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FOREWORD


Sheryl Sandberg


The most important jump of my life happened nearly a century before I was born.


My great-grandparents, Sadie and Gimpel, grew up not too far from each other, in different villages in what is now southern Ukraine. In the early 1900s, they and their families packed their bags and moved to a place on the other side of the world where Jews could live free from persecution—New York City. There, Sadie and Gimpel found the security and opportunity they hoped for. They also found each other. They met, married, and settled into a walk-up apartment in a tenement on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, sharing a bathroom with several other families on the floor.


They worked hard to build a good life for themselves. Gimpel was a street vendor, pushing a cart to sell his wares. Sadie gave birth to eight children: three girls, five boys. One of those boys was my grandfather Emanuel, whom everyone called Manny. In his twenties, Manny worked in the post office while going to City College at night. Later, he sold insurance. I used to ask him what life was like in that crowded apartment and how in the world they managed with just one bathroom. He’d say in his raspy voice, “You just waited your turn.”


Eventually, I realized how ironic that answer was. I’m likely alive today because Sadie and Gimpel didn’t wait their turn. Had they not left Europe, my family almost certainly would have died in the Holocaust. Instead, my great-grandparents found the courage to build a new life in a new land. They jumped.


Flash forward to the year 2005, when I met my second cousin Mike for the first time. He was in eleventh grade. I was recently married and working at Google. I loved Mike right away—he was funny and smart and way more thoughtful than I was as a teenager. In our first meeting, we sat down to figure out exactly how we are related. It turns out his grandmother Frieda was Emanuel’s sister. They grew up together in that one-bedroom apartment—waiting their turn together. I wonder if they ever imagined that decades later, her grandson and his granddaughter would be sitting at a table in California, figuring out their family tree.


Since then, I’ve seen Mike graduate from high school and college and start his career. I’ve seen him take the audacious jump into becoming a professional squash player and saw how much joy that brought him. I’ve seen him study how and why people jump and the lessons we can all learn about courage, resilience, and leading fulfilling lives. And I’ve seen him take those lessons and put them into this book—one that I know will guide others as they face big decisions.


Like Mike, this book is smart, friendly, and ready to help people make a jump of their own. He explains the simple framework that many successful jumpers have followed and offers insights not just from his own experience but from people of many ages and backgrounds with dreams of all kinds. Some of their jumps led to small but meaningful changes in their lives. Others altered their futures in enormous ways. Not one of them regrets having jumped.


The question I’ve come back to again and again in my life is, “What would I do if I wasn’t afraid?” That question gave me the push I needed to make big jumps: from government to the tech sector, from Google to a company called Facebook run by a twenty-three-year-old with a vision of connecting the world. Each time, some people I really trusted told me I was making a mistake. Each time, they might have been right. But my heart told me otherwise. I wanted to jump. And I’ve never looked back.


We all face moments in our lives when we have to decide: To jump or not to jump? That might mean leaving a familiar field to pursue a passion project or taking on a new responsibility at work. It might mean starting a new relationship or saying good-bye to one that’s reached its end. It might be as small as embracing a new hobby or as big as moving to a new country. You never know exactly where those jumps will take you. They can be scary, and they don’t always work out for the best. But they’re how we pursue our dreams. They can make us stronger, more resilient, just plain more interesting, and help us have more impact in the world. They let us imagine things not as they are but how they should be—and then push us to do the hard work to make that change happen.


There are ways we can make those jumps more likely to lead somewhere great. This book tells you how.


Who knows? Maybe one day your great-grandchildren will talk about how that jump you made all those years ago changed everything for them—just like our great-grandparents changed everything for Mike and me.






Introduction: Mike’s Story


SCOTT WAS MY cousin’s friend before he was my friend. We had met during a party at my cousin’s house and had grown close through coffee dates every so often, like the one just now ending on a neatly groomed sidewalk in downtown Palo Alto. It was a late February afternoon.


Midforties, tall, with a boyish smile and sharp blue eyes, Scott was soft spoken and a good listener, and he had a gift for making time spent with him feel important. With me, he played the thoughtful mentor, loyal older brother, and trusted confidant—a sounding board for the dreamer, the kid. As we parted that afternoon, I wasn’t quite ready to let him vanish into the dusk. After taking a couple of steps in the direction of my car, I turned around.


“Is this crazy?” I asked. I was squeezing the stained coffee cup lid in my left palm. The culmination of several years of fantasizing and planning was a few hours away, and I was fishing for a final bit of reassurance.


Scott had started his hustle toward home, his lanky frame hunched over his phone, checking back in to his own work and life. Our time together had run a bit long, and for Scott, there were business calls to return and kids to pick up from school. But he slowed his step and gently returned his attention to me. The sun had disappeared behind us. New customers scurried into the coffee shop.


“What you have in mind is absolutely crazy,” he said, quietly pushing his phone back into his jean pocket. “But there’s a difference between crazy and stupid.”


Two years earlier, in an office toward the top of a pristine glass tower, above the bustling heart of Boston, I sat at my desk and stared at the wall. Taped to the top edge of my computer screen, printed in a size 50 font on leftover printer paper, was a quote from a commencement speech that Amazon’s founder and CEO Jeff Bezos had made to graduating Princeton students in 2010: “When you are eighty years old, and in a quiet moment of reflection narrating for only yourself the most personal version of your life story, the telling that will be most compact and meaningful will be the series of choices you have made. In the end, we are our choices. Build yourself a great story.”


