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The Reinvention Road Map

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction: Getting There from Here
The Stages of Reinvention

         
         Years ago, as a newly minted Wall Street Journal reporter, I covered the advertising business. Every workday I would report on which ad campaigns were hits and which were
            flops, who was getting hired and who had been fired, and what major advertising accounts might be moving from one ad agency
            to another.
         

         
         Which is how, way too early one morning, I found myself heading to a midtown Manhattan office building to see the guy who
            penned that indelible line, “I’m a Toys ‘R’ Us kid.” He was an executive at the big ad agency J. Walter Thompson, responsible
            for many of its showcase accounts. He had put his stamp on Eastman Kodak’s heartstrings-pulling commercials inviting us to
            “Picture a brand-new world.” He was the man behind1 the burger wars battle cry, “Aren’t you hungry for Burger King now?”
         

         
         I stumbled into his office bleary-eyed, grumbling to myself about the early hour. The executive—soft spoken, laconic, and
            a bit rumpled himself—patiently endured my apologies as he waved me to a seat across from his desk. He’d been up for hours
            already himself, he said. In fact, before he arrived at the office he had put in almost a full day’s work at home, starting
            before dawn. Not because he was finessing an ad campaign or typing up memos for the office. Instead, he was writing a novel.
         

         
         The ad executive’s real passion, it turned out, was writing fiction. Like so many of us, he harbored fantasies about another kind of life. Sure, he was a successful professional, admired in his field. He didn’t have financial worries. He had already invested decades of his life in his advertising career. He was well into middle age. 

         
         Yet he had an itch that wasn’t scratched by his job. He wanted to create novels, not ad copy. He squeezed in writing whenever
            he had a spare moment. Late at night, early in the morning, on plane flights or during lunch breaks at his desk, you’d find
            him scribbling his ideas and sketching out plot lines longhand, in pencil, on a yellow legal pad. In fact, he’d just gotten
            a novel published, he told me. Reaching across his desk, he handed me the freshly printed hardcover. I smiled politely and
            stashed the book in my bag. Then I got down to the business of the day, pen and reporter’s notebook in hand, quizzing him
            on the fast-food wars.
         

         
         A few weeks later, squeezed into the middle airplane seat during a business trip, I fished his book out of my bag. The novel
            was about evildoers scheming to blow up Wall Street. I don’t recall2 the details, but a Kirkus magazine review summed up the book this way: “Abysmally dumb terrorist novel whose plot would embarrass a Superman movie. . . .
            Deserves drowning.”
         

         
         Yikes. Good thing this guy has a day job.

         
         Which is why I was more than a little surprised, a few years later, when a familiar face popped up on a local television commercial.
            Against a plain background, there was the ad man, looking straight into the camera, holding a copy of his latest work.
         

         
         “I’m James Patterson,” he began.

         
         You know the rest. James Patterson is America’s single most commercially successful author. He’s written or cowritten3 over 250 books that have sold more than 400 million copies, most famously mysteries starring his detective Alex Cross. More than 2504 of his books have been New York Times best-sellers—including a rewritten and rereleased version of the one he gave me, with its title changed from the original
            Black Market to what is now known as Black Friday. He holds the Guinness world record for the most number-one titles by a single author. Multiple Patterson books5 have been turned into movies. His net worth is estimated by Forbes to be more than $800 million, making him the wealthiest author in America and second worldwide only to Harry Potter creator
            J. K. Rowling.
         

         
         The onetime ad executive had proved the naysayers and doubters wrong. He had busted out of the confines of his old life into
            a new, stratospherically successful one, like some kind of scribbler superhero. “The Henry Ford of Books,” Vanity Fair dubbed him,6 describing Patterson as “the advertising Mad Man turned impresario of the global thriller industry.” And beyond that commercial
            success was something more profound: he had fulfilled the dream he spoke to me about so many years ago. He had reimagined
            his own future and built the life for himself that he had long hoped for.
         

         
         How had he done it? How had he defied the odds to reinvent himself? And is there anything the rest of us can learn from his
            metamorphosis?
         

         
         Three decades after that first meeting, I reached out to ask him.

         
          

         When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up? I was going to be a spy. Starting at age seven, I carried around
            a black-and-white-marbled composition notebook, just like the heroine of my favorite book, Harriet the Spy, jotting down overheard conversations at school and secretly listening in on my big sister’s phone calls with her boyfriend.
            After I read Little Women, I decided I would still be a spy, but I was also going to be a novelist like Louisa May Alcott. Then I read a delightfully
            gory book called The Bog People, about the discovery of pickled Iron Age corpses in a Danish bog, and added archaeologist to my multi-hyphenate future.
         

         
         I ended up, of course, being none of those things. But like me, most kids easily envision all sorts of different paths for
            themselves. They have no trouble flitting from dreams of rock stardom to fantasies of curing cancer. Nor does it bother them
            when they give up a future identity; they simply try on a new one. In a 2020 survey,7 when more than two thousand adults were asked what they had wanted to be as children, the most popular answer was professional
            athlete; other top picks were astronaut and actor. In reality, almost 80 percent of them landed in different careers than
            the ones they’d envisioned. (That’s hardly surprising, given that, for instance, only three out of every ten thousand boys
            who play high school basketball8 will ever make it to the NBA.)
         

         
         Kids easily cycle through different ideas of who they want to be. They discard and try on new identities with ease. Their
            envisioning of future possible selves isn’t just about careers. They don’t just imagine what they want to be when they grow up, what careers they might want, like firefighter or ballerina. They invent and discard fantasies of all the
            things they want to do and how they plan to live. When I was in grade school, on my bulletin board in my childhood bedroom I tacked up a list of
            twenty things I wanted to accomplish before I turned twenty. That piece of lined notebook paper is lost to the dustbin of
            history, but I remember a few of my top choices. Bicycle across the country. Publish a best-selling novel. Canoe through the
            Canadian wilderness—never mind that the only time I’d been in a canoe was during two weeks of Girl Scout camp. (And no, I
            didn’t accomplish any of those things either.)
         

