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About the Book

Po Bronson tackles the biggest, most threatening, most obvious question that anyone has to face, ‘what should I do with my life?’ It is a problem that is increasingly encountered not just by the young but by people who have half their lives or more behind them. The modern route to self-discovery is to trade what you have for a completely different way of life, to face the challenges and finally confront our real aims and desires. Bronson’s book is a fascinating account of finding and following people who have uprooted their lives and fought with these questions in radical ways. From the investment banker who gave it all up to become a catfish farmer in Mississippi, to the chemical engineer from Walthamstow who decided to become a lawyer in his sixties; these stories of individual dilemma and dramatic – and sometimes unsuccessful – gambles are bound up with Bronson’s account of his own search for a calling.
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HOW READERS AROUND THE WORLD HAVE RESPONDED

I’m writing from Shreveport, Louisiana, five hours north of New Orleans. I had such a strong internal reaction while reading your book this morning, the only thing I can think of to compare it to is a tornado touching down in my … soul? … self? … core? I don’t know what I want to do with these feelings yet, but thank you for being the catalyst for this activity.

ANN PAYNE

Something from Mexico: It is hard for me to say this, but until not so long ago I thought my reality was very much different than what it is now. I am struggling with not only my inside demons (as I call them), but I feel as if [I] have somehow lived in someone else’s shoes and know I am trying to recuperate myself and my dreams and my peace. Sometimes I feel like the oldest twenty-eight-year-old in Mexico and sometimes I feel like a ten-year-old boy. Best Regards and thank you for the Soul Searching.

SERGIO MONTIEL

Ixtapa

Our local library has fourteen copies with seventeen on the waiting list. I had to go to a distant suburb to get a reserved copy. Our local library in Centerville, Ohio, has never had a bestseller with this type of response. Your book is helping everyone take a good look at themselves. Your book does a profound job of leading the reader to answer this question to themselves and No one Else. You chose everyday people not “textbook or Hollywood Types.” You will be blessed by this book now and in the years to come. Hope you had a good Father’s Day.

A fan and friend,

JOHN D.S.

I am an Indian working at India’s largest passenger car manufacturer in New Delhi, since last six years. It was all vacuum and purposelessness around me. Then, someone referred me your book, which indeed has brought a gust of fresh air in my life. Thank you for writing such a book which I call is a “cerebral panacea.”

SHANTANU CHATTERJEE

New Delhi

You don’t know me, although it seems like you interviewed my subconscious for your book. Thank you for writing a book which has caused my soul to resonate, ache, laugh, and cry all at the same time. I can only take so many chapters at one sitting, which is strange for a guy who typically reads fifty books a month. Reading What Should I Do with My Life? has become a nightly session with my dreams seated comfortably nearby, smiling back at me to bring them to life.

JEFF GREGORY

Washington, D.C.

Po, reading the stories in the book made me feel part of a community, however distant and disparate. There’s a part of me in many of those stories and there’s a part of them and you in me too. There’s a wonderful analogy to this in Buddhism, where they liken people to brilliant jewels that reflect light and color to one another in a vast network of shining jewels. I know this sounds a bit “New Age” coming from a guy who grew up in the ’hood, but it makes me feel human.

Pura vida,

JOHN-PAUL RIVERA

Costa Rica

Quite honestly, at the end of most of the chapters, I cried. Primarily because I could identify with the people you chose to write about, but also because their stories didn’t provide me with answers to my own questions about what I should do with my life. Each chapter forced me to acknowledge that I am going to have to find the answers to my own questions. You warned us readers that your book was not a self-help nor a how-to book—and you were right. It was a wake-up call to start relying on myself, rather than others, to answer the question of what I should do with my life.

Sincerely,

HEIDI

Kansas City

Instead of wasting my time watching the Stanley Cup Playoffs or MLB Saturday, I caught the C-Span Los Angeles Times Book Fair. A few hours later, I bought your book at Books-A-Million, where I never buy anything. Now I know what to do with my life, and I’m sixty-three! I can’t put the book down.

RUSS WHITE

Lake Mary, Florida

Dear Po,

My name is Curline. I live in Madrid, Spain. I’ll tell you this and I know you’ll understand what I mean: I felt we were face to face, you speaking to me. I miss that freshness, openheartedness in writers and journalists today, so many seem to be hiding behind metaphors and the latest jargon instead of writing what they truly feel or live. Know you’ve got a friend here. Count on it.

I don’t own a computer. I’m writing you from one at the local library. I’ve spent the past fifteen years raising my four children, mostly by myself, and going from one shit job to another at barely more than minimum wage. I read your book as a starving person would devour a meal. I’ve enrolled in college thanks to Pell Grants and student loans. I refuse to give up.