What would I want my story to look like?


I knew my answer—I wanted to become a professional squash player—but I didn’t know how to make that life happen.


Twenty-three years old, the youngest of six kids, born in New York City, raised in Nashville, Tennessee, and then in the beach town of Santa Barbara, California, I was the only child to live in Boston. A year out of college, I was ready to put down roots in Massachusetts. Or that was the plan, anyway.


I had moved to the city for what I viewed as my dream job, working in the shiny, wood-paneled offices of a venture capital firm. My job was the type of employment you get and don’t give up, the type of work you ride into the sunset of your career if they’ll let you. I had chased this job since the start of my senior year. I had been walking out the back steps of my fraternity house when I read the job description in a career services bulletin on my phone, and I’d immediately copied and pasted the text into an e-mail, sending it straight to my parents. I told them I’d seen an opening for the perfect job, working at Bain Capital Ventures, the venture capital investment arm of the international private equity firm Bain Capital. My parents agreed that the role seemed written for me: go out and meet entrepreneurs, listen to the stories behind their start-up companies, review their business plans and ideas, analyze and help decide if that start-up might be a good investment for the firm. Fast-forward to the woodpaneled office. I was only months into this plum job but performing well. I read everything I could, listened to everyone who would talk to me, and the effort was starting to pay off: one of the first entrepreneurs I came across was launching a company that, a couple of years later, would disrupt the health care industry and become one of the largest investments by our firm ever brought in by an analyst.


My coworkers were engaging, my bosses thoughtful leaders, my hours manageable: in by 8 a.m., out by 7 or 8 p.m. every day. I earned a couple weeks of vacation each year, and I figured I’d satiate my craving for travel and adventure then—heading wherever I could go, for as long as I could, combining public holidays and weekends to maximize my time off. I’d spent the second Christmas of my time at Bain hiking the famed Angkor Wat temples in Cambodia with one of my best friends, Dan. My coworkers gave me kudos for finding a way to cobble together three whole weeks off whereas my fellow travelers and the local guides we met in Southeast Asia asked why we bothered traveling for such a short sliver of time. For my part, I believed that three weeks in Southeast Asia would fulfill whatever I was looking for outside of work. Yep, I thought, I could scratch the itch for adventure between Christmas and New Year’s, then get back to the desk without missing a beat.


I had taken the job at Bain because of a genuine enthusiastic interest in the work, but I have to admit also that I had somehow got it into my head that I was supposed to stick to a certain kind of postcollege path—and the job at Bain fit into that kind of path: from college to internship to well-paying corporate job. At Bain, I was on the “right” path, surrounded by smart people, doing interesting work, and enjoying well-paid vacations. What else could I want?


Yet deep down, as time went by, I began to realize that I wanted this life mostly because I thought I should. And all the while, tucked somewhere off to the side in my mind, a very distinct if faint voice whispered an idea of something very different.


I was in love with the sport of squash. 


Squash is a British game and a close cousin to tennis but played indoors against a wall. I had fallen in love with squash as a teenager, just after my family moved to California. It’s a niche sport in the United States, particularly in places outside the Northeast. While it’s a growing sport, there are relatively few courts and few competitive players west of New York City. This was especially true when I was a kid in California, but when my family joined a gym, the Santa Barbara Athletic Club, I was in luck: there were squash courts. 


Converted out of racquetball courts a few decades earlier, the SBAC squash court dimensions were not exactly regulation, but they were close enough to attract a handful of enthusiastic recreational adult players. And SBAC had the only five-court setup for another seventy-five miles, until Los Angeles. So, for the bulk of my teenage years, I lived at this club. Breakfast and lunch from the sandwich bar, homework at the tables in the café, squash on the converted courts with anyone who wanted to play. Day in and day out: dropped off on weekend mornings and after school, picked up at closing. Ferdinand the clockmaker, Dirk the tech guru, Robert the British ex-pat, Debbie the office manager—for the better part of junior high and high school, my other family was the group of adult squash players who met at the courts each night. 


Beyond the courts and this other family, the biggest gift the club offered me was its tradition of hosting a tiny professional squash competition each year. That’s how I learned of it: the pro squash tour. I was fourteen when the pro competition rolled in, bringing with it players from around the world. Professional squash events usually don’t offer much in the way of prize money, and to lighten the expense for the players, most tournaments offer lodging through local players in the member community. I signed up our family to host Shawn Delierre, a young and rising talent out of Canada. Over take-out burgers and fries at the dinner table, Shawn captured my imagination with stories of competing around the world, staying with friends and with host families along the way. From mountaintops in Brazil to cities in Japan to the suburbs of Switzerland, Shawn had me hooked. He told me I too could someday play the tour, though even for an optimistic fourteen-year-old like me that possibility seemed far-fetched: I was new to the sport and hundreds of miles from most of the competitive players my age. After I met Shawn though, I began tracking the website of the pro squash tour, enamored by the tiny lights that sprawled across a spinning sphere, representing the competitions that dotted the globe. 