         
         But somehow, along the road to adulthood, we lose the power to reimagine different futures. In college we are steered toward a major. Then, if we’re lucky, we get a job. Maybe we get married, have kids, settle down, buy a home. Pretty soon it seems as if our choices have narrowed. Job, career, where we live, what we do in our free time, how we take our coffee. Changing one element means upending the others. We’ve gotten accustomed to a certain way of life, or income level, or professional status. It’s hard to switch gears. And before you know it, without realizing it, it seems impossible to really change. We’ve bet on the life we have, and it’s too hard to think about the life we don’t have. We have invested in our current path, and we double down instead of reevaluating. “We don’t let go9 of anything important until we have exhausted all the possible ways that we might keep holding on to it,” as William Bridges
            wrote in his book The Way of Transition.
         

         
         For millions of us, that sense of complacency was shattered with the Covid-19 pandemic. The crisis jolted us out of our routines
            and sparked a collective reckoning, one exacerbated by economic uncertainty and political unrest. We reprioritized our lives
            and reordered how we envisioned the future. Businesses, blindsided by events, furiously attempted to pivot. Leaders were forced
            to rethink their roles and recalibrate their approaches. Today almost all of us are still struggling to adapt to this quickly
            changing reality. “People have suffered. They’ve been afraid. The ground on which they stand has shifted. Many have been reviewing10 their lives, thinking not only of ‘what’s important’ or ‘what makes me happy’ but ‘what was I designed to do?’” the columnist
            Peggy Noonan wrote in the Wall Street Journal early on in the pandemic, sharing a sentiment that continues to resonate.
         

         
         The pandemic changed society in many ways, but among the most consequential has been a rethinking of our relationship to our
            jobs. Millions quit11 the workforce in 2021 and 2022, and stunningly, surveys indicate that a third or more of them had no new job lined up to
            go to. We reevaluated how much time we want to spend at work, where and how we wanted to spend it, and our ideas about what
            constitutes a “good job” in the first place.
         

         
         A record number of people didn’t just look to switch jobs but to switch careers entirely. A 2021 Pew survey12 found that 66 percent of unemployed people at every income level—not just privileged high earners—seriously considered changing
            occupations. When Indeed, the employment site, surveyed job seekers in 2022, it found that fully 85 percent were looking13 for new careers outside of their industry.
         

         
         It was almost unprecedented in modern history, a global reset. But in truth, even without a pandemic, almost everyone goes
            through this kind of reappraisal at least once in their life—and probably far more than once. The average person14 switches jobs a dozen times over the course of their working life. You might be fired15 or downsized out of a job; in my own field, journalism, 30,000 jobs have been wiped out and 2,500 US newspapers have closed
            amid financial challenges in the last few decades. Maybe you’re no longer satisfied with your career choice and want to pivot
            to a new one; even before the pandemic—and before “quiet quitting” entered the lexicon—71 percent of millennials16 weren’t engaged in their work, Gallup found. You may be facing a major personal crisis, like divorce or the death of a loved
            one. Or you could have been buffeted by external traumas: the pandemic, war, an accident, a natural disaster like a hurricane
            or earthquake.
         

         
         Whatever the catalyst, it prompts in us the urgent need to pivot, to ask the question: What’s next—and how do I get there?

         
         That’s a question I’ve been immersed in for most of my adult life. As a reporter, I covered transformations in business and society; as an editor-in-chief charged with reimagining news organizations in a digital age, I’ve helped lead them. As an author and advocate for gender equity, I’ve worked with organizations as they try to refashion their cultures. I’ve long been intrigued by the challenge of finding the “white space” of opportunity, where new ideas can flourish. There’s no greater thrill than recognizing fresh opportunities that are right in front of your face, yet that others are too preoccupied to see. Ideas that, once you recognize them, spark that smack-the-forehead “aha!” moment. But while I’ve reported on, led, and lived through pivotal moments—both for better (like founding a new magazine) and for worse (seeing that magazine die)—I mostly did so by instinct, by feeling my way like a blind person. That’s what most of us do. There was no guidebook to show the way. 

         
          

         This book draws on hundreds of personal interviews and academic research papers. It is divided into two parts. The first looks
            at the disparate ways in which we pivot, with chapters focused on career reinvention, gut feeling, aha moments, bouncing back
            from failure, trauma recovery, and navigating change when we have no choice. The second part dives into specific strategies
            for successful transformations, using case studies backed by the latest research. I end with a tool kit of practical steps
            culled from insights throughout the book. Each chapter is based in a central argument: that there is a path to meaningful
            change—whether wholesale reinvention or simply figuring out what comes next—if we understand the steps to take. We can change, for the better.
         

         
         I began my reporting by seeking out people who had successfully reimagined their work or life, like Jim Patterson. They ranged
            from their 20s through their 90s, from a broad range of backgrounds. The types of transitions I investigated vary. Some were
            personal (finding purpose after a terror attack), others were professional (telephone repairman to shoe designer), and still
            others revived dying businesses or products. (Wait until you hear what Play-Doh and Viagra have in common.) I asked everyone
            I met to walk me through the process of how they reimagined what came next and then made it a reality. I’ve shared their wisdom
            here, both the strategies that worked and the pitfalls to avoid.
         

         
         Then I spoke with scientists and researchers who study transformation in all its forms. This book builds on new insights in neuroscience, social psychology, cognitive science, management theory, and data science. Recent research across these fields is broadening our understanding of the mechanism of change and how to best navigate it. Advances in technology have allowed scientists to literally peer into our brains to better understand how we come up with creative new ideas and inspiration. Fields that didn’t exist just a few decades ago—like post-traumatic growth among people who have survived unthinkable tragedies and yet emerged stronger—are shedding new light on some of the oldest human struggles in the world. 

         
         Through the people you’ll meet and the scientists who study them, you will learn why some succeed in reinvention while others
            fall short. You’ll find out how a stay-at-home mom used her parenting skills to transform herself into a CEO, and why sleep
            is the key to a famed comedian’s success. You’ll gain insights into how one man’s “aha moment” in church led to a new multibillion-dollar
            business, and why a childhood memory helped an NBA player reinvent himself as a respected scholar and lawyer. You’ll explore
            how a jazz musician transformed himself into a renowned economist, and how a Harvard-trained economist reinvented himself
            as a cattle farmer. Their journeys are instructive, as are the remarkable pivots of a machete attack victim who now helps
            her assailants’ community and of a onetime fashion blogger who reemerged as an influential backer of Black-led tech start-ups.
            You will discover as well what separates a Blockbuster Video that fades into oblivion from a Netflix that, despite missteps,
            pivots and lives on.
         