PAM

Ironton, Missouri

You were able to take the question and provide a response that I have never seen before. Instead of simply forcing things into fake categories you illuminated what is behind the decision. I think your work will stand the test of time.

Take care,

JOHN LESALLE

Connecticut, USA

Ya’ateeh Waashindoondee! Greetings from the Navajo Nation. I bought your book after reading a review of it in a newspaper while on the road from D.C. to Window Rock, Arizona. I finished it last night and what food for thought! Your book, I hope, will allow me to find out that I am not my work. I can have something different. And that’s OK. Your book has given me places where I never thought of searching before. Ahe’hee!

Best wishes,

CHRISTOPHER J. PAISANO

I hate to be cliché, but I have never felt the urge to write an author and thank him for his story. I also very much enjoy that not all of your stories have happy endings. I think that reality, in which someone can venture down a new path and either not achieve any more happiness or any more success, is what really makes the book so provoking. You show the yin and the yang—which is refreshing in a society of microwave books that all have been reduced to some form of “chicken soup” for the soul/career/relationship.

JOE BRUNETTI

Chicago

My name is Ann Wilson and I’m reading your book here in Atlanta. It is truly a buoy in a very turbulent sea for me (it’s intimidating to write a writer but I plunge ahead—pedestrian metaphors everywhere, watch out). Your book is so amazingly right-this-minute in my life. The questions, the observations, my gosh, they take my breath away. You dove into the confusion, fear and joy of what it is to be a free person with choices and honored the condition, not with platitudes and slogans, but with courage and bone-honest truth about life searches. I am deeply moved by your integrity and your wisdom and the stories, the stories.

Hey: I got a copy of your book on my way back to the Philippines from a family reunion. I had given up on the capital letter questions (i.e., “What Is the Meaning and Purpose of Life”) a long time ago, but a curiosity on how you were going to approach it or, to be more exact, on what level you (or to be less personal—“the Author”) would fail and validate my belief that this is a stupid question. I was gearing up for a long flight and was looking for any kind of amusement.

In any case—the book has turned out to be satisfying. I like it that you had a diverse range of stories. Your book got me revisiting the capital letter questions all over again. I don’t know if it’s the sandwich I had for lunch but that thought is also oddly comforting. Good work, chap! Chop-chop!! Carry on!!

FERMIN TARUC

Manila, Philippines

Dear Po,

I have lived my life in reverse. At age twenty-four, I was diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. Doctors gave me between two and ten years to live. At a time when most young people are laying the foundation for their careers, I was focused on improving my health and increasing my chances of staying alive. Next year I will be fifty!

Your book is feeding my soul. And while I am only halfway through, it made me feel what I believe people who are adopted feel when they finally meet their birth parents.

KYM KING

Houston

Hi Po,

Is Australia too far away to be interesting? I used to lie in bed at night knowing I was meant to be doing something, but not quite remembering what it was. Like on the transit to this life I fell asleep at the vital moment when the man driving my bus was giving out the final instructions. Po, it’s a bit akin to being gay and coming out when I talk about this stuff. No bull! Good on you for being authentic and following your inner voice! Doing so gives so many other people permission to do the same.

Cheers, and all the best,

NICOLE

my name’s trina and my aunt gave me your book. i put it on the shelf with her other self-helpers. on sunday, i picked your book up again because (seriously) i wanted something to put me to sleep. i haven’t put it down since (which gets complicated in the shower) and will probably finish the damn thing tonight (the hardcover is heavy on the train). the thing is, you didn’t write a book of winners. you wrote about people doing dumb things, thinking crazy ways, and going to extremes trying to figure it out. you wrote about people like me. Through your book, I have rediscovered new ways to view the question and not more ways to answer it. but this is good.

Next to the sea, sitting with my colleagues, I saw my dreams flowing away with the waves. I’m a wiser man now. I believe that your book would be a spiritual experience for the reader because your thoughts are (coincidentally) very similar to what the great Indian spiritual masters—Swami Vivekananda and Jiddu Krishnamurti have propagated all their lives.

NINAD VENGURLEKAR, a like-minded soul in India

I was brought up in the wake of people who knew what they wanted in life, got it and explained their actions by “it needed to be done.” I, on the other hand, focused on the eggs and could not enjoy the taste of the omelette. My failure has been not having the courage of my emotions. I am working on a way to make my anger have a positive outcome and my lost years count for something. Your book was quite helpful.

