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Mac Holland Considers His Third Chapter* 
A successful search fund entrepreneur and investor contemplates life in his 
60s, 70s, and 80s 

A. J. Wasserstein1 
 
Mac Holland (Stanford Graduate School of Business 1993) slipped on his waders and slowly 
entered the Salmon River, a pristine waterway located approximately one hour north of Sun 
Valley, Idaho. The morning air was cool and crisp. Holland felt the chill of the water and was 
looking forward to a few hours of solitary fishing. He had left his San Francisco, California home 
for an entire week of this – being outside in an inspiring and unblemished environment at the 
foot of the Sawtooth mountains, engaging in one of his favorite hobbies, and thinking about his 
future. The sun beamed down brilliantly, and Holland arched his Sage rod back and cast a line. 
He was angling to reel in a 30-inch bull trout, but more importantly, he aspired to organize his 
thoughts and begin to develop a plan for the third chapter of his life. 

Holland quickly fell into a rhythm of casting and pondering. The fish were not initially biting, 
but Holland’s mind was fully engaged. A few milestones had catalyzed his introspective process. 
His youngest child, Taylor, was a rising senior in high school and about to depart for college to 
study chemistry and play soccer at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut. Holland 
and his wife of 30 years, Veronica, would soon become empty nesters. At 58 years old, Holland 
was beginning to think about his third chapter – the likely final 30 years of his life – and hoping 
his health would remain strong. 

Holland felt a yank at his line and slowly reeled in a beautiful trout. He held the fish in his hand 
and observed the animal’s attractiveness and striking colors. Then he gently removed the fly from 
the trout’s mouth, placed the fish back in the water, and watched it dart away in the clear stream. 
Holland had loosely envisioned his life in three chapters of 30 years. The first three decades (birth 
to 30 years old) were all about learning and developing. This chapter was for education, 
gathering experience, finding direction, and positioning to build a meaningful and fulfilling adult 
life. The second 30 years (30 to 60 years old) were about creating a family and a career, 
operationalizing the learnings of the first chapter, creating wealth, and being a fantastic spouse 
and parent. The final 30-year chapter (60 to 90 years old) was yet to come. Holland was unsure 
he conceived of the third chapter as identical to the second one. The second chapter was filled 
with kids and all of their attendant activities, while the third chapter would not be fully child-
centric. What would its focus be instead? 

Holland was finally on a roll in the Salmon River. Having caught over a dozen fish, he knew he 
had had a lucky morning. As he contemplated his good luck in the river, his mind drifted to his 
good fortune in life. Holland was a prolific investor in the lucrative search fund asset class; he 
possessed more money than he had ever fantasized he could have, he was in a stable marriage 
and had two children building their own independent lives, and he had the luxury of making his 
own choices about how he wished to construct and live his third chapter. 

 
* Although this case is based on a real person, names and certain facts have been fictionalized to protect the 
protagonist’s anonymity. 



 

2 MAC HOLLAND CONSIDERS HIS THIRD CHAPTER 

As Holland placed his rod on the bank of the Salmon River, he asked himself what he wanted his 60s, 70s, 
and 80s to be like and what he needed to do now as he approached 60 to ensure those goals would be 
accomplished. What specifically concerned him was the fact that, as he made new search fund investments, 
his back end continually got pushed out further. With an investment horizon that often could be ten years 
or longer, each new investment entrenched Holland for another decade of engagement. Now in his mid-
50s, he wondered what his appetite for this type of activity would be in his mid-60s. Furthermore, he was 
painfully aware that the search fund ecosystem was a young person’s game. During the past few search fund 
conferences he had attended, it had seemed like everybody was in their 30s, and he had clearly felt like the 
oldest guy in the room. He had begun to feel like he was aging out of the game. 

Mac Holland 

Holland grew up in a family of five in suburban Detroit, Michigan. His childhood was filled with youth 
sports, school activities, and family events. As the youngest child in the brood, Holland was doted on by 
older siblings in a warm and loving family. He excelled in school and was a mathematical prodigy. He was 
also a standout athlete who played soccer, hockey, and lacrosse. As he entered high school, he focused on 
hockey and was known as a skilled defenseman and a potent shot. As a senior in high school, the burly, 
190-pound, mop-headed, 6-foot skater won the league’s most valuable player award. His father, Sidney, 
was an entrepreneur who was hugely influential in Holland’s life and kindled Holland’s desire to go into 
business and possibly be an entrepreneur himself. His mother, Barbara, focused on volunteer work at the 
children’s school and was omnipresent at home. In general, Holland enjoyed an idyllic youth with attentive 
parents who encouraged his intellectual and social development. With his affable personality, adroit math 
skills, and hockey proficiency, he had high aspirations for college and career. 

