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ADVANCE

PRAISE

FOR TAKE THE LEAP


BARBARA CORCORAN



“This book doesn’t just tell you that you can change your life. It shows you how. Take the Leap is filled with valuable advice for any budding entrepreneur, along with the stories to back it up.”


BOBBI BROWN



“I’ve always believed that a fresh perspective is the key to disrupting an industry or acing a new career. I’ve switched up my career multiple times and it keeps things interesting. If you are ready to go for the life and the job you really want, Take the Leap is the go-to book for anyone making a career change.”


SIMON DOONAN



“Get ready to leap! A great career should be like a roller coaster: exhilarating, scary, with lots of sharp turns.”





Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.
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FOR ELLIOTT & LIV



INTRODUCTION




ADMIT IT. You sometimes fantasize about living a completely different life.



YOU IMAGINE HEADING TO WORK via sailboat, not subway. Trading in your dreary cubicle for a job that pays you to travel the globe. Or replacing your small paycheck with a six-figure advance. Maybe you’re looking to do something truer to who you really are, moonlighting as a yoga instructor or a comedian or even a firefighter. Perhaps you feel the call to transform other people’s lives through education or art or therapy. Or you finally want to see your name in lights. Whatever it is that you sometimes dream about—what if it could actually be your life?

Take the Leap features more than sixty stories of people who made their fantasy a reality. The Texas lawyer who now runs a surf school in Nicaragua, the professional football player who is making it as an artist, the movie studio president who sold all his possessions to move halfway around the world and start a charity. It turns out that changing careers isn’t always about the job as much as it is about changing your life.

The landscape of work is radically shifting. Fifty years ago, it was common to choose a career for life. Today only 9 percent of Americans have the same employer for more than twenty years according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Thanks to the internet, it’s never been easier to apply for jobs, connect with other people in your field, research another industry, learn a new skill, market yourself, create a brand, or launch a business. According to a survey by the Freelancers Union and Upwork, 2017 saw 57.3 million people freelancing, an 8.1 percent increase from 2014. Some people find themselves needing to pivot because the job they thought they would always have no longer exists. For others, what they want out of life can change.

I know how challenging it is to make a career switch, even in the early stages. Growing up, I dreamed of being a writer like Nora Ephron. I imagined publishing a book a year, with a few movies or plays thrown in. Then in college, I became obsessed with art history. When I landed a job working at the front desk at Christie’s auction house in Manhattan, I was paid hourly with no benefits (while expected to dress impeccably). After a year it felt as though all I was doing was helping move art from one fancy apartment to another.

So I went back to my original plan and decided to be a writer—but being a novelist was out of reach (I had to write one first). Magazines and newspapers with staff writing positions didn’t care about my college fiction awards. So I took a night course called Writing for Magazines at New York University and learned how to get published.

I landed as an assistant at House Beautiful thanks to my art world background. I mistakenly thought I would be able to hop to women’s magazines from there and cut my teeth into writing about antiques and building products. Neither was an interest. Luckily, I eventually found editors who saw that I could write about anything and assigned me travel stories and profiles, which is where I really found my groove.

To survive in the era of shrinking magazines (and writers’ paychecks), I’ve had to pivot my career countless times. I’ve written four books on my own, but then seven books as a ghostwriter. I also created a new identity as a brand advisor for hotels and lifestyle brands. Through it all, I have written a novel and three screenplays, none of which has sold—yet. Maybe that’s why I’m so drawn to the people in this book, all of whom didn’t give up on a crazy dream and found success later in life. Their stories are motivation not to give up. Maybe Hollywood is still within reach . . .

The main constant in my career has been writing profiles. I’ve found that no matter who I’m covering—a celebrity, an entrepreneur, a hotelier, designer, or an athlete—I’m most interested in people who didn’t follow a linear path. The most inspiring stories are of people who decided one day to set an entirely new course for their lives, whether it was because they were facing an obstacle or they were driven by something bigger.