Best wishes,

DOMINIQUE LASALLE

London

Hello from Brazil. How are you? I had a quite hard time in getting your book in the States last month—it was sold out many places. I must tell you I was very touched by it. Thank you so much for the energy you put in looking for new answers for these new times. The book makes so much sense—and it seems to make sense independently of the geography.

Sincerely,

LUCIANA STEIN

I am a U.S. Marine major recently returned from combat in Iraq. I have sent you a photo from the second day of the war. I just finished your book yesterday on a plane flight from Oklahoma City to San Diego. Actually, I almost finished it on the plane … I was so hooked that I walked off the plane at my destination, and instead of going to get my car I sat in the airport and finished it right there. I would love to buy you a beer.

S.C.




For Michele and Luke
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Introduction: Obvious Questions Don’t Have Obvious Answers

FROM YOUR FEARS COME MISCONCEPTIONS

WE ARE ALL writing the story of our life. We want to know what it’s “about,” what are its themes and which theme is on the rise. We demand of it something deeper, or richer, or more substantive. We want to know where we’re headed—not to spoil our own ending by ruining the surprise, but we want to ensure that when the ending comes, it won’t be shallow. We will have done something. We will not have squandered our time here.

This book is about that urge, that need.

I began this project because I hit that point in my life. The television show I’d been writing for was canceled. The magazines I wrote for had thinned their pages. My longtime book editor had quit to pursue theater and film. I was out of work, I had a baby on the way (my first) and I was worried: how to be a good father, how to make money to support my family, and how to keep growing as a writer. I probably could have hustled up an assignment (the freelance writer’s equivalent of following the advice “just go get a job”) but I wasn’t sure I should. I felt like the kinds of stories I’d been telling no longer worked. They no longer mapped the depth and drama of human life as I experienced it.

Looking for guidance and courage at this crossroads, I became intrigued by people who had unearthed their true calling, or at least those who were willing to try. Those who fought with the seduction of money, intensity, and novelty, but overcame their allure. Those who broke away from the chorus to learn the sound of their own voice. Nothing seemed more brave to me than facing up to one’s own identity, and filtering out the chatter that tells us to be someone we’re not.

What might I learn from those who had confronted this question?

I decided on the simplest approach possible: I would express my curiosity to whoever would listen, trust this would provoke some leads, and travel the country tracking down the people whose stories spoke to me. I had no idea that sticking to this simple method would soon take me to so many places I’d never been, and far deeper into people’s lives than I’d ever gone as a writer.

I hit on an incredible wellspring of honest sentiment. Complete strangers opened their lives and their homes to me, confessing feelings and events they hadn’t revealed to their closest friends. This was at a time when we were losing our respect for corporate leaders, we no longer believed new technology would make our lives better, and the attack on our freedom made life precious and weighty. People were reassessing what mattered to them and what they believed in.

I heard some nine hundred stories, spent countless hours corresponding and on the phone, and came to know about seventy people closely. I spent time with them all in person, which was absolutely necessary. (About fifty are included in the book.) The word “interview” doesn’t describe the emotional exchange that usually occurred. None were friends when I started, but most were by the time I was done. These were microwave friendships, forged with fast blasts of revelation and bonding, like those formed quickly in a freshman dorm, remembered for years. I let them cry in my arms. I slept on their couches. I sat in their musty attics, looking through old photo albums. We went running together. We traded secrets. I met their parents and held their children. I went to one’s wedding. I became symbolically associated with their turning points. Many people described how much it helped them to have me listen; they talked their way into a greater understanding of what had transpired and why.

The people in this book are ordinary people. By that I mean they did not have available to them resources or character traits that gave them an uncommon advantage in pursuing a better life. Some have succeeded, many have not. They’re not famous. Over half are parents. Over half participate actively in their church. They’re a diverse assortment of ages and professions. Most (but not all) are educated, but a fair number earned that education later in life, as one step upward in their chosen transformation. A handful had spent years earning a high salary before they woke up to what their life was all about, but only a couple of them saved any of that money—most spent what they earned, just like anyone else, and as a result didn’t have a safety net when they changed their life. Only two asked me not to use their real names. I’ve chosen stories that I hoped would encourage reflection and offer solace, not ones that merely entertained.

Most important, when I say that these are ordinary people, I mean they’re real. They’re messy and complicated. You hold in your hands the antithesis to all those books which pretend their one-size-fits-all formula will result in rosy, happily-ever-after Hollywood endings. I’m a chronicler; this is (foremost) a social documentary of people’s lives; it just so happened that I learned a ton in the observation. The result might lack the comforting ease of a cure-all, but it makes up for it with integrity. (You want a step? Step one: Stop pretending we’re all on the same staircase.) This theme is going to reappear throughout: It’s not easy / It’s not supposed to be easy / Most people make mistakes / Most people have to learn the hardest lessons more than once. If that has been your experience, the people herein will comfort you. They did me. That alone was worth the trip.