Holland followed three of his siblings’ footsteps for college and enrolled at Dartmouth College in bucolic 
Hanover, New Hampshire, where he studied environmental science and applied math. Holland skated for 
the Big Green, but his hockey career stalled, and he spent most games cheering on his teammates from the 
bench. At Dartmouth, Holland grew intellectually and had several leadership roles on campus. He was the 
president of the prominent Outing Club, which promoted and organized student outdoor activities like 
multi-day hiking expeditions and weeklong kayaking trips. Holland discovered that he thoroughly enjoyed 
working with and leading teams of people. It was his first inkling that he might want to land in a leadership 
role professionally. 

After college, Holland spent three years working in sales and marketing at a large insurance company and 
lived in New York City. While in Manhattan, he met his future wife, Veronica, and enjoyed exploring the 
city with her. Holland relished developing his sales skills and generally learning about business as a junior 
professional. His father had always reminded him how essential sales were in his entrepreneurial ventures. 
Despite acquiring some professional skills, Holland quickly realized that he did not see himself climbing a 
hierarchical corporate ladder for decades of his life. He craved to be in a leadership position sooner rather 
than later. After three years, Holland’s love of Manhattan and sales began to wane, and his mind turned to 
graduate school. 

Holland enrolled at Stanford for business school, where he had an eye on doing something entrepreneurial. 
While at Stanford, Holland discovered the allure of small business and the then-nascent concept of search 
funds through Professor Irv Grousbeck, an entrepreneurship proponent. Grousbeck introduced students to 
fresh career paths and the notion of buying, rather than starting, a business to launch an entrepreneurial 
arc. Holland was hooked, and while his was not one of the first few search funds launched, he was part of 
the first generation of search fund pioneers. 

Holland searched for several years and wound up acquiring a business that provided outsourced tech 
services. The search fund community was bullish on the sector and invested significant capital into another 
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outsourced tech services firm. In 2002, Holland and his partners sold their company to the other company, 
which had greater scale and was pursuing an aggressive programmatic acquisition strategy. 

After his proprietary search fund experience, Holland shifted to a corporate role. He joined ServiceWorks 
Corporation, a burgeoning Chicago–based company that was also a search fund acquisition. He spent ten 
years in various roles as a senior executive at ServiceWorks, utilizing his acquisition and operating 
experience from his search fund days to add value in various positions. ServiceWorks grew significantly in 
enterprise value, and Holland’s stock options became worth more than $10 million.  

After he departed from ServiceWorks, Holland shifted into an investor role. He was no longer interested in 
being an entrepreneur or an executive and instead wished to focus on investing his personal capital in search 
funds. It was easy for him to gain access to deal opportunities with his performance track record, Stanford 
connections, and role at ServiceWorks – considered a very successful search fund business. 

Over a decade later, Holland found himself with a portfolio of approximately 40 active search fund 
investments (Exhibit 1) and 60 active searchers (Exhibit 2) seeking to acquire a business. He was focused 
on teaming with entrepreneurs to build leading lower middle-market companies. Holland invested in 
businesses with compelling value propositions, sustainable business models, and strong growth potential. 
His areas of expertise included high-growth scaling, sales and marketing, pricing, corporate strategy, and 
acquisitions. At the time of his Idaho fishing trip, he was serving on eight search fund company boards in 
industries like human resource–related software, data centers, outsourced sales, and education revenue 
management.  

Contemplating the third chapter 

Holland took a break from fishing and sat down on the river’s edge for a picnic lunch. The sun reflected off 
the immaculate water, and he was thinking hard about his current situation and what his third chapter 
might bring. 

Holland enjoyed his investing activities in the search fund community and was considered a value-add 
investor with a sterling reputation. He had crafted his investor role as that of a servant rather than someone 
who demanded to be served. More specifically, he tried to actively help CEOs as an experienced partner 
rather than wear the cloak of an institutional investor who was more transactional and burdensome. Still, 
his portfolio was a bit unwieldy, with 40 investments and 60 searchers. This entailed scores of daily phone 
calls, numerous investor and board meetings, and a steady parade of emails and reports that needed to be 
read, examined, and replied to. Furthermore, as the search fund ecosystem became ever more competitive 
for investors seeking to access deal opportunities, Holland needed to market himself to potential 
entrepreneurs, an activity he did not relish. Investors now wooed entrepreneurs, which was distinctly 
different from when Holland had raised his search fund and had to diligently pursue investors. 