Eight years later, at my desk at Bain Capital, having long assumed that Shawn’s visit and the image of the dotted globe would fade from my memory, I was unable to focus wholeheartedly on my “grown-up” professional track. The idea of playing pro squash wouldn’t budge. 


It feels awkward when a little inner voice talks to you, a voice you’re scared to listen to. It feels even more awkward when that voice won’t go away. 


How do you start doing what you really want to be doing? How do you know when to take a chance? I had no idea. And no one was coming along to hand me the answer. I had the job and lifestyle I had thought I wanted, yet I secretly held out hope—for a knock on the door, for someone to enter my tiny office, walk up to my desk, and give me permission to leave: “Mike, it’s July 1, time to go chase your dream, remember?” 


There was what my friend Nick called a “circularity” to my life. Week-days I’d wake up at 7:20 a.m. to “I Think Ur a Contra” by Vampire Weekend, hit snooze once, shower and dress, head left out of the apartment and take a right toward Symphony Hall, left alongside the Christian Science museum, up the escalators and past the manicured shops and blinding white lights of the Prudential Center, and straight through the revolving doors of the glistening Hancock Tower. Ride the elevator to thirty-nine, order eggs and juice from my friends working in the cafeteria, talk football and weekend plans with coworkers across the hall, then quietly close the door to my office. Just me, a wall, and the taped inspirational quote on printer paper above the computer screen. Ten to twelve hours later, I’d walk home the way I came. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. 


I felt alone as I considered the possibility of listening to that little voice, but when it became clear that the voice wasn’t going away, I started to do some research. What began as an innocent Google for “when to go chase dreams” turned into a full-fledged investigation for inspiration and, shortly afterward, a scavenger hunt for stories. I devoured books like Tim Ferriss’s The 4-Hour Workweek on why, and how, people jump to live a life on their own terms. I made a list of my favorite companies and read about how they started. If the founder had a nontraditional background—if he or she took an unusual risk to start the company—I wanted to know how he or she approached that start-up decision. Every “jump” story made me want to find another one. I began identifying and cold-calling people who did cool things: alumni from my college, siblings of my friends, strangers I read about in the newspaper. In the darkness of my office long after office hours ended, I tracked down other people—ex-electricians, consultants, teachers—each of whom had left a place of comfort to chase a passion. They had all jumped. 


I wanted to know when to jump. 


The first woman who called me back was an ex-banker turned cyclist. I had reached out after reading an interview with her in a recent issue of our college alumni magazine. When I asked about her jump, she didn’t tell me anything about how to ride a bike or how to become an elite athlete. Instead, she explained the behind-the-scenes preparations: how she’d saved up money, how she’d mentally prepared for the possibility of things not working out, how she’d told her boss she was quitting. I hung up the phone and rushed into my coworker’s office: he was also planning for something different, and I knew that these tidbits could help my jump and his. 


Over the next year and a half, I picked up more when-to-jump insights—from a journalist turned politician, a bond trader turned adventure planner, a brand marketer turned toy maker. I had expected clichéd advice and feel-good fairy tales. Instead I got candid details about how to chase an unknown, honesty about the emotional and financial vulnerabilities of doing so, and frankness about the range of thoughts and feelings that come from taking such a risk. Following a dream is lofty and sounds admirable, but real consequences follow. Those costs were the truths I was searching to know. 


After I’d heard about a dozen stories from people who had changed career paths, a pattern began to emerge. A few of the same ideas—even the same words and phrases—overlapped across experiences that, on the surface, had little to nothing in common. A onetime karate teacher in rural Virginia shared the same insights as a single mother in the Northeast. A brewery owner in Boston described a jump philosophy similar to that of an aspiring aviation entrepreneur who was half the brewer’s age and lived halfway around the world.


Discovering patterns in a random collection of career-switch stories was bizarre and thrilling. I collected more narratives, and more commonalities appeared. These mapped broadly across the jumping experience to form a curve. There was no surefire way to guarantee a jump’s success or predict what would happen post-jump, but the process of jumping began to seem less haphazard and random to me. It became clear that there is a smart way to try for a dream, a certain discipline around responsible planning. I saw that I would prepare myself for the best possible jump experience if I was alert to each of the broad phases of the jump process. The Jump Curve provided by the stories didn’t give me exact instructions on how to achieve my dream. But I didn’t need exact instructions; I needed a sign that I could make a jump, that I wasn’t stupid for trying. 


The people willing to share their jump experiences also made me feel less alone in my desire to chase something that mattered to me. No longer was my career move going to be “me against the world.” The experiences these “jumpers” shared with me formed companionable case studies of how much determination and preparation changing my path would take. 


For twenty-three years, I had chased plainly laid out goals. Goals that were easy to want to chase because they were popular with the older people around me and were even popular among my own peers. Also, more people chasing any single objective creates competition, and I’m competitive, so I felt compelled to run faster toward particular goals—at the risk of forgetting what I was hurtling toward, and why. There existed a baseline to each goal—graduate from high school, get to college, earn an internship—and there were higher-level, bonus goals attached to each baseline: graduate with high scores and excellent extracurricular activities, attend an Ivy League university, intern at Goldman Sachs. In this way, pursuing each goal was a game for me. Reach each new baseline and see how many bonus goals you can score. Who doesn’t want to win when playing a game? 