For this book, I found people who aren’t just dreamers but doers. They dived in, went back to school, found mentors, ignored naysayers, and sometimes took steps backward in the hope of leaping forward toward the life they really wanted.

What can they teach you about changing your life?

Everything.

People who have radically changed their lives provide serious inspiration for the rest of us. They are the ones who have lessons to teach everyone who has ever wanted to switch gears but worries they are too old, too young, too broke, too much of a novice, or even too successful at something else to really do it.

The college professor who found happiness as a farmer, the tech employee who now spends her days scuba diving around the world, the woman who started a beauty brand when she hit retirement age—they have been where you are today, wondering if life could be better. They have dealt with disapproving friends, lack of resources, nagging doubts, a steep learning curve, and other hurdles. Their stories and advice provide answers, guidance, and real insight into the reality of making a leap.

When you are thinking of making a move, the best people to listen to are always the ones who have done it. That’s the concept behind Take the Leap. I hope you will walk away from this book feeling inspired that real change is possible. This isn’t a book about blowing up your life, so don’t run into your boss’s office and announce you are moving to Belize. Follow the wisdom of the people who have changed their trajectory. Start by taking a class, finding a mentor, working for free, teaching yourself a new skill, and see where it leads you.

Whether you want to quit your nine-to-five to open a beach bar, want to try something new at the company across town, or just want to live vicariously through a few adventurous souls, you’ve come to the right place. Now, let’s get started.


SARA BLISS



FROM



AUCTION HOUSE FRONT DESK ASSISTANT

TO



WRITER AND BRAND ADVISOR




IT ALL


STARTED . . .

WITH A COLLEGE YEAR ABROAD IN FRANCE


ONEIKA RAYMOND



WHEN I SAW A BAD PHOTO OF MYSELF ON FACEBOOK


KEVIN CURRY



BECAUSE I WAS PISSED OFF THAT THERE WAS ONLY ONE BOOKSTORE IN THE BRONX


KEVIN CURRY



WITH A DECK OF PRADA TAROT CARDS


ANGIE BANICKI



WHEN I STARTED HAVING PANIC ATTACKS


ERIC GORGES



WHEN I WROTE ABOUT HOW HORRIBLE THE THINGS IN MY LIFE WERE GOING


LEONARD KIM
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UNLEASH YOUR CREATIVE SIDE



Sell Your Screenplay / Write Comics / Find Work That Makes You Happy / Make Art for Everyone / Star in Your Own Show

YOU FOUND THAT THING THAT lights you up. Whether you are onstage, creating characters, belting out songs, covering a canvas in color, hitting the high notes, banging that drum, or imagining totally new worlds, you found how you want to spend every spare second.

But it’s just a hobby. It won’t make money. You’re too old to break in now. It’s not a real job. Is that what you tell yourself? What you hear from your friends?

There’s this idea that being an adult means shutting the creative side of you down (or letting it come out only on weekends). That growing up means focusing solely on job security and 401(k)s.

Is it a challenge to make money in the arts? Yes; I can attest to that. Is there a tremendous amount of time and pressure and hard work that comes with trying to perfect your craft? Yes; it can be downright exhausting. But it is so rewarding to create. Nothing else compares.

There are always going to be reasons not to pivot, especially toward the arts, where the pay can be low and competition is fierce. This chapter celebrates people who have figured out how to navigate the obstacles that can come with a creative path. They worked to perfect a craft that they were only okay at when they began. They figured out how to monetize their work and found side gigs to support their goal if needed. They overcame self-doubt or the idea that they didn’t have what it takes to succeed. They figured out a way in.

You can, too.







SELL YOUR


SCREENPLAY


LAURYN KAHN
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FROM



REALITY TV PRODUCTION ASSISTANT

TO



SCREENWRITER



I DIDN’T PLAN ON BECOMING a writer. I studied TV and radio at Ithaca College. I took one personal-essay class my senior year and realized I loved it. I had that one teacher who said, “You have an original style. You should keep writing.” I still never thought I would make it as a writer, though. It felt like a pipe dream.