Holland’s portfolio required energy for administration and compliance, too. Managing K1s, the tax-
reporting documents necessary for tax filings, was cumbersome and onerous. As a matter of fact, Holland’s 
tax return consisted of more than 1,000 pages and was costly to prepare. He paid his accounting firm over 
$100,000 in annual fees for tax services. Additionally, he retained a wealth manager, who was paid several 
hundred thousand dollars per year to help him oversee his complex financial life. Holland also actively 
managed his own liquidity and fulfilled the endless capital calls for his plethora of investments; it was 
administratively laborious. The liquidity component was also tricky since search fund investments are 
locked up for so many years. 

As Holland considered his situation, one scenario caused him the most angst: getting hit by the proverbial 
bus and dying prematurely in his 50s or 60s. His financial situation was ungainly and knotty; it was not a 
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simple portfolio of index funds. Veronica was a classical pianist by training and had no interest in their 
economic affairs. His oldest child, Cody, started college at the University of Arizona, where he appeared to 
major in partying, according to Holland. Cody, 22, was a free spirit working on finding himself in a two-
year academic sabbatical working in tourism in Juneau, Alaska. Cody was kind of a nonconformist, and 
Holland would not speculate on his future path. Finally, Holland anticipated Taylor, 18, would pursue a 
career in the sciences, not business. No immediate family member could easily assume the wealth manager 
mantle if Holland was absent. 

Holland was not enthusiastic about the notion of building a formalized family office with staff and 
infrastructure to address his situation. He realized that he would just be managing the managers – more 
complication and obligations. While thinking about this, he was glad he had never raised outside capital to 
manage for fees and promote compensation like many of his friends had. That would require even more 
responsibility and a fiduciary duty. Additionally, he was thankful he did not have hundreds of active 
investments like some investors in the search community. Furthermore, he sat on a handful of boards, 
which felt comfortable, but he was happy he was not on dozens of boards like some vigorous investors.  

There were clear benefits from Holland’s professional choices. He thoroughly enjoyed the intellectual 
stimulation of engaging with young, talented, and ambitious entrepreneurs. He loved playing the mentor 
role and helping coach and nurture people pursuing a similar career path. And the pecuniary components 
were compelling, too. Search funds returned approximately 35% annually, and Holland had amassed a 
personal net worth from his investing activities that was approximately $85 million. His investment 
portfolio was roughly 60% invested in search funds and about 40% invested in public equities and fixed-
income securities. He spent just over $1 million per year maintaining his family’s comfortable northern-
Californian lifestyle, and he was in the process of building a dream family-gathering spot, an architect-
designed beachfront $7 million manse on tony Nantucket, Massachusetts, the posh island in the Atlantic 
Ocean where he had vacationed annually as a child. 

Holland was in a gilded situation and considered himself very lucky to have a wonderful family and financial 
security. But he was not certain his current position was sustainable as he shifted into the next phase of his 
life. He felt like his present professional context was overly complex and involved. There were just too many 
investments in his portfolio. Additionally, while he enjoyed some of his board activities, some were not as 
pleasant, like dealing with confrontational CEOs, combative co-directors, or, even worse, a flagging 
business. Holland did not enjoy being on a turbulent board overseeing a problematic enterprise. That was 
an enervating endeavor, and there was no graceful way to exit the board. At times, Holland felt like he had 
too much of a good thing with his investment activities. He viewed it as akin to a brownie hot fudge sundae 
– the first few bites were the best, with each successive bite becoming less and less appealing. A few dynamic 
investments were quite enticing, but more and more lost some of the initial appeal. 

Furthermore, Holland ruminated on his personal balance sheet. Intellectually, he knew $85 million was a 
lot of money, but paradoxically, on occasion, he was concerned whether he had enough, given his lifestyle 
needs. He did not understand some friends who were wildly wealthy but coveted even more wealth, and he 
did not view that as a priority. While worrying about having enough, Holland also recognized that the 
incremental dollars he might harvest through his investment activities would have little utility to him. 
Regardless, Holland knew his balance sheet would likely grow to a couple of hundred million at any modest 
growth assumption in the next decade or two. And if that was the case, he wondered why he was so drawn 
to making more and more investments that brought him further and further away from simplicity. He also 
considered all of the capital gains built into his balance sheet and the necessary taxes he would incur on any 
investment turnover. 