So when the predetermined game I had been playing ran out of obvious new levels sometime during my first year at Bain Capital Ventures, my feet stopped sprinting. For the first time in a long time, no one was telling me what I was supposed to do next. 


Until this moment, two words had summarized the biggest prize in the game I was playing: venture capital. Venture capital is the perceived Promised Land for anyone who wants to work in investing. Venture capital, it was explained to me during the corporate recruiting process, is what you go to business school to get to do someday, if you’re lucky. Unlike consulting or banking, venture capital is the “buy side,” the side where you have the money, and you choose how and where to invest it. Better hours, better pay, better success stories: if there was one uniform piece of advice that I received from my college career services director and from older alumni, from friends, and from my parents, it was that a job at a VC firm was above all else. Once, when I let it slip to an older colleague, who was my direct manager, that I had a dream of traveling around playing the pro squash tour, his reply was blunt: “Don’t quit your day job.” If you were lucky enough to fall into the rarefied air of a venture capital firm at any point in your career, let alone the beginning, you were to stay put. Period. 


I had no background in finance, no inside scoop into the firm or the industry when I entered the doors to the castle. My college didn’t offer finance to undergraduates, and I had never taken an economics course. While I wanted to go into business, I had decided to use the time in school to take courses that I’d never get to take again. My degree was in political science and environmental studies. And while I may have been qualified for Bain Capital Ventures based on my academics and genuine interests, so were thousands of other students. Being offered one of the two coveted spots at Bain was, without exaggeration, beyond the wildest dreams of my parents, my siblings, and myself. 


Getting chosen for the job felt exactly like that: getting chosen. Like winning the lottery. I felt lucky to be there, lucky to be earning a good living, lucky to be doing something my parents could easily share with their friends at holiday parties. Mike’s a venture capitalist is a hell of a lot easier to explain, and for someone to digest, than Mike’s making no money while sleeping on couches playing an obscure sport somewhere near Fiji. As I thought of what I was doing, and what I really wanted to do, the emotion that repeatedly crept back up was guilt. I was the last of six children that my parents had sent to college. My job, and this career, felt implicitly like a way I could return the favor to my parents by taking good care of myself. 


But when I tried to settle in where I’d landed, I’d end up staring at my office wall. My friend Emily had given me a paper map of the world, a map from the charity Doctors Without Borders, a map that was wrinkled and well-worn, as if sent from a field office for the organization in a rural village. Emily and I had both taken geography classes at school, and she was one of the few who knew my secret squash aspirations. I think that’s why she gave me the creased and fraying map, which I stretched out and pinned along the length of my office wall. Sitting at my desk, directly opposite eye level, were the jagged island contours of Australia and New Zealand. There, every June, a series of pro squash competitions took place for guys at my level. As months tumbled along, a nightmare scenario began to haunt me: this flimsy, creased map would remain pinned to the wall while the seasons cycled by, years rolling into years. I would grow older. And every June, I’d look over at the contours of Australia and New Zealand, and they’d look back at me, and I’d go to lunch and stop off at happy hours telling my colleagues how, at this very moment, I could be across the world chasing a dream. And then I’d go home, and the next day, the fraying old map would still be pinned to my office wall. 


That nightmare did not come true. After I spoke with the banker turned cyclist in January of my second year at Bain, my jump was set in motion, a process that would take the next year and a half, an eighteen-month window during which I gathered more jump stories and began to lay out my own. I wrote plans and saved up money. I paid attention to where I seemed to be on the Jump Curve. To be clear, I don’t think there is any secret recipe or prescription that releases a person to make a jump. But the stories I heard and the common themes and insights from the Jump Curve helped me make a big change—and I believe these stories and an awareness of the curve can help others do the same. 


Timing matters. If you’re supporting a family or have pressing debts to pay off, now is almost certainly not the time to quit a moneymaking job for a dream that does not pay. But that doesn’t mean you can never chase your dream; it means not just yet—as the Jump Curve will show. 


During the time I was itching to jump, my situation was lucky. Throughout most of my three years at Bain Capital Ventures, I was able to divert part of each paycheck to a new “squash” bank account, which I didn’t allow myself to touch. For the last two years at Bain, I imitated the training, eating, and living routines of my full-time, professional athlete counterparts. Because I had no family, no kids, no mortgage, I could use all of my extra time to train my body and all of my extra money for healthy foods and wellness programs. 


In my final year at Bain, I started to reach out to potential sponsors. I told them my story: my dream and my plan to go chase it. I let them know that, lucky for them, I was now accepting sponsors to provide cash in return for visible logo space on my playing jersey. It was terrifying to write down and share my most personal hopes and dreams, but I did it. A few months after making my first pitch, I sat across from a recreational squash player and member of my gym, Amrit, sharing with him the pitch materials that had, so far, collected a few nos and a couple maybe laters. As I flipped through the paper slides before us, my voice picked up in pace and grew into an excited whisper. Even though I had struck out in finding anyone to buy into the vision I was selling, the simple act of reading over my most personal, hopeful dreams made me feel a step closer to achieving them. And after taking a final sip from his beer and setting the bottle next to my scattered slide presentation sheets, Amrit told me he was in. I had my first jersey sponsor. 


And suddenly I felt I had no choice. I was really going to do this. 