After college, I worked in New York as a production assistant in reality TV on The Bachelor and Elimidate. Then I moved to LA and continued PA’ing. It was the bottom rung: long days making no money, doing everything from cleaning to lunches to wiping up kids’ pee.

For fun, I started sending emails out to friends where I would write my bitter, funny, out-of-the-box thoughts on life. A friend finally wrote back and said, “Just admit you have a blog!” So I made one called Kahnicles of Life just to make my friends laugh and have an outlet.

Then, like everyone else in LA, I had that moment when I decided to write a screenplay. I had no idea what I was doing, though—I barely knew the format. I didn’t have an outline. I just started writing. It felt like the most overwhelming, difficult, confusing thing anyone can do. I eventually gave up.

I didn’t have any friends who were writing or in comedy until I met another reality TV PA who wanted to break into that world, too. Her name was Lauren Palmigiano, and it was this amazing moment when I finally met someone like me. She was interning at Upright Citizens Brigade. It opened up this whole new comedy world to me that I desperately wanted to be a part of.

In 2007, Lauren landed a job working with Adam McKay and Will Ferrell at their new production company, Gary Sanchez Productions. It truly felt like the coolest job ever, and I started stalking Lauren about job openings. Then a life-changing moment happened when Adam was getting ready to direct a movie called Step Brothers and needed an assistant. Lauren got me an interview and I actually landed the job.

The week I started, Adam and Will launched Funny or Die, a website for short-form comedy. It immediately blew up. They were willing to give everyone a shot to produce content for the site, so I started coming up with ideas. Adam taught me how to write sketches. He thought I was funny, and that gave me confidence. He turned out to be my biggest mentor.

I was working as Adam’s assistant full-time but always made time to write. If you want something bad enough, you just do it. I wrote sketches for Funny or Die for a couple of years, but I never wrote anything longer because I didn’t think I was good enough and it all seemed too scary. Adam told me to just try. His advice: “Write what you want to see, and you can’t go wrong.” It was the push I needed.

My first pilot was called Haters. It was like Sex and the City if they were all female Larry Davids from New Jersey living in LA. I wrote it like no one was going to read it: the formatting was wrong, there weren’t three acts, it was ridiculous and filled with bad language. But it was what I would want to watch. Adam eventually read it and not only did he think it was good, he told me he thought I could sell it and he wanted to put his name on it as a producer. That’s when everything got a little crazy.

Adam gave me some notes and mentioned it to his agents. WME (William Morris Endeavor) read it and really loved it. They brought me in and said, “We aren’t bringing you in because you’re Adam’s assistant, we’re bringing you in because we want to focus on you.” That’s what got me signed.

I ended up selling Haters to MTV. But it wasn’t an MTV-type show. So even though they bought it, they didn’t know what to do with it and like many things in Hollywood it never got made. That’s when my agent told me to think of a movie.

I had the nugget of an idea based on my one friend who was really good at internet stalking. It was about dating in the internet age and being able to find out everything about someone before you meet them. This time I read a great screenplay book called Save the Cat. My eyes were opened. Of course I couldn’t write a screenplay when I first started—there’s a process!

I gave myself a timeline to finish the script on the side: outline from January to March, write from March to June. I wrote two to three pages a day.

When I finally finished I did a few rounds of notes with friends, my agents, and Gary Sanchez, who was producing it, and we decided it was ready. Once it was, we sent it out, and it started a bidding war. I was making an assistant salary at the time. My Haters pilot had sold for $18K, so after agent fees and taxes, I got $8K (which was more money than I’d ever seen). For this script, the price went up to $400,000. That night, as I was driving home, the producer called and made me come back to the office. When I got there he said: “You need to make a decision by eight p.m. Fox 2000 is offering you one million dollars.”