         
         If you’re thinking of switching careers, this book is for you. If your business is at a crossroads, you’ll find guidance here. If you’re considering picking up a passion you dropped years ago, or want to pursue a more fulfilling opportunity, or are simply facing one of life’s everyday changes—a new location, a new relationship, a way forward after a setback—you’ll meet others who have successfully led the way. Whether it’s today or years from now, all of us inevitably face these kinds of turning points in life, often more than once. Many of us are looking for meaningful change, seeking what’s next, and yet we aren’t always sure how to get there. But as you’ll see, there are ways to navigate these transitions with less stress and more agency. 

         
          

         Curiously, as I delved into these disparate types of transformations, I found that almost every pivot follows a similar pattern,
            one that can be broken down into specific steps. Scientists across multiple specialties use different nomenclature and sometimes
            break down the progression into a different number of stages. But essentially they are studying the same phenomenon from different
            angles—and coming up with almost identical conclusions. Yet these specialists don’t talk to one another. They’re in siloed
            university departments; they attend different conferences; they travel in different social circles. By pulling together their
            findings, backed by real-life examples, I hope to present a more holistic view here not just of how transitions work but of
            how to make them more successfully in our own lives.
         

         
         Broadly speaking, each kind of pivot begins with a search to gather information. People who are switching careers, for example, may start to gravitate, sometimes without even realizing
            it, toward a new field. Next comes an uncomfortable, sometimes miserable, middle period of struggle; for career changers, this is when they have neither moved to a new role yet nor fully left their old one behind. Often taking
            a break—whether when you choose to stop or a break is forced on you—allows ideas to coalesce. Only then do you come out the other side with the solution, completing the transition. Taken together, these steps comprise what we might call a Reinvention Roadmap: 
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         The process, to be sure, isn’t carved in stone. A particular stage may last hours . . . or it may linger for years. You may
            go through the steps in a different order, or more than once. In some cases, the struggle is the catalyst rather than the
            search, such as for those shaken by tragedy or thrown for a sudden loop when unexpectedly fired. You may breeze through one
            stage only to be thrown back to repeat another one.
         

         
         That said, once you become familiar with the sequence, you will recognize it in your own life—and beyond. In my interviews
            with scores of people who have led or experienced reinventions and in academic studies across multiple and very different
            disciplines, the progression remains remarkably similar. Only the terminology changes.
         

         
         Career change gurus, for example, refer to the struggle phase as a “liminal” period when, as London Business School professor
            Herminia Ibarra17 says, you’re “existing betwixt and between a past that is clearly gone and a future that is still uncertain.” Scientists
            who study creativity have dubbed this the “incubation period.”18 It’s what happens when you’re stumped by a problem and give up in frustration, then wake up in the middle of the night suddenly
            knowing the solution. For trauma survivors, meanwhile, it’s the “period of struggle” that precedes personal growth after enduring
            war, natural disaster, violence, or disease.
         

         
         Perhaps it’s human nature, but we have an unfortunate tendency to focus on just the first and last steps of the pivoting process, going from search to solution. Career reinventions, for example, seem to happen overnight. Singer John Legend goes from management consultant to music superstar. Boom. Sara Blakely from fax saleswoman to millionaire Spanx founder. Harrison Ford from carpenter to movie star. Vera Wang from
            figure skater to bridal designer. Julia Child from World War II intelligence official to cooking doyenne.
         

         
         Unfortunately, this kind of myth-making just makes transformations of any kind seem unattainable for us mere mortals. What’s
            worse, the stories we tell focus on exactly the wrong things. Transitioning to a new career is not a magic metamorphosis from
            ugly duckling to swan. Nor can companies and organizations transform themselves with a snap of the fingers. I once worked
            with a company whose top executive announced a “transformation” and even named a “chief transformation officer,” but he couldn’t
            articulate what the firm was transforming to, or how to get there. He was endlessly annoyed at employees who kept questioning
            him, while the employees were endlessly frustrated with him. Expectations of instant transformation lead only to disappointment
            and disaster.
         

         
         Instead, it’s that middle step that is actually the most important: the struggle. It’s a slog. For organizations, the struggle
            is focusing on the tedious process of getting from here to there, rather than just talking about some far-off endpoint, some great shining city on a hill. For
            individuals, the struggle is when you are banging your head against the wall, attempting to figure out a problem. It’s when
            your brain hurts from thinking so hard. The struggle can be agonizing and almost unbearably frustrating. Nobody wants to go
            through it. Who wouldn’t rather glide smoothly from one path to the next?
         

         
         Too bad. The struggle isn’t just necessary; in virtually every arena of transformation, it’s the key to finding a solution.

         
         Most of us, naturally enough, try to avoid unpleasantness of any sort. Nobody wants to be in distress. If you’re feeling pain, isn’t that a message that you should stop what you’re doing? Yet recent research has found that, counterintuitively, seeking out that uncomfortable feeling can be not only productive but liberating. 

         
         When researchers19 asked a group of improv students at Chicago’s famed Second City training center to “lean into discomfort” during a class
            exercise, the students took more risks and developed more skills than groups that were just told to do the exercise or to
            feel the exercise was working. Similarly, when study participants were asked to write about an emotional experience in their
            lives, those who were told that feeling uncomfortable while writing was a positive sign subsequently reported growing emotionally
            and developing new skills. “When people can positively spin20 otherwise negative cues—reappraise their discomfort as a sign of achievement—those cues become more motivating,” wrote researcher
            Ayelet Fishbach, a professor at the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business.
         

         
         Leaning into the struggle doesn’t come naturally. But it is actually possible to convince yourself otherwise, to change your
            attitude. Social scientists Shawn Achor,21 Peter Salovey, and Alia Crum were called in to banking giant UBS at a particularly perilous time, when the organization was
            going through the twin convulsions of a banking crisis and massive restructuring. The researchers asked one group of managers
            to watch videos that showed stress as a debilitating condition that would hurt their performance. Another group watched videos
            showing that stress would actually strengthen their brains and bodies. Six weeks later, the latter group still viewed stress
            as a positive enhancement. What’s more, they also reported a decrease in health problems and an increase in work satisfaction.
         