Holland liked the camaraderie and social components of the search fund investment world, but he also 
considered most of his colleagues business friends rather than genuine, close, personal friends; a few 
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relationships grew into authentic friendships. He used to enjoy attending some of the many search fund 
conferences hosted by various universities and investors, but with so many now and with some conferences 
swelling to 1,000 attendees, they were less intimate and felt more like speed-dating events between 
investors and potential entrepreneurs. The search fund community felt significantly more institutionalized 
and professionalized than in the past – especially for an individual investor like Holland. Additionally, some 
of his appetite for the conferences had abated with the challenges of travel, especially for the non-U.S. 
gatherings. 

Holland finished his lunch and decided to cast a line a bit more before heading back to town. He enjoyed 
the calming and contemplative feeling of being in the river and immersed in nature’s beautiful bounty. As 
he cast, he considered his third chapter again. What did he want more or less of in the next 30 years? Could 
he envision himself in the same place and role in a decade or two? He felt a tug on his line, and while he 
slowly reeled in his prize, he realized that his 60s, 70s, and 80s were all mini-chapters within the broader 
third chapter. He believed his 60s would likely feel very similar to his 50s, filled with vibrancy and few 
physical limitations – they would be go-go years, he decided. The 70s would probably introduce some 
physical constraints – the slow-go years – and the 80s would be significantly different and perhaps could 
be described as the no-go years. 

As Holland began to think about wrapping up his fishing, he recalled a conversation with his friend and 
Stanford classmate, Amara Mahamat. Mahamat was in a similar situation as Holland, having started a dot-
com technology firm after graduate school. She had built a large and successful business that had enjoyed 
an IPO and found herself with Silicon Valley lucre. Mahamat had shared with Holland a series of three 
questions she had discovered at the Kinder Institute of Life Planning, a firm founded by George Kinder, 
who encouraged financial planners to embrace a more holistic approach to financial planning than purely 
an economic style. The three questions were as follows: 

 Imagine that you are financially secure and have enough money to take care of your 
needs, now and in the future. How would you live your life? What would you do with 
the money? Would you change anything? 

 You visit your doctor, who says you have five to ten years to live. The good part is that 
you won’t ever feel sick. The bad news is that you will have no notice of the moment of 
your death. What will you do in the time you have remaining to live? Will you change 
your life, and how will you do it? 

 Your doctor shocks you with the news that you have only one day to live. Notice what 
feelings arise as you confront your very real mortality. What dreams will be left 
unfulfilled? What do you wish you had finished or had become? What do you wish you 
had done? Did you miss anything?  

Holland deliberated on the three questions. He understood they were fantastic prompts to force him to 
think about where he was, where he yearned to be, and what role more money played in his life – if any. 
Mahamat had warned him that these queries were hard to think about, with no easy answers, but had 
asserted that examining each point was a worthwhile investment. 

Another friend, Achal Smriti, had suggested that Holland consider the Asrama system, an examination of 
stages of life described in Hindu texts. Smriti had explained that in the Asrama system, life was divided into 
four sequential stages and could provide a framework to think about a natural and inevitable progression 
through life for Holland. Smriti thought that each stage had a distinct focus and orientation and that 
remaining in any one stage for too long was not natural or desirable. He had shared the ludicrous image of 
a septuagenarian pretending to be in their 40s. See Figure 1 for a summary of the Asrama system. 
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Figure 1: The Asrama system in brief 

 

Yet another friend, Pia Rebane, had suggested a model reflecting the four seasons of nature – spring, 
summer, autumn, and winter. She had told Holland she liked to think about spring as a blossoming and a 
new beginning with incipient development, summer as growing and thriving, autumn as a reaping and 
harvest of the work and effort in summer, and winter as the end of the journey filled with rest and cozy 
enjoyment of the work involved in the previous three seasons, and finally a withering and barrenness. 
Rebane had politely asked Holland which season he thought he was in now. Additionally, she had reminded 
Holland that the halcyon days of summer inevitably end when dusk arrives earlier and work and school 
beckon in September. 