My coworkers always play pranks, so I didn’t believe it. I might have cursed them out and almost left, but they swore it was real. I went from an assistant’s salary to closing a million-dollar deal in one day. It was the craziest, most unexpected thing to ever happen to me.

However, the reality of Hollywood is a lot of things don’t get made. The movie was on the fast track, but it switched studios, had a bunch of different actresses attached, and we ended up pulling the plug on it five weeks out from production because of some unforeseen issues. It was really heartbreaking.

In the meantime, I kept writing and thinking ahead, instead of focusing on what wasn’t happening. I was selling everything I wrote, which was exciting, but I was ready to get something made. In 2013, I wrote another script that was even closer to my heart about me and my friends taking a crazy trip to Spain. It was like The Hangover for girls meets Lost in Translation. I wanted it to be an accessible, real story about female friendship and that feeling you get when you go on vacation out of the country and you can kind of be anyone you want.

I sold it to Sony initially, but after two years and lots of notes from different executives coming in and out, it became something I wasn’t proud of anymore. At that point, Sony had become a different studio and just wasn’t going to make it. Then a production company called Good Universe, who I’d worked with on my first film, said they wanted to go back to my original screenplay and make it with a different studio. Sony let it go, and Netflix bought it and wanted to make it exactly how we wanted. Gillian Jacobs, Vanessa Bayer, and Phoebe Robinson play the three friends, and Richard Madden is the love interest. It is called Ibiza and premiered in May 2018, and you can watch it on Netflix right now!

I finally feel comfortable saying I’m a writer. Every year I get more confident and learn more. I really believe that if you have a voice or a story to tell, you can get there. I think the hardest part is starting. I have so many friends who have an idea in their head, but few actually write it and few take the time to work on it, get notes from people, and just hustle with it. It doesn’t have to be perfect, you just have to do it.





BE AN


ARTIST

(WITHOUT THE STARVING PART)


LISA CONGDON
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FROM



FIRST-GRADE TEACHER

TO



ILLUSTRATOR, PAINTER, WRITER



THERE IS SOMETHING INHERENTLY joyful about Lisa Congdon’s colorful artwork. Lisa left a career in education to become a full-time illustrator at age 40. The author of seven books, including Art, Inc.: The Essential Guide for Building Your Career as an Artist, Lisa has made a point of proving the starving-artist myth wrong.

What jobs did you have before you became an artist? Was there any connection between them?

I was a teacher for seven years before working at an education nonprofit where I managed projects and did a lot of writing and collaborating with colleagues. When I left that job to become an artist, it never occurred to me that I would be using those skills again. I had this idea that I was leaving behind this life to go sit at a drawing table and drink tea and listen to NPR. What I had to learn pretty quickly was that if you’re going to be successful and make money, you have to be good at communicating with people, managing your schedule, and running a business.

Why did you decide to pursue illustration specifically?

I started with fine art but I quickly moved to illustration. As a fine artist, you have a lot more freedom in terms of what you create, but selling original art is really a hard way to make money. Also, quite frankly, illustration was the way that I could make a living. Through licensing my work, getting assignments, or illustrating books, I could get paid.

You were 40 when you began you career as an illustrator. What were the pros and cons of starting at that age?

In some ways I had a leg up because I had a lot of work and life experience, but I had a lot of competition in terms of who else was vying for the same illustration jobs. I had to really find a way to stand out. I did have self-doubt, but because I already had eighteen years of work experience, I understood if I worked hard at something, I inevitably was going to get better at it.

Did you have a mentor?

I was lucky. Early on in my decision to become an illustrator, I reached out to this pretty well-known agent, Lilla Rogers. I knew someone who was represented by her, and they put in a good word for me. She was really instrumental in mentoring me. I think she appreciated that I was older and that I was pretty malleable. I had some basic skills and good ideas, I just needed more practice and someone to teach me the path.

What financial preparations did you have to make when you made the job transition?