         
          

         While the science on all of this is relatively new, the sequence of steps has echoed throughout history. In literature,22 the progression is evident in Joseph Campbell’s “hero’s journey,” as familiar from Shakespeare as it is from Star Wars. In Campbell’s taxonomy, the hero leaves the ordinary world (the search); he encounters “a succession of trials” (the struggle)
            and is tempted to give up (the stop); and ultimately he returns in triumph (the solution). In anthropology, it’s Arnold van
            Gennep’s23 1909 classic The Rites of Passage, in which he describes a “liminal” or transitional period (the struggle), when a person moves on from one phase of life (the
            search) but hasn’t yet arrived at another (the solution).
         

         
         In religion, Moses and the Jews wander the desert for forty years before arriving in the “promised land.” Jesus wanders the
            desert for forty days. The Hindus have forest dwelling, Buddhists have meditation, and Muslims have Muhammed and the mountain.
            In folktales, “Sleeping Beauty” slumbers for one hundred years before her prince awakens her with a kiss. Little Red Riding
            Hood and Hansel and Gretel venture into the forest.
         

         
         The importance of the struggle surfaces in contemporary works like Katherine May’s24 Wintering, which she defines as “a fallow period in life when you’re cut off from the world, feeling rejected, sidelined, blocked from
            progress, or cast into the role of an outsider.” In his 2020 book25 Life Is in the Transitions, Bruce Feiler refers to this period as the “messy middle” that leads to a “new beginning.” Brené Brown, in Rising Strong, 26 calls it a “middle space of struggle” when you’re “in the dark.”
         

         
         In a sense, the Covid-19 pandemic gave us all the dubious gift of a period of struggle. Consider the words27 that have been used to describe this era: “lost,” “fallow,” “limbo.” We’ve had an epidemic of “burnout.” It’s “depleting,”28 “relentless,” and “messy.” “It’s OK29 to Feel Overwhelmed and Be Unproductive,” Psychology Today assured its readers. “You’re Not Lazy:30 Why It’s Hard to Be Productive Right Now,” read a CNET headline. 

         
         But if we’re struggling, perhaps there’s a way through and beyond—maybe we can get to a breakthrough solution. To get to the other side, we need to embrace the struggle. 

         
          

         To understand how the stages of reinvention play out, imagine for a moment that you want to switch careers. Let’s say that
            your current job is repairing telephones. But your real dream is to be a shoe designer. Can you really get from here to there?
         

         
         Recall the progression: search→struggle→stop→solution. The first step, the search, would suggest that you start by examining other people’s shoes, studying how they’re constructed,
            immersing yourself in the latest styles in Vogue magazine. In this stage, you better hang on to your day job, but perhaps you’ll start sketching your own designs at home.
         

         
         In fact, that’s exactly what a Massachusetts telephone repairman named Chris Donovan did. Chris is a big, burly guy, with
            a thick Boston accent and a full gray beard. He had joined the phone company young, after stints as a bartender and a waiter,
            because it was a steady job. That’s what his working-class parents had always stressed was most important. Finding passion
            in a career “wasn’t the point,” he told me.31 “It was all about finding security . . . it doesn’t have anything to do with happiness.” Chris took their lesson to heart:
            he repaired, installed, and maintained phones for the next twenty-five years.
         

         
         For all of that time, though, Chris had a hobby he didn’t share with anyone else. It started in high school, when a classmate showed up in impossibly high platform sandals that looked “like a piece of artwork on her foot.” He began sketching women’s shoes in meticulous detail, with illustrations that looked more like architectural plans than designs for practical footwear. After some kids at his Catholic school caught sight of his drawings and teased him, he hid them, first from his classmates and the nuns, and ultimately from everybody else. Yet he kept on drawing through his school years and during his decades on the job. “I drew on everything. On the back of envelopes, on napkins, on all my work orders at work,” he said. At the phone company, “I had a desk drawer full of shoe drawings and Vogue magazines. The pole-climbing guys would come in for coffee breaks, and they’d be reading them! But they never said anything.”
         

         
         He never imagined he could make a living from his hobby: “Even I didn’t consider it. It didn’t seem like a possible career.”
            But he began rethinking that assumption when he was already pushing forty, when he met his husband Steve. “On our first date,
            we were sitting at a restaurant, and I was sketching on the back of a napkin. He was like, ‘That was really weird . . . but
            cool.’” Cautiously, Chris began opening up to Steve, sharing his notebooks and the twenty years’ worth of sketches that he
            had shown to no one else. “The more we hung out together, the more he said, ‘You really should do something with this. This
            is a lot more than a hobby for you.’”
         

         
         Yet Chris stayed put at the phone company. It was what he knew, versus the black hole of what he wanted. He was in that liminal
            struggle phase, entertaining fantasies of a new career while firmly enmeshed in the old one. It was painful; he remembers
            a dinner with friends while vacationing on Cape Cod: “There was a store designer in Tokyo, an artist from Germany. I left
            really depressed. I said to Steve, ‘They’re all doing amazing things. I know I’ve got it in me. I know it’s there.’” Ultimately,
            he signed up for continuing education courses at the Rhode Island School of Design, dipping his toes a bit deeper into the
            design waters.
         

         
         Still, he hung on to his day job. Then, at age fifty, Chris got the break nobody asks for, the stop phase common to transitions: he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. The disease was successfully treated, but it was a wake-up call. That was when it struck him. He needed to quit the phone company. He needed to fulfill his destiny, to be a shoe designer. It was terrifying. “But when I started thinking about it, if I wound up on my deathbed thinking about ‘what ifs,’ it would be this massive regret for not exploring this. . . . This is what I’m here for. I didn’t want to pass it up.” 

         
         Chris took early retirement from the phone company. Steve volunteered the cash they’d been saving up for a new kitchen. Then,
            at fifty-four years old, Chris traveled to Florence, passed through the grand gates of the historic Villa Favard overlooking
            the Arno River, and took his place amid its frescoes and chandeliers as the oldest student by far at the Polimoda fashion
            school.
         

