Chapter 2 Profit Is Not Cash
Six months after her $200,000 month, Lisa was still busy.
Revenue hadn’t collapsed. Clients hadn’t vanished. On paper, the business looked fine. Better than fine, actually. Her accountant told her she was having a strong year.
On Thursday night, she sat at her kitchen table with her laptop open and her calculator out.
Payroll was due the next morning.
She refreshed her bank account again, even though she already knew what it would say. The balance hadn’t changed all day. One large invoice, nearly $38,000, was still unpaid. The client had promised payment by Tuesday. Then Wednesday. Then “by the end of the week.”
The end of the week had arrived.
She did the math for the third time, hoping she had missed something.
She hadn’t.
The business was profitable.
The business was also about to miss payroll.
This is the moment most founders don’t expect, because it doesn’t match the story they’ve been telling themselves.
Profit says the business works.
Cash says whether it works today.
Until that night, Lisa had treated those ideas as interchangeable. Money was money. The reports looked good. The revenue kept coming. Surely this was just timing.
That’s what she told herself as she started making decisions she had never planned to make.
First, she delayed paying herself. Just this once.
Then she moved a vendor payment to the following week. She’d explain later. They’d understand.
Then she put expenses on her credit card that she normally paid in cash. She hated carrying a balance, but it would smooth things out until the invoice came in.
Each decision felt reasonable. Temporary. Responsible, even.
Each one narrowed her options.
By Monday, the client finally paid.
Relief washed over her. Payroll cleared. The crisis passed.
Except it didn’t.
The credit card balance was still there. The vendor was now waiting. Another invoice was due the following Friday. Cash that arrived already had a job waiting for it.
The business kept moving.
The margin for error disappeared.
This is how cash problems take hold. Not through collapse, but through compression.
Profit lives on paper. It asks whether the business works in theory. Cash lives in time. It asks whether the business survives the gap between promise and payment.
When customers pay late, when costs come due early, when growth requires spending before revenue arrives, cash absorbs the strain.
Profit does not.
Lisa’s reports still looked healthy. Revenue exceeded expenses. Her accountant told her not to worry.
But Lisa started worrying anyway.
She checked her bank balance first thing every morning. She stopped thinking in months and started thinking in days. Sometimes in hours. Decisions that used to feel strategic now felt urgent.
She passed on opportunities that required upfront investment. She accepted work that paid quickly even if it wasn’t ideal. She stayed closer to operations than she wanted because stepping away felt dangerous.
The business was profitable.
It was also cornered.
This is the trap that catches many founders precisely because it doesn’t look like failure.
Cash is circulation. It moves or it stops. When it slows, everything tightens. The founder feels it in their body before they see it in a report.
This is why profitable companies die.
Not because the idea was bad.
Not because customers disappeared.
But because cash pressure quietly reshaped every decision until there were no good ones left.
By the time founders recognize what’s happening, they’ve often built a system that depends on constant motion and perfect timing. One missed payment. One surprise expense. One month that doesn’t go as planned.
That’s all it takes.
Lisa eventually realized that what scared her wasn’t the numbers. It was how little room she had left. How thin the margin had become between “working” and “not working.”
Profit told her she was winning.
Cash told her she was exposed.
Understanding the difference didn’t solve the problem overnight. But it changed how she saw it.
And once you see this clearly, you can’t unsee it.
Because the real danger isn’t running out of profit.
It’s running out of time.
And once that starts happening, every decision you make is shaped by the clock.