Whatever model he used to think about it, Holland knew that savoring his third chapter would also be 
contingent on good health – and a healthy marriage – for both Holland and Veronica. Holland knew that 
even though he and his wife currently enjoyed the luxury of excellent health, it was not guaranteed. He had 
witnessed many friends impaired by illness in their third chapter. Furthermore, even if the 80s were no-go 
years, there was no certainty that he would live to 90; many healthy adults with access to top-flight 
healthcare die before 90. Holland knew that life was precious and that his third chapter would likely provide 
only a decade or two of unencumbered physical freedom. He realized the moment was now if he dreamed 
of fishing in New Zealand, skiing in Chile, or hiking Mount Kilimanjaro. Unlike when he was in his 30s 
and 40s and the runway felt like forever, approaching 60 seemed like viewing that runway from a markedly 
different angle. Additionally, Holland knew that becoming empty nesters implicitly redefines his and 
Veronica’s marriage without kids as the center. He had many friends and acquaintances who had not 
successfully maintained their marriages after the children left for college; Holland did not want that to be 
their story. Their marriage had plenty of ups and downs, but with years of couples’ therapy and lots of 
emotional work, they were in a decent place, and there were no longer conversations about divorce. 

Holland knew he wanted to spend more hours with the people he loved and invest in the most meaningful 
relationships in his life – his immediate family, closest friends, and of course, Veronica. He also cherished 
a freer and more unstructured calendar. Additionally, he was painfully aware that good health was earned 
and not to be taken for granted. He needed to continue exercising daily and maintaining a health-centric 
diet. He and Veronica also desired to enjoy the empty nest opportunity and travel more. They often 
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discussed their goal of living abroad in different places over the next 20 years for a full three to six months 
at a clip – a chance to be more than an itinerant tourist but not quite a full local. Lisbon, Portugal was first 
on the list. In his second chapter, Holland had been all about capital allocation, making investment decisions 
that could yield the most attractive risk-adjusted returns. As he shifted into his third chapter, he cogitated 
more and more about time allocation – how to invest and use his remaining healthy years to derive the most 
fulfillment and joy. 

When he envisioned the next few decades, he daydreamed about the blessings of potential weddings and 
grandchildren. He also knew that the three living parents he and Veronica enjoyed would likely be lost 
before long, as they were currently in their mid-80s. Holland’s father had passed away about 15 years ago 
after a protracted battle with colon cancer. Watching his father’s life come to a painful end in his early 70s 
gave Holland pause. Veronica’s parents lived in a modest assisted living community in Cleveland, Ohio. 
Her mother was fit and mentally coherent, but her father had chronic cardiac challenges and exhibited some 
signs of dementia; he could not live independently. Holland felt firmly sandwiched between helping launch 
his children and caring for his mother and in-laws. 

Holland treasured being physically, mentally, and emotionally present and available for his mother, in-
laws, children, and potential grandchildren. He also hoped to reflect at 90 on a life well lived, without 
regrets or misgivings. He tried to envision what he would have liked to do more and less of at 90. 

Finally, Holland considered what he would do with his vast wealth. Should he aim to give Cody and Taylor 
as much as possible? He wanted to see his kids build independent lives on their own, with his help, but he 
did not aspire to have dilettante children. Or should he amplify his philanthropic activities and give material 
sums to charitable organizations? If he did pursue a philanthropic path, when should he begin to shed some 
of his wealth? Holland also conceded that his second chapter had been somewhat inwardly focused, with a 
concentration on family, career, and wealth accumulation. He was curious about how his third chapter 
could be more outwardly focused and embrace service to others more prominently. 

Conclusion 

Holland packed his fishing gear into his rented car and began the scenic drive back to Sun Valley. He would 
be traveling home to California the next day and hoped to tell Veronica where he stood and if he had some 
fresh direction. What concerned him the most was the long investment horizon embedded in his search 
fund activities. New investments brought him further and deeper into his third and final chapter. 

Holland mused about whether he should sunset his investing, keep going full steam ahead, or alternatively, 
find a hybrid answer by investing in pools of professionally managed and institutional funds. This final 
course would relieve him of almost all of the administrative burdens and dramatically reduce his time 
commitments, but he would also be one step removed from the adrenaline-inducing action. He was quickly 
approaching town and was looking forward to a warm shower, a cool beer, and a tasty dinner. He wondered 
how much money was enough and whether he would be any happier if he had twice as much. Holland’s 
reflections began to coalesce as he walked into his hotel, and he knew what he would tell Veronica. 
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Exhibit 1: Current investment portfolio 
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Exhibit 2: Current searchers 
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This case has been developed for pedagogical purposes. The case is not intended to furnish primary data, serve as an endorsement 
of the organization in question, or illustrate either effective or ineffective management techniques or strategies. 
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