         
         The adjustment wasn’t easy. “This is awful. You’re not fashion,” one of his teachers told Chris early on after he turned in a disastrous assignment. “Look around. You see all the twenty-year-olds? They’re fashion.” Then the teacher asked what his job had been before he enrolled. When he explained that he’d been a phone repairman,
            it all clicked. “So you’re crude,” she said. “Do crude. Don’t lose that.” Chris ended up graduating at the top of his class.
         

         
         But back home after graduation, his stellar grades didn’t help. He made the rounds at leather manufacturers and handbag factories
            but couldn’t even land a job interview. He was willing to intern for free, but nobody took him up on that either. No one wanted
            a middle-aged journeyman. With no prospects,32 he entered a long-shot contest for aspiring designers that he read about in AARP’s magazine for retired people: the winner
            would have their work critiqued by Project Runway’s Tim Gunn. To his astonishment, he won. Television cameras trailed them in a bright white shoe salon as Gunn examined some
            of his fanciful high heels. “Have I seen this before? No!” Gunn exclaimed. “Does the world need this? Yes!”
         

         
         That appearance sparked interest from potential customers and ultimately jump-started what would become Chris Donovan Footwear. His distinctive designs look like miniature sculptures. Boots stand on bold geometric heels reminiscent of turned wood; delicate pumps evoke origami ornaments. In a nod to his roots, he has constructed shoe heels out of fiber-optic conduits. He scours salvage yards for inspiration; he has designed boots with heels made from discarded hip replacement parts and closures made with sutures. A recent collection was inspired by paper airplanes. “Anybody can find inspiration in a flower,” he figures, “but what about construction and destruction that others don’t find beautiful? I don’t want you to see what they are, but what beauty you can find in things.”
         

         
         His story, to be sure, remains unfinished. He used his retirement funds to pay an Italian manufacturer for his collection,
            confident he would make back the money in sales from the stores interested in stocking his line. But with exquisitely bad
            timing, the collection launched just two months before the pandemic struck. Women retreated to bedroom slippers, not designer
            high heels. He has kept the business afloat by selling his shoes online and turning a spare bedroom into his design studio.
         

         
         Still, he has no regrets. He has already designed his next collection; it’s ready to go, as soon as it’s practical to begin
            manufacturing again. “Even with all the obstacles, I still get to do shoes,” he told me. “This is a part of me, and it’s so
            exciting. I love it.” And the junior designer is making his mark. Boston magazine33 took notice, naming him “Best Shoe Designer” in its 2020 “Best of Boston” issue. The “newest fashion superstar,” as it described
            him, was sixty-one years old.
         

         
          

         On the face of it, Jim Patterson has pretty much nothing in common with Chris Donovan. Yet as Patterson walked me through his career journey, there were surprising echoes of Donovan’s story. His career transition followed a similar trajectory. Experts who study transitions would find his journey familiar, perhaps even predictable. 

         
         Like Donovan, Patterson knew for years where he’d like to go but wasn’t sure how to get there. His literary success34 didn’t happen overnight; he wrote multiple books, including some flops, before he hit on his own, spectacularly marketable
            style. He wasn’t always certain that he was on the right path. He had moments of doubt. He stayed at his ad agency for almost
            two decades after publishing his first book, even as he published almost a dozen more, thinking he just wasn’t ready. The
            best-selling author of our time didn’t quit his day job until he was almost fifty years old.
         

         
         Born in Newburgh, New York, a fading Hudson River town surrounded by farmland, Patterson had an inauspicious start. His father
            scraped by driving a bread truck and then selling insurance door to door. When the family later moved to Massachusetts, young
            Jim earned extra cash working the overnight shift at the infamous McLean psychiatric hospital. Sometimes he would listen in
            as one of the patients, the not-yet-discovered singer James Taylor, performed in the coffee shop; occasionally he would watch
            as another patient, the poet Robert Lowell, gave recitations in his room, though “he could be a little pushy and violent.”35

         
         But mostly he spent the long nights reading. He had no taste for thrillers or trashy novels. He never even picked up commercial
            fiction. Instead, he was drawn to serious literature, devouring James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, and Stanley Elkin. Soon he began
            dabbling in fiction writing himself. But he got precious little encouragement. At Manhattan College, where he enrolled on
            scholarship, a writing instructor told him in no uncertain terms to forget about it: “You write well enough, but stay away
            from fiction.” Ouch. “At the beginning, I don’t think I knew what I was doing,” he told me.
         

         
         After college he tried grad school for a year at Vanderbilt, but by then it was dawning on him that he “didn’t want to write for that audience for serious fiction.” Unfortunately, he wasn’t trained to do much of anything else. He began reading more commercial books, like
            The Day of the Jackal and The Exorcist, and found them “pretty interesting . . . and that got me interested in the genre” of mysteries and thrillers. But how would
            he even think about writing popular books, the kind that were displayed in the front racks of Barnes & Noble and that made
            the New York Times best-seller lists? “I didn’t know how to do mystery fiction, because I didn’t read the stuff. I was a typical Vanderbilt
            literary snob.”
         

         
         Patterson ultimately landed in New York as a long-haired hippie without a job or prospects. He tried, unsuccessfully, to get
            hired as a cabbie, but “a guy who reminded me of Danny DeVito in ‘Taxi’ chased me out of his garage.” He holed up in the dirt-cheap
            Washington Jefferson Hotel, at the time one of the city’s seedier establishments, where the pendant-patterned wallpaper in
            his tiny high-ceilinged room was covered with ominous “X”s penned by some demented previous tenant. “My job was to get out
            of that room,” he told me. Finally, a meeting with a friend of a friend landed him an entry-level copywriter post at J. Walter
            Thompson.
         

         
         Patterson jumped at the job, even though “I had zero interest in advertising. I’ve never had any interest in advertising.
            I wanted to be a writer.”36 But he needed a paycheck. He had watched his dad struggle financially for much of his life, and he listened as his father
            urged him to “protect, protect, be careful, be careful.” The advertising job was a way to pay the bills. “Who the hell makes
            it as a novelist?”
         

         
         He was a “shy, goofy guy” back then, he says. But he had a talent for creating ads that stuck with people. Working with the agency’s showcase clients, he learned to communicate with an audience. He imagined commercials as little stories, each with a camera angle to match the storytelling in his head. His work got noticed, and promotions followed. But while he was good at it, “I didn’t love it,” he says. If you had met him, you’d have seen a rising ad executive. When he looked in the mirror, he saw someone else entirely. 