Nine months before leaving for the tour, I began competing as a pro part-time, to make sure I knew the lifestyle I’d be signing up for: traveling alone, trusting strangers, sleeping on couches. To attend my second pro event, I slipped out of the office and flew out to Chicago in the late afternoon, only to find out my opponent for that evening had defaulted. The default gave me my first victory, but it meant I’d be competing the next day, a workday. I told an understandably confused tournament director that I would now have to default; then I quickly took a shower (though I hadn’t done anything to break a sweat) and flew back to Boston in time for work the next morning, having spent a few hundred bucks and three hours in Illinois, earning my first official tour win without actually playing anyone. 


The other thing I had in my favor was working in an industry that valued both risk-taking and compelling personal narratives. The only thing investors love more than an entrepreneur taking a big financial or social risk to start a company is if he or she has a great story behind that risk. And that fit my story line: while I wasn’t jumping to start my own company, I was risking significant income in the near term and potential career prospects in the long term, all because I wanted to go for something that I believed I had to try. I worked in a business where we spent every day investing money in people and their passions; my jump meant acting in a similar vein but on my own behalf. When I broke the news of my jump at lunchtimes or over a beer after work, I’d carefully explain to colleagues that my dream was a short-term experience—rather than a lifetime pursuit—in an effort to keep doors open, hoping to work with some of these people again in some way down the road. Many of my bosses were risk-takers and had been high school and college athletes themselves. A few years removed from their athletic primes and settled down with families, they could vicariously think of my journey as their journey. I’d stay in touch by sharing photos and stories from the road. Fortunately, when the time came to officially discuss my jump with everyone, the response from all of my colleagues and bosses was: go. 


My jump was daunting, but it was feasible, and as I went about preparing for it, I understood how lucky I was. 


But as the journey around my jump unfolded, what also became clear is that the desire to do what is meaningful to oneself and the will to find a way to make it happen was not specific to me. Bartenders, fellow bus passengers, brand marketers—many people I spoke to had something worth jumping for. The ability to jump is not limited to those who have a college degree or a certain-sized bank account. Applying for an internal promotion at work, going back to school at night, teaching cooking classes on the weekends—big jump or small jump, very many of us have something that we’ve longed to try doing. A jump is a jump. If you can’t do it now, write it down for later. And if you can do it now? Go. 


And regardless of whether your jump will happen soon or much later, the stories in this book will offer inspiration and ideas that can help along the way. 


By the time I met Scott for coffee on that afternoon in Palo Alto, I had made it through nearly two years and ten thousand little, unsexy steps of planning. An hour later, I officially quit my job at Bain, and very shortly afterward, I began to pack my life into a hulking, baby blue fifty-pound monster of a roller suitcase that I’d bought on sale at Marshalls and an extra wide Dunlop squash bag that I planned to carry slung heavily over my shoulder. In preparing for every climate and attire requirement, I chose three anchor pieces of clothing: a pair of khaki-colored Levi’s that were nice enough to pass for dress pants but sturdy enough to do everything else in (camp, travel, sleep—my roommate Catherine helped me pick out these pants); a black fleece with the collar of a nice sweater but the zipper of an athletic piece—I’d use it for both (my other roommate, Mike, had tossed me the fleece, which had accidentally shrunk in the wash and was too small for him but a perfect fit for me); and a knit hoodie from H&M (twenty bucks!) that looked hip but was also warm and heat absorbing, thus making itself useful across a variety of party vibes as well as in chilly climates. 


I printed jerseys with logos of my sponsors on all sides and with “LEWIS” printed on the back beneath an American flag. Carefully unwrapping three new Dunlop racquets from the manufacturing plastic, I slid each racquet into a compartment in the squash bag, padding the surrounding space with rolls of socks, underwear, and my jerseys. I unpinned the worn paper map from my office wall, folded it back along the creases, and zipped it neatly inside the front outside pocket of my suitcase. And then I booked a one-way flight across the world. 


As it turned out, Scott was right: there is a difference between crazy and stupid. 


The difference lies in knowing when to jump. 




The Jump Curve


THERE IS NO secret playbook to making a successful jump, no guarantee of how things will end. But after considering the jump stories I heard, across a group of otherwise unrelated narratives and characters, I identified four key concepts that seem to apply to all worthwhile jumps. Trace these common points along a narrative line, and they form the Jump Curve, an arc mapping out the phases that accompany the process of making a good jump. The decision to jump is not scientific, and neither is the Jump Curve; instead, it is a guiding framework that outlines the key insights to consider along the journey. 


This book will take us through the Jump Curve and is organized by its four key phases: 


Phase 1: Listen to the Little Voice





	You are: sitting at your desk, with an idea you’d like to jump for. You haven’t done much—except possibly try to ignore that idea. You are becoming more willing to consider doing something about that idea.
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Phase 2: Make a Plan





	You are: deciding to take action around your idea. From jotting sketches on the back of a napkin to preparing a comprehensive budget, you begin tackling the nitty-gritty.






Phase 3: Let Yourself Be Lucky





	You are: going for your jump. You have planned, dreamed, and worried as much as you can. No jump can be fully predicted or planned out before it’s made, so don’t try to nail everything down in advance. You can’t. By now, you have done everything you can. To jump means to accept that an unknown outcome awaits. If you’ve done all the planning you know of up until this point in your jump, and you’re ready to run with whatever comes your way from now on, you’ll be able to take this step forward. You’re going to find your luck.