I started by going part-time at my job at the nonprofit for six months. From there, I transitioned to freelancing for my former employer and also opening a retail gift store with my friend. That supplemented my art income for three years before I went whole-hog art 100 percent of the time. During those years, I finished paying off $60,000 of consumer debt that I had accumulated. I understood that for the short term I was going to have to make sacrifices and cut back on things like shopping and eating out and other luxuries.
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How did you make your career as an artist financially viable?

I started putting work into the world before it was perfect or ready, just for the practice of doing it and understanding what resonated for people and what didn’t. The first year as a full-time artist I made $50K. By that time, I had garnered a book illustration gig, my first book deal, and my Etsy shop was starting to make regular sales. That wasn’t nearly what I was making when I left my career in the nonprofit world, which was closer to $100K a year, but I felt like I had accomplished something amazing. Incrementally over the years I’ve continued to increase my income. As you build your portfolio, more opportunities arrive.




SO YOU WANT TO . . .




SELL


YOUR

ART

If you have been harboring hopes that your artwork might be something someone wants to pay for, take note of Lisa Congdon’s top five pieces of advice.
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GET STARTED



My mantra has always been: Begin anyhow. It’s easier not to do something than it is to do it, especially because being creative means being really vulnerable. You need to push through that, show up, and force yourself to practice your art every day.
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FIND A MARKET FOR YOUR WORK ONLINE



There are multiple platforms where you can teach and sell your art. I teach classes on Creativebug, CreativeLive, and Skillshare, plus my own website. I also sell my work on Etsy. Those options didn’t exist even ten or fifteen years ago.
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LEVERAGE SOCIAL MEDIA



Buyers, art directors, and gallerists are finding new artists by looking online, so amp up your online presence. When I started, I remember feeling that I was just pimping my own work. It felt kind of yucky and then I realized, This is what I have to do. I approached marketing my work as something I was proud of and shared little bits of myself so people would also see the person behind the pictures. I grew an audience.
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GET REPEAT BUSINESS



In order to keep your clients and get new ones, you have to make your current clients happy. You have to do good work and turn things in on time. The more you do that, the better chance you have at getting another assignment.
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TAKE BREAKS



Leave time to regenerate creatively; otherwise you will burn out. Figure out how you can have a life outside of work, because then you have more to give. I found that being pickier about taking or not taking projects didn’t impact my financial success at all. I am doing better than ever, and I feel happier.







WRITE


COMICS


AMY CHU
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FROM



FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT CONSULTANT

TO



COMIC BOOK WRITER



“Being a creative person, as opposed to a businessperson, you care so much more.”



FALLING INTO A JOB I graduated from Harvard Business School, and I was totally unsure what was next. Everyone wants to find their passion, but if you don’t know what that is, then you kind of just do what’s available. I ended up in financial management consulting.

LAUNCHING AN ORIGINAL START-UP At a Harvard alumni event, my friend Georgia Lee had an idea for a start-up: comics for the YA set. At the time, mainstream comics were so male-oriented; we saw our comics as more empowering with better role models for young girls and women.

ENTERING THE COMIC BOOK DIMENSION The idea was that Georgia would write the comics and do the creative side while I would handle the business side. I took an online writing class partly as a lark and partly just to understand the creative process. I put my two kids to bed, logged on, and it was all guys, all avid comic book fans. The whole class knew every comic book character, while I had to Wikipedia everything, thinking, This is a terrible mistake.

DISCOVERING A NEW TALENT One of the class assignments was to write a five-page story—beginning, middle, and end. It’s actually very hard to write a complete story in five pages, and half of the class couldn’t do it. I wrote mine, and the teacher loved it. Most new writers write too much, but my experience writing PowerPoint decks actually helped me be more succinct.

GOING FOR A NEW CAREER Georgia went on to direct a film and write for TV, but I still wanted to create comics. The year before, I’d had early-stage breast cancer, which makes you think, What am I doing with my life? I was married. I had health insurance and savings. I was in between consulting jobs. So I decided to go all in and try this comic book thing. I really loved it. I took art classes, writing classes, editing classes—every class you need in order to produce a book.