         
         “Maybe I was delusional, but I never thought of myself as an advertising person,” he told me. “I always planned to be a writer.
            I hoped to be a writer. It was always in my head.”
         

         
          

         It turns out that Patterson’s vision, imagining himself in a different role, was a key part of that first stage of the search. His vision was similar to how Chris Donovan imagined himself as a shoe designer while he spent his days repairing phones.
            That kind of visualization is a hallmark of people who successfully change careers.
         

         
         In 1986,37 social psychologists Hazel Markus and Paula Nurius coined the phrase “possible selves” to describe how we envision our future:
            what we may become, or want to become, or even fear becoming. Some possible selves involve changing personalities, or being
            happier or more confident. Others may entail physical changes, like losing weight. But imagining possible selves can be especially
            revelatory for people who are rethinking their lives and careers. They try on different identities. They think about themselves
            in new roles, far afield from the ones they are in now. And like Patterson and Donovan, they imagine those futures well before
            they actually embark upon them.
         

         
         If you’re considering switching careers or reinventing your job, management experts have found that contemplating future possible
            selves is a key first step. Patterson, by thinking of himself as a writer “in my head,” had the right idea. It’s what can
            help take you from daydream to a reality. When you imagine38 different futures for yourself, it actually becomes easier to make major changes, researchers have found. Merely by conjuring possible selves, you’re more likely to stay on track and focused, to plan effectively, and to notice potential opportunities. When psychologists ask people to write down their image of themselves in the future, the exercise helps them more clearly develop goals and plan the steps needed to get there. That in turn helps separate realistic goals from fantasies. 

         
         Almost all of us consider multiple possible selves throughout our lives. When Markus and Nurius interviewed college students,
            2.2 percent described their current self as a media personality, yet the majority (56.1 percent) said they had considered
            a possible future self as a media personality. And while only 1.4 percent were business owners, a whopping 80.3 percent imagined
            that career for their future self.
         

         
         London Business School’s Ibarra has been studying career change for more than two decades, in good times and bad, including
            during the 2008 financial crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic. She believes that trying on possible selves is especially important
            during times of disruption. “Even in happier39 times, career change is never a perfectly linear process,” she wrote during the pandemic. “It’s a necessarily messy journey
            of exploration—and to do it right, you have to experiment with, test, and learn about a range of possible selves.”
         

         
         But thinking about possible selves isn’t enough on its own. The key to this first step in career reinvention, in the search for information, is that it often entails taking action. Some people unconsciously move toward their new role without even realizing it. For others, exploring possible selves is
            a more intentional process, as when Chris Donovan signed up for design courses at night. “Try something small.40 Do something differently that’s manageable,” said Jocelyn Nicole Johnson, who was a Charlottesville, Virginia, public school
            art teacher for decades before publishing her lauded first book, My Monticello, and garnering a fawning New York Times profile—at age fifty. “But start. . . . You have to start somewhere.”
         

         
         This first step might involve dabbling in a new hobby, or collecting information to get a sense of what you might be interested
            in pursuing, or shadowing someone in a different profession. Or, as in Patterson’s case, getting up at dawn to write fiction.
            Despite the endless hours he spent at work, he sat down to write every spare moment he could. During breaks from meetings,
            before or after work, on airplanes and in hotel rooms during business trips, he could be found sketching outlines for his
            stories. “It just cleared41 my mind. Any stress was gone. Doing fiction, I didn’t feel I had to compete with the other people there,” he recalled. “I
            had the ability to shut everything else out.”
         

         
         Patterson soon finished his first novel. Excited, he sent out the manuscript to thirty-two publishers. Almost immediately,42 thirty-one of them rejected it. But by some stroke of luck, the final one bit. The Thomas Berryman Number, about a Nashville newspaper reporter trying to find a killer, was published by Little, Brown in 1976, when Patterson wasn’t
            yet thirty years old. Even better, it won the prestigious Edgar Award for best first novel from the Mystery Writers of America.
            He was off and running.
         

         
         Careers, of course, rarely follow a straight line. And that was especially the case for Patterson. Despite the accolades,
            Berryman wasn’t a big seller. Then the unimaginable happened: tragedy hit. His longtime girlfriend, Jane Blanchard, was diagnosed
            with a brain tumor. For more than two years, he cared for her, refusing to travel even for big clients like Burger King. She
            passed away43 in 1982. Devastated, he buried himself in his job. “Jane was the catalyst to throw myself into advertising,” he told me.
            He began rising quickly through the ranks and ultimately would become CEO of J. Walter Thompson North America.
         

         
         In time, he also began writing again, but he had trouble finding his voice. “Berryman had a lot of good sentences” is the way he put it to me, but “after that, I thought there were some not very good books.”
            He kept going, though, and by the time I met him in the late 1980s the novel he handed me was the fifth he had published.44 By then, he had gained renown as an advertising executive. But as an author, he was still largely unknown. He hadn’t yet
            found his groove.
         

         
          

         Here again, Patterson’s journey is a familiar one. As he moved inexorably toward his goal of becoming a novelist, he still
            hung on tight to his day job. He had entered the middle stage, that liminal, in-between period. To be sure, this didn’t look
            like a struggle in the conventional sense. He was a successful ad executive, and his books were being published. He was essentially holding
            down two full-time jobs. Yet he wasn’t ready to leave the safety of one for the uncertain future of the other. “I knew I wasn’t45 good enough yet. I didn’t have the guts to just leave and do it full-time,” he told me. “So I took the easy way out, to do
            it on the side.”
         

         
         Over time, as he searched for his sweet spot as a writer, he studied highly commercial books to figure out what made them
            successful. “At a certain point . . . I became more serious about writing books that sell. What am I good at, and what am
            I not good at?” Instead of tackling big subjects on sprawling topics he knew little about—like Wall Street financial systems,
            in the book he gave me—he narrowed his focus to subjects that he could research and write about with some authority. When
            he had an idea for a book with a kidnapping plot, he interviewed FBI agents who had been involved with the famed Lindbergh
            baby kidnapping case. He befriended46 police officers and military veterans. He was never at a loss for ideas; the ad man had a creative brain that cranked out potential story lines nonstop. (“I’m pretty rapid-fire in terms of ideas. I could write a novel about this conversation. It’s crazy,” he said to me at one point.) He was a fast writer too. Typically, before he sat down to write, he would jot down a thirty- or forty-page outline, which he would then use as a guide to complete the manuscript. 