Phase 4: Don’t Look Back





	You are: clear that this jump was the best thing you ever did. Or you’re unclear about whether or not it’s going as planned. Or maybe it’s become clear that this jump isn’t working out. But in every case, you are pushing on, with this jump or toward your next one. You’re not looking back.






In the past five years, I’ve interviewed hundreds of jumpers and have collected their stories—a mere handful of which are in the pages that follow. Not all of these narratives lead to a fairy-tale ending, and I think that’s an important reminder: this framework, and the act of taking a jump itself, cannot promise a specific result. 


But not one person I’ve interviewed who followed the Jump Curve framework described remorse for making his or her jump. And to me, this reinforces something bigger: if you follow along this framework—if you are thoughtful and listen to the little voice, if you work hard and plan well, if you put yourself in a smart position and go all in on your jump—you’re not going to regret it. 


In each section of the book, I’ll begin by describing the piece of my own jump story that aligns to that phase of the Jump Curve, before sharing a group of narratives that also apply to that part of the curve. Each section will wrap up with key takeaways to revisit when you find yourself in that phase of your own jump. 


Treat the Jump Curve not as an instruction manual but as a steady hand of support. Treat the forty-four different voices that follow not as instructors but as friends and peers. By reading this book, you become part of our crew, a member of our global When to Jump community. Whether you jump now or later, this book will be here, so you won’t have to jump alone. Your journey might be crazy, but it won’t be stupid. 






PHASE 1 


LISTEN TO THE LITTLE VOICE





“That little voice … it’s your true voice.”


—Jeff Arch





 


 


 


I HAD JUST polished off a supersized schnitzel outside a youth hostel in Vienna when two traveling Kiwis hanging out in the lobby extended an invite to join their trek heading east to see their friend in Romania. I was twenty-one years old, on a one-week intermission from the steady, firmly planned trajectory of college, internships, graduation, work. Naturally, I leapt at the chance to toss my travel plans. I couldn’t say yes fast enough. 


We cruised through Slovakia and past the Czech Republic, around Hungary and into Romania, two teachers from New Zealand and their American sidekick. As the overnight train pulled into Bucharest, I stumbled upon what I had been quietly craving. Squash courts. 


In the dusty depths of a basement gym in Bucharest, carved out of a couple of worn slabs of concrete, sat three decaying squash courts. Inside the court to the far right, a pair of older men shrieked and lunged, laughed and shouted, barking out game scores in a blur of foreign sounds that I figured to be Romanian. I crept past the men and slid into the court on the far left, spending the next forty-five minutes hitting a series of practice shots against the wall, the ball flying back in a familiar cadence. The grunts from the far court echoed through the cavernous concrete lair, and as I finished my solo practice and headed for the locker room, I stopped to watch the two sweat-drenched Romanians finish their duel. Moments later, their contest done, their eyes suddenly turned my way, a flexed index finger of one player pointed in my direction. It was my turn. 


The better of the two Romanians passed me off to his playing partner, watching casually as we went into battle. When I took out his partner in one game and then another, the better player stepped in. A couple hours of body banging and ball bashing later, I had triumphed over both players as the club manager sat watching, waiting patiently with an offer as I walked off the court: Stick around Bucharest. Crash with one of our players. You coach our team; we’ll show you life in eastern Europe. 


First: shock. I simply couldn’t believe it. This was what I wanted: a bizarre, total unknown adventure, a surprise detour from the “path” toward a life of culturally sanctioned accomplishments. This was the sort of story Shawn the squash pro had told me when I was a kid, while he was staying in our house in Santa Barbara. I had reveled in those stories but never thought I would find myself in one of them. And here I was, far below street level, deep inside a dusty Bucharest basement. A friendly Romanian squash club manager was giving me a chance. 


Then: reality. My heart burrowed deep inside my gut. My mind began to consider the truth. I wasn’t ready to jump. I was in the middle of laying the groundwork for a bigger jump, and that groundwork would only be laid after I completed my internships, wrapped up my degree, and found professional footing. From there, I’d need to start saving money and get a lot better at my sport. There was a lot to do. 


I turned back to the friendly Romanian club manager and, with all the self-control I could muster, politely declined the offer. 


The next day, I flew to Zurich and moved into corporate housing for a privately owned commodities trading firm headquartered an hour train ride past Lake Zurich at the bottom of a hill in a sleepy Swiss village, surrounded by sheep. The day after that, I put on a business suit and began a monthlong work exchange, quietly commuting to the village by day, returning alone to the silent streets of Waffenplatzstrasse by night. Later, someone told me this neighborhood catered to families and retirees, and that made sense to me as I never bumped into anyone else my age. At work, I shadowed a commodities trader—a world expert in understanding the supply and demand around chemicals like ammonium nitrates. I followed his daily routines while wondering what the guys in the Romanian basement were up to. A month later, I was back in the States, in New York City, unpacking from a box my dad’s pin-striped, bell-bottom wool suit from the late 1970s, beginning my first real corporate internship: a summerlong rotational program at Goldman Sachs, a rare opportunity, something that seemed out of reach to me and to my parents. I was moving from one prestigious internship to another, from spring to summer, with graduation less than a year away. 


