h e i r
hir ing decisjon? Yes, o f course there
could b e a corre lat ion. But, i t doesn ' t
m e a ni t wast h e bas i s f o r t he decision.
A n d simply asking the quest ion is not
iNegal. However, challengingt h e d e c l -
ston w i t h the Equal Employment Op-
por tuni ty Commission and in cour t is
t he right actiont o take t o invest igate
the employer?s conduct fur ther.
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