         
         Yet even as he began his eighth novel, he hadn’t quite figured out his voice. As usual, he started with an outline. This time,
            though, he kept adding to it. He was using all of his new research, from the FBI and beyond, informed by his growing understanding
            of his own strengths as a storyteller. “I was going for broke,” he said. Ultimately, the outline expanded to about 350 pages.
            That’s when he had a revelation: “This is the book.” Spare, stripped of unnecessary detail, he turned the outline into brief chapters that move the action forward
            propulsively. He had found his style.
         

         
         “That’s the big47 breakthrough,” he told me. “That’s where the short chapters and the colloquial style of writing came from. . . . Every chapter
            moves the plot and characterizations forward, and turns on the movie camera in my head.” He called the new book Along Came a Spider, the first to introduce his fictional detective Alex Cross. Not only did it become a massive best-seller, but it launched
            a lucrative franchise. More books quickly followed.
         

         
         And yet, astonishingly, he still stayed at the ad agency, where he by now had risen to lead the entire North American business. “I never really liked it,”
            he says of advertising. “In theory,48 creating these little movies should have been fun. But it wasn’t at Thompson, because so many of the clients didn’t want to make good movies.” At company board meetings, the minutes ticked away in excruciatingly slow motion, torturing him. “I’d look at my watch: 7:50. And I look at my watch: 8:05. I had no interest in this stuff. . . . It just didn’t appeal. It was always just a job, other than once I got to the point where I could hire people I like.” His colleagues were the one saving grace for Patterson. They were smart and interesting and fit his “no-assholes” philosophy. 

         
         By 1996, he had already published ten books, more than most full-time authors manage in a lifetime. Even more remarkable,
            he had multiple best-sellers under his belt, including Kiss the Girls, his second Alex Cross book. By this point, “I was already CEO of Thompson, but the books were making a lot more money.”
            Somehow he still wasn’t ready to leave, to take that final leap.
         

         
         That’s when the stop phase kicked in for him. Experts in reinvention—whether management gurus who study career transitions or neuroscientists who are expert in eureka insights—often
            talk about the importance of taking a break in order to allow insights to bubble up. For Chris Donovan, the stop was forced
            on him when he was diagnosed with cancer. That in turn led to his insight that it was time to give up phone repair and chase
            his dream of designing shoes. Patterson experienced an equally transformative break, though his was admittedly not quite as
            dramatically life-threatening: he was sitting in traffic.
         

         
         It was a hot summer Sunday, and Patterson was at a standstill as he attempted to get to his office from his beach house in
            Mantoloking, New Jersey. He was stuck on the New Jersey Turnpike along with all the rest of the weekenders heading back to
            their workday lives. That’s when it hit him: Wait a minute, this is nuts. He watched the cars on the other side whizzing past—the ones headed toward the beach, not away from it. Whoosh. Whoosh. “I’m in this traffic,49 I’m cursing, it’s awful, this is hideous. And on the other side a car goes by, whoosh. Every fifteen seconds, whoosh.” There was no traffic heading in the opposite direction. The Jersey shore was receding behind him, but shimmering ahead
            for those on the other side.
         

         
         “After an hour and a half, I had that ‘aha’ moment,” he told me. “It was my job50 to get on the other side of the road. I’m going the wrong way. I’m going into New York to do something I don’t love to do. I need to be on the other side of the road. I’m going in the wrong direction.” 

         
         That moment in the traffic, he says, he had a “weird breakthrough.” It was when he knew the time had come.

         
         After he got back to his office in Manhattan, Jim Patterson quit.

         
          

         As Patterson finished telling me his tale, I marveled at his wholesale transformation from that unassuming ad guy I first
            met decades ago. “Wow, that is the ultimate reinvention story,” I said.
         

         
         “Actually no,” he responded, sounding puzzled. To him, there was nothing transformative about it. It felt like a continuum,
            not a reinvention at all. As far as he is concerned, he was always the same person. He was always a novelist, just one who
            earned a living for a few decades doing something else. The only reinvention, as he sees it, was his evolution as a writer.
            “I continually try to challenge myself to do different things,” he said, pointing out that he has written not just mysteries
            but also kids’ books and nonfiction books. He parcels out his ideas to multiple cowriters, has coauthored tomes about figures
            ranging from John Lennon to Muhammad Ali to Jeffrey Epstein, and has paired up with celebrity collaborators, including Bill
            Clinton and Dolly Parton. “That was reinvention to me.”
         

         
         That’s a common sentiment that I found among others who have successfully pivoted. They aren’t trying to invent a new identity;
            they are instead seeking a fuller expression of who they already are. Like Patterson, most of those I met took their time,
            taking incremental steps, often over the course of years, without trying to make over their lives in one giant leap. And they
            typically started taking those steps long before they even realized they were pivoting.
         

         
         What’s more, almost all of those I spoke with said they used their previous experience in their new life, regardless of how different it seemed on the face of it. Chris Donovan’s shoe designs reference his telephone repairman past; he even uses some industrial parts in his work. He never forgot his design teacher’s admonition (“You’re crude . . . don’t lose that”) to be himself, not some imaginary version of a couture designer. 

         
         In a very different field, politician and activist Stacey Abrams has said she regularly calls on skills she learned in her
            earlier incarnation: writing steamy romance and mystery novels under the pen name Selena Montgomery. “Leadership requires
            the ability to engage and to create empathy for communities with disparate needs and ideas. Telling an effective story—especially
            in romantic suspense—demands a similar skill set,” Abrams said. “Good romantic51 suspense can never underestimate the audience, and the best political leaders know how to shape a compelling narrative that
            respects voters and paints a picture of what is to come.”
         