If I had jumped while in Romania during the spring of my junior year, it would have been impulsive and shortsighted. Holding off had benefits. But an inner voice emerged from that encounter. Right adventure, wrong time; but right adventure. A year and a half after I played squash in Bucharest, I was waking up to “I Think Ur a Contra” on my phone alarm at 7:20 a.m., hitting snooze once before getting dressed and heading to the towering castle at Bain Capital Ventures. Out the office windows facing north, runners walked, dogs played, and students napped in the grassy field of the Boston Commons far below. 


The scripted sequence rolled along, but the little voice wouldn’t go away. 


A few years after leaving the dungeon courts in Romania, I looked across my desk to the map of the world taped across my office wall, and two things became crystal clear. First, I still wanted to chase my dream of playing professional squash full-time while traveling all around the world. And second, no one—not parents, siblings, or colleagues—was going to come into my office and tell me when my dream could begin. Instead, a little voice was doing the talking. 


I didn’t know what to do with this voice. On the one hand, it had to be wrong. My parents provided me with the education and guidance so I could land a job exactly like the one I had—stable, prestigious, lucrative. I enjoyed the work and felt challenged by it. Wasn’t this the goal? The thought of mixing things up for any reason—let alone for my grand vision of playing an obscure sport and making no money while couch surfing with strangers—seemed not only disrespectful to my parents but logistically unreasonable and financially impossible. 


Yet the voice grew louder. 


I pretended not to listen. Rather, I listened, but I tried to forget what I’d heard, to send the thoughts to the back of my mind. 


My Boston squash club was located (very conveniently!) across the street from the Bain office, and I started to find myself slipping over to the club anytime I wasn’t working. Walking in one day during my lunch break, I caught hold of a conversation near the front desk. Dan was in his late twenties, a lanky, affable, curly-haired Irishman sporting a devilish grin. A former Irish junior champion, now an assistant teaching professional, Dan was on the phone, telling the person on the other end about his experience playing the tour circuits in Australia and New Zealand a few years earlier. I stood awkwardly in the doorway, just out of the elevator, hanging on to every word of advice Dan was giving: when to go, where to play—Dan even knew a few former training partners who could help provide places to stay along the way. When Dan finished, I walked slowly past the desk and to the court, closing the door behind me, pretending for just a second that it was me on the other end of the line. I hit by myself that day, smacking the hard rubber ball again and again against the wall, wondering when it really would be me on the other end of that phone call. On my way out of the gym, I stopped by Dan’s desk: “Dan, at some point—you know, not right now, or anytime soon, but at some point, I may go play the tour. Can I get those names and tips you gave the other guy?” Without missing a beat, Dan, replied: “Shaw, mate. Anytime. Jus’ lemme know when ya want ta talk.” I disappeared back toward the locker room, back toward work. 


Through the windows of the Bain Capital London offices, Buckingham Palace looked just like it did in the movies: grand, proper, historic. Six months into my job at Bain, I was riding high, having successfully pitched the idea of spending a few days in the company’s offices in London, though no one in our venture capital department was based there. I’d borrowed space from a different part of the firm, and I promised my bosses no dip in productivity. If anything, I’d suggested, perhaps the international business landscape could help me uncover new investment opportunities. My bosses seemed amused by my effort and likely had more important things to figure out, so I was given the go-ahead. 


It was March and my first-ever visit to the United Kingdom. I had been determined to inch toward an adventure overseas, even if it meant doing the same job but six hours east and at a makeshift desk and chair inside a bare, white-walled office that could have been mistaken for a hospital closet. I had bent the rules and got to work in London. If I could make this happen, maybe I could bend things even more. 


I was squatting in the European headquarters of Bain Capital Private Equity. Leading this office was Dwight Poler, a thoughtful, brilliant investor widely respected both within the firm and in the broader finance industry. As it happened, Dwight went to graduate school where I went to undergrad, and we had been introduced by older colleagues based on this shared connection. Before I left London, Dwight found a few minutes to invite me into his office. 


I tiptoed down the elegant hallway, each step taking on significance, as if while I lapped the space used by such a highly regarded businessman, some of his talent might rub off on me. I was in awe of Bain’s operations, its sterling reputation, and the leaders like Dwight who had helped sculpt what Bain had become. While the little voice in my head was starting to speak up, I wasn’t going to let it out during this visit with Dwight. 


But while retracing his memories of business school, Dwight shared something else: he had once jumped to pursue his own dream. “I had a couple buddies, and we always promised each other we’d take a year to travel. So I worked out a deferral to graduate school, and we did it. We budgeted only as much as the lowest-earning traveler, and we left.” 


I couldn’t hold back; I confessed my own wanderlust. And when I gave Dwight a thumbnail of how my little voice was telling me to play squash professionally, he replied simply: “Do it. Everyone will have a reason for you not to go: they’ll say you’re crazy, you’re losing your edge, you could be earning more money. But do it.” 


My little voice had gotten out, and to receive advice on my jump idea from a role model in business was completely unexpected and exhilarating. 