SELF-PUBLISHING I decided to write multiple short stories, one in every genre: sci-fi, superhero, fantasy, even romance. I figured the more stories I did, the more chance I had of at least one of them inspiring someone to hire me or buy my work. My anthologies were professionally produced. I had pull quotes and bar codes on the back. I worked with professional artists. I didn’t want to look like an amateur.

BREAKING IN If you want to get into comics, know that it’s incredibly hard. Everything is controlled by one distributor. They have a cash-up-front, no-refund policy, which means the comic stores have absolutely no incentive to buy anything other than what they know for sure their customer wants. To get in, you are going to have to self-publish, hustle at conventions, hand-sell, do your own PR, and try to drum up your own fan base online—all of which I did. It is very entrepreneurial.

ENTERING THE BIG LEAGUES A year after I published on my own, I had a chance to pitch to DC Comics. I got a story in called “So Blue.” It was about an aging singer in Detroit who meets her younger rival, which is loosely based on Madonna meeting Taylor Swift. Then I did a Wonder Woman story, then Poison Ivy. Now I’m employed full-time writing comics for publishers.
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STANDING OUT I write women who are smart and strong. I know it shouldn’t be so unusual, but it is. Poison Ivy is a scientist, so I wrote her as smart and powerful. Red Sonja has been around since the seventies, so my take was to bring her into the present day and get her into some pants. I did it very subtly so nobody says, “Oh, my gosh, a feminist has taken over the series!” I put her on a motorcycle, and if she’s on a motorcycle she needs pants.

MAKING COMICS MORE INCLUSIVE I try to find the core of the character and be consistent to that but do it in a way that opens them up to new readership. My big criticism of comics is they can be very stuck in terms of catering to older fans who belong to a certain demographic. So I feel my job as a newer writer, as a female writer, and as a writer of color is to open the story to new readers and still maintain that old readership. If I can do that, I’d consider it to be a huge success.

BEING A WOMAN IN A MALE-DOMINATED BUSINESS There are a lot of women who’ve entered and left the comic book world for a number of reasons. I decided I am not going to be run out of this industry. I am in, and I am going to stick with it.

HELPING OTHER WOMEN SUCCEED There has been a shift recently, and women have been a lot more visible. I’m making a huge effort to help. Once I realized I was the only woman on many panels, I knew that I had to reach out to the organizers, pitch a panel idea, and stack it full of women. There are women out there. They just aren’t getting asked to do anything. There are a lot of female artists, fewer female writers, but that is changing.

APPRECIATING FANS I was on a panel talking about my job, and a woman came up to me and started crying, saying how important my presence as a woman meant to her. The comic fan base is really passionate about their characters and about this world. Being a creative person, as opposed to a businessperson, you care so much more. To have someone actually be affected by my work, it’s like, Wow! I am in a totally different world than before.



BEFORE THEY WERE SUCCESSFUL NOVELISTS

Countless novelists had other careers before hitting the best-seller lists. Here are just a few.
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TONI MORRISON

Editor

JOHN GRISHAM

Lawyer

KURT VONNEGUT

Owner of a car dealership

HARPER LEE

Airline ticketing agent

STEPHEN KING

High school janitor

JOHN GREEN

Chaplain

AMY BLOOM

Therapist

AMOR TOWLES

Investment banker






SO YOU WANT TO . . .



WRITE A NOVEL

Cristina Alger worked as a Goldman Sachs analyst, then a corporate lawyer before her first novel, The Darlings, became a hit. Currently working on her fourth book, Cristina shares her top nine tips for would-be writers.
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READ, READ, READ



As much as you can, across all genres and mediums. There is no greater teacher than a well-curated bookshelf.
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ATTEND READINGS



Every time I have gone to listen to a writer talk about his or her work, I have come away with something valuable—from a book recommendation to a tip on structuring an outline.
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