I was no expert. I had no credentials as a counselor or academic. I approached these people as merely “one of them.” The events of my life had shredded any theories I used to have about how to address the question “What should I do with my life?” I had been humbled into admitting I knew nothing, and as I hit the road I was continuously humbled again by what some of these people had endured and the wisdom they seemed to radiate. I learned from them through inspiration and imitation. I also learned from the multiplicity of stories—by comparing how people talked and what language they invoked, certain patterns emerged, and I could place a story in the context of the larger picture.

I learned that it was in hard times that people usually changed the course of their life; in good times, they frequently only talked about change. Hard times forced them to overcome the doubts that normally gave them pause. It surprised me how often we hold ourselves back until we have no choice. So the people herein suffered layoffs, bankruptcies, divorces, evictions, illnesses, and the deaths of loved ones, and as a result they were as likely to stumble into a better life as they were to arrive there by reasoned planning. They made mistakes before summoning the courage to get it right. Their path called into question the notion that a calling is something you inherently know when you’re young. Far from it. These people discovered in themselves gifts they rarely realized they had.

They spoke of fulfillment, not happiness. Very often they found fulfillment in living up to their moral responsibility to society—in finding some way to feel they were helping others, or at least connecting genuinely with others. In this sense, even though they were pursuing what they personally needed, they were learning selflessness. And while they had to fight hard to get what they loved, they also had to learn to love what they then got; while they scrapped for what was within their reach, they learned acceptance of events beyond their control. They learned that their responsibilities didn’t keep them from their purpose—they were part of their purpose. (And sometimes the most important part.) They did not find some Single Perfect Answer to the question; at some point it felt right enough that they made their choice, and the energy formerly spent casting about was now devoted to making their choice fruitful for as long as it might last. In every case, they found a place that was good for them. What I mean by that is, they found something that shaped their character in a positive way. Even if they didn’t succeed wildly, the pursuit brought to the surface a trait that had been neglected. They might not have discovered their calling, but they did discover a lot about themselves.

By no means have I written about only the success stories. Many of the people I included were in midtransition, searching and hoping. This presented its own challenge, because they routinely asked for my counseling. This was always an uneasy role; usually, I handled this by telling other people’s stories—“Here’s what this person found, in a similar situation. …” In a few instances, I was not so passive when I sensed that my passivity—my listening mode—was being taken inappropriately as endorsement. I didn’t want to be an accomplice to a wrong turn. So I tried to guide them by reminding them of their own stated resolutions. Anyone who’s counseled a friend struggling with this question knows this tension—you want to be encouraging, but you also want to be realistic. I didn’t handle all these situations perfectly; I reveal these moments in the text to show my own fallibility.

People asked a great many questions that helped steer my research. Many of these questions were of the smart-aleck variety, merely intellectual/devil’s advocate babble, but it was much more difficult and challenging to address those asked from the heart, by people stuck in the middle of it and honestly confused. Questions such as:



	Should I put my faith in mystical signs of destiny, or should my sense of “a right fit” be based on logical, practical reasons?

	When should I accept my lot, make peace with my ambition, and stop stressing out?

	Why do I feel guilty for thinking about this?

	Should I make money first, to fund my dream?

	How do I tell the difference between a curiosity and a passion?

	How do I weigh making myself a better person against external achievements?

	When do I need to change my situation, and when is it me that needs to change?

	What should I tell my parents, who worry about me?

	If I have a child, will my frustration over my work go away?

	What will it feel like when I get there? (How will I know I’m there?)





These were screamingly obvious questions, but it seemed they were almost so obvious that we hadn’t publicly collected how we’ve learned to answer them—as if the answers should be obvious too, which they’re not. Too often we’re reticent about these issues. Talking about them can seem so fruitless, meanwhile inflaming anxiety and diverting us from the other things we have more control over, and can do. Yes, but it can also strengthen our resolve and shield us from distractions. I found that the biggest obstacle to answering the question this book poses is that people don’t give themselves permission to take it seriously. At the risk of being fruitless, let this book be a safe place for a discussion.

This book does not research the history of its question. I don’t quote experts, though I interviewed some, and I don’t quote literature unless it was quoted to me by someone I wrote about. I didn’t spend time in the library to write this book. Those sources of wisdom felt too abstract compared to the hard-earned record of those who actually took action, changed their life, and enjoyed or suffered the consequences.