“But,” Dwight added, “jump a few years out. You’ll value it more. You’ll have more money to spend.” I made sure to remember that part, and a few minutes later, we concluded our conversation. On my way out, I thanked Dwight for his honest thoughts and for his advice to invest in my passion and to take the chance to jump. He smiled and said, “Life is long.” 


I walked firmly out of Dwight’s office and down the hallway, straight past the palace in the backdrop. Before I made it back to the hospital closet, I messaged my friend Dan: “If I don’t go play pro squash, I’m going to regret it forever.” 


One day at work two years later, in the winter of my third year at Bain, I took a phone call with an executive who was running a business somewhere in Connecticut. We had never spoken before and would never speak again, but for whatever reason, after we’d wrapped up the business portion of our conversation, the stranger on the other end asked about my story. What did I want to do? Was this job it? 


It was like he knew. 


I laughed nervously and explained how lucky I was to snag the job I had, how I’d have to be crazy to change anything, how I was truly quite happy. He paused, then finished by saying, “Listen, kid, you seem like a nice guy. My advice to you is go where your heart is.” 


I hung up the phone but broke from my autopilot routine of filing away notes and returning to e-mails. And in that momentary break, I was done. I stopped ignoring the voice, stopped pretending not to hear it. From then on, I was going to turn up the volume. 


If there was a subtitle to the subtitle of this section (“Listen to the Little Voice”), it would be “And then tell people what that voice is saying.” For too long, I sat at my desk alone and brooding over the validity of my idea, embarrassed to vocalize it, worried that my parents would never understand that I needed to see this idea through so that someday when I was gray and old, at least I could say I tried. 


More practically, I worried, what if no one ever hired me again, EVER? I was a few years into a career, and I had thousands of peers capable of taking my job without missing a beat, not to mention the new grads, waiting and hungry. I remembered what my older coworker, early thirties with a wife and young child, had told me when he decided not to make a jump he wanted because it meant leaving the company. “In this job, I’m in line to become a managing director. I don’t want to get out of line and miss my turn. I’d have to start over.” 


If I played pro squash for a while, I would certainly be getting out of line at Bain, but what scared me more was the idea that I wouldn’t even be allowed to start over later on. 


What if squash didn’t work out? What if I didn’t win any matches? Or what if it did work out, and I was miserable? There was no promise that my business career could resume—and in my head, I had settled on the possibility that it wouldn’t. I’d be the guy my coworkers and classmates would talk about at happy hours or college reunions—what was his name, Mike? Mark?—who got too caught up in a dream and now, poor guy, couldn’t get back to reality. If I pulled the right strings, maybe I would be able to start over as an intern, and my friends, now senior associates and vice presidents, would let me work for them, if they could swing such an arrangement with their colleagues. 


I knew exactly what I would be giving up by leaving Bain—the money, the benefits, the security, the social status. And if I jumped to play pro squash, I didn’t know anything exact about what I’d be getting in return. I feared it would be much, much less than I had at Bain. And in this kind of dark abyss of fear, most jumps die before they are born. 


To keep a jump alive, it helps to tell someone. 


Nine months into my job at Bain, three years after meeting my Bucharest buddies in the squash basement, and a decade after Shawn sparked my dreams about the pro tour, I first revealed to someone the entire, honest intention that came from my little voice. I ran my own internal vetting process before speaking up about what was on my mind, settling on a friend’s dad, a man I considered to be a neutral and objective observer of my life, someone unencumbered by family ties or deep friendship bonds, who could deliver a candid assessment of my idea. 


We met for morning coffee at the Blue Glass Café, a grab-and-go food shop tucked into the lobby of my office building. Blue Glass was crowded, bustling in the worst way, with everyone needing to be somewhere else, and no one seeming particularly happy about where it was they had to go. Sandwiched into a table between a blur of moving laptops and briefcases, I pulled my chair in tight. I surveyed the surroundings—the coffee cups and newspapers. Any faces I recognized? Any chances of being overheard? The idea of someone I knew taking notice was frightening. I scooted my chair even closer, chest pressed against the hard white edge of the tabletop. My friend’s dad patiently waited for me to begin. After a few false starts, I spilled out my secret. 


When it was all out, he said, “Go for it. As I tell my kids: you don’t get redos in life.” 


After that, I allowed myself to share my dream more. Many days later, in the far back table of an empty office cafeteria during a midafternoon snack break, I confided in my coworker Noah. As I peeled an orange and awaited feedback, Noah framed things in a different way: “Dude. Which will be more interesting: another year spent in a job you know how to do or a year spent trying something you love?” 


With each new conversation, my voice gained confidence. Another older coworker put it bluntly: “Do you believe in yourself?” I said I did. “Who is responsible for how this jump turns out?” I said I was. “Then you have no risk in trying. You’re betting on yourself here. And you believe in that bet. You have no risk.” 


I was slowly starting to acknowledge that I might actually give my dream a try. In the copy room near my cubicle, I caught up with Paige, a mainstay in our office, a woman in the twilight of her career as an executive assistant. Separated by a generation, Paige and I had often kicked around ideas of jumps we’d like to make someday. As I finished telling her my secret plan, Paige stepped closer, her tone turning serious and her smile disappearing. Wedged next to the printers, in that thick, no-nonsense Boston accent of hers, Paige laid it straight: 
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