         
         Previous experiences, however unsatisfying, can prove to be valuable, even if they ended in failure. Vera Wang was a competitive
            figure skater who just missed a spot on the Olympic team before becoming a fashion journalist and then, at age forty, transitioning
            to a career as a fashion designer. She went on to become renowned for her iconic wedding gowns. Figure skating,52 she said, “teaches you discipline. It gives you the joy of self-expression. There’s speed; there’s movement; and when you
            fall down, you pick yourself up and try again. It’s a good metaphor for life.”
         

         
         Jim Patterson took especially full advantage of the skills he learned along the way from his advertising career. His breakout
            hit came after he began advertising Along Came a Spider on television—an unheard-of move in book publishing at the time—using a commercial he created (and paid for) himself. He is still intensively involved in every aspect of book marketing: covers, titles, typography, promotions. His career as an author,53 he says, is informed by years of creating ads: “The biggest thing I got from advertising is understanding the audience.”
            As an ad man, he imagined commercials as “turn[ing] on a movie camera in my head.” Now he does the same with his books. “That’s
            the carryover from the advertising. That’s what I try to do.”
         

         
         Patterson is still a font of ideas, just as he was when he was churning out ads for Burger King and Toys “R” Us. He is still
            always thinking about what’s next. As we spoke, he was in his Florida home cooking up plans for his next round of books—he
            had about a dozen in the works, just for 2022. And as always, he was in the market for a new story. As we brought our conversation
            to a close, he turned one last question on me: “What is your next reinvention?”
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Is It Time to Jump?
Knowing When to Trust Your Gut

         
         
            The only real valuable thing is intuition.

            —Albert Einstein

         

         As a kid, I was a serious musician. I practiced my viola for hours every day. My parents drove me from New Jersey into Manhattan
            on weekends to study with Juilliard teacher Paul Doktor, a renowned violist with a mellifluous Viennese accent who was one
            of the very few artists of our eccentric instrument—bigger than a violin, smaller than a cello, more awkward to play than
            either—to make a living as a soloist. As an adult, I stopped playing, but music remains an important part of my life. My first
            book was a music memoir, and I’ve occasionally written articles about world-class performers.
         

         
         One of the musicians I came across had an especially interesting journey. In some ways,1 Alan reminded me of my son Andrew. Like my son, Alan grew up in Manhattan as a baseball fanatic and diehard Yankees fan who could recite every starting lineup and final score in a given game. Like my son, Alan was obsessive about box scores. He taught himself fractions by calculating batting averages—3-for-11 was .273, 7-for-22 was .318. And like me, Alan’s mom—much to her son’s embarrassment—showed off his uncanny ability by having him calculate big numbers in his head to entertain party guests. Both boys started music lessons after becoming inspired by a cousin who began studying an instrument first. 

         
         Unlike my son, though, Alan quickly became as obsessive about music as he was about baseball. He started clarinet lessons
            at age twelve and before long was practicing four, five, even six hours a day. He loved classical music but found that he
            was even more drawn to jazz. He was especially transfixed by recordings of some of the old jazz greats, like Benny Goodman.
            Soon he also2 took up tenor sax, so that he could learn how to play those bluesy jazz riffs too.
         

         
         Alan’s family wasn’t wealthy; his divorced mom worked at a furniture store. At the big public high school he attended, he
            was a strong math student but did “just okay in courses that didn’t interest me,” he later recalled. He didn’t have time to
            devote to schoolwork anyway, given all the hours he spent on music and baseball practice. In any case, as indifferent as he
            was as a student, he was a superb musician. In his teens, he was good enough to make a bit of money playing gigs on weekends.
            After he3 graduated, he enrolled at the prestigious Juilliard School, one of only a handful of clarinet students in the country chosen
            to study at the conservatory that has trained everyone from cellist Yo-Yo Ma and violinist Itzhak Perlman to jazz great Miles
            Davis.
         

         
         At Juilliard, Alan set himself to studying piano and composition, in addition to clarinet. But he felt vaguely dissatisfied.
            Classical music, the focus of his classes, just didn’t move him the way jazz did. And so, when his tenor sax teacher told
            him about an opening in a professional jazz ensemble, he jumped at the chance to audition. He was elated when he was accepted.
            “It was not quite like4 making the major leagues, more like AAA ball,” as he put it later, combining references to both of his favorite pastimes,
            “but it was still a full-fledged professional job.”
         

         
         The group performed up and down the East Coast. Playing with fellow musicians was exhilarating. As any musician will tell you, there’s a thrill, an almost physical sensation, when connecting with like-minded performers. “The experience of playing5 in a good band is utterly different from what you hear simply standing in front,” as Alan put it. “Voices and overtones come
            to you from all directions; you feel the rhythm section in your bones; and all the people in the band dynamically interact.”
         

         
         As passionate as he was about performing with his fellow musicians, Alan had less in common with them when the music stopped.
            Not to put too fine a point on it, but he was the group’s resident nerd. While his bandmates spent their off hours partying,
            he spent his preparing their tax returns. During performances, when the band took its union-mandated twenty-minute breaks,
            his colleagues would disappear into the greenroom to get high—while he stayed behind and read. He didn’t care much for novels,
            but he devoured nonfiction. Given his affinity for math, perhaps it isn’t surprising that he was transfixed by books about
            the stock market and biographies of financiers. Slowly, it dawned on Alan. “I started looking6 forward to the twenty minutes” of break time, he told me, “and I realized that I found that more interesting than music.”
         

         
         That’s when Alan decided it was time to go back to school. As much as he loved music, he now envisioned a new career for himself—on
            Wall Street. He was ready to take a leap.
         

         
         And so the professional musician gathered his courage, left the band, and enrolled in New York University, intending to study
            finance. The transition was uncomfortable. By this point, Alan had been out of high school for several years. “I was apprehensive7 about how I’d do,” he said. Academia was foreign to him, while music was familiar. He bought his course books the summer before classes started to get a jump on his assignments, just in case. When he arrived on campus, he still kept a foot in the music world, performing with the school orchestra and singing in the glee club. His social life revolved around music. “People tend to do8 what they excel at because it enhances their self-esteem. So if you’re particularly good at a certain thing, you spend an
            awful lot of time at it, and it’s self-reinforcing,” he told me. Music was his strength, the thing he spent his time on.
         

         
         Alan still wasn’t sure he was on the right path. Plenty of other students were interested in
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