Spending time with them affected me subtly. Afterward, I was always spent, and needed to recharge on the familiar patterns of my family, the writers’ Grotto, and my soccer teams. I became hyperaware of what mattered to me and what was merely that week’s noise intruding on my life. It stripped away some of the ways I had colored my past, and often I was visited by old friends in my dreams. I became more honest in person, less contrived in my writing. They helped me find my own story. They wanted to know how I’d come to be a writer, and how I’d recently become a husband (for the second time) and a father (for the first time). I’d never written about my own journey, never thought it was a story worth telling, but hearing their stories helped me tell my own in a way that it finally did have some oomph. To some it was inspiration, and to others it was kinship. Okay, he gets it.

My biggest surprise was how being a new dad folded into the book, and how I face this question now that I have a family. Writing hadn’t come easily to me, and I’ve had to be very protective of my love for it. I was once so afraid that being a parent was incompatible with being a writer. The travel, the intense concentration. For years this fear had stopped me from mixing the two. Somehow, in a year in which our son, Luke, was born, and my wife, Michele, a molecular immunologist, was putting a drug through the FDA’s approval process, I found the time and the room in my heart for this enormous project. I took my family with me whenever I could, which was most of the time. In his first year Luke went on seventeen trips of up to ten days in length, including weeks in London and Hong Kong, which he loved because it was hot. Now it seems like a miracle.

It’s a far different book from what I originally envisioned. It reflects what I found, not what I predicted. I didn’t write a single person’s story until I had gotten to know two-thirds of them, and even then their meaning was just beginning to show itself. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the unconventional way I’ve arranged these stories. The book’s not organized by industry or personality type, and it’s not a travelogue. Since my method conveys how I’m implicitly suggesting we think about this question—and since figuring out how to do this didn’t come easily—an explanation is probably necessary.

There are many very real stumbling blocks that prevent us from pursuing this question: never enough money, never enough time. We’re aware of those constraints—they’re right in front of us, every day. But we also have many psychological stumbling blocks that keep us from finding ourselves. Some of these are badly tangled misconceptions, some are deeply rooted fears. The two are related—like any prejudice, misconceptions get fabricated and sustained by fears. These psychological stumbling blocks are often less real than we imagine. By confronting them, we begin to see around all our obstacles, even the seemingly insurmountable ones. If you take care of these obstacles, you create an environment where the truth is invited into your life.

So this book is meant to unearth the psychological demons that haunt us. It uses people’s stories to demonstrate these misconceptions and fears, and shows how people are confronting them or have gotten past them.

What are some of those fears and misconceptions?

Well, let’s start with my own.

I feared I was writing a book that was mostly about an American phenomenon – the quest for identity through one’s labor. This doubt hung over me like a dark thundercloud. If it were true, it significantly cheapened the whole project. I can’t even explain why it cheapened it. It simply did, on its face. I’d met so many people, both at home and abroad, who had swallowed their desire to change their life because they suspected it was another foolhardy export from a country built by revolutionaries and pioneers. Americans might have bigger cars and larger grass lawns than the rest of the world, but we certainly aren’t happier, or more content. On that front we’re terrible role models. You’d never follow an American’s prescription for happiness for the same reasons you’d never buy a snowblower that was made and tested in Jamaica.

I remember telling a visiting British magazine editor about the book over dinner. I was only a couple of months into my research. He nodded quickly, catching my drift, “I get it. I completely get it. It’s a terrific book idea.” My hopes lifted. “But you know –” he paused for a terribly long time “– it’s mostly an American fancy, and really, the only vocations in which there is that fulfillment are writers, doctors, and the military.” He said it with such fervor that for a good half hour I was blinded by his conviction. Of course he was right! How stupid was I! By dessert I’d regained enough of my senses to add a few other trades to his short list. I’d met an inventor of electric cars, and that was clearly his calling. Oh, and a chef. We were up to five.

After dinner I sat in my study and went over my notes. Surely there were more than five? I dug through my huge stack of correspondences. In fifteen minutes, my list of callings had over 75 entries, with no end in sight. (A month later, that magazine editor’s girlfriend informed me her beau was unhappy as an editor, and longed of being a freelance writer or returning to military service.)

It’s so easy to let yourself be talked out of it.

Thankfully, there were my correspondences, arguing the other side.

If it was just an American fancy, how was I to account for this letter from the London doctor who gave it up to design furniture?

Or this letter from the Dublin biotech scientist who turned out to be a lot happier as a real estate agent?

Or these long exchanges with a trader in The City, who hoped I could provide him with “the courage to find and follow what I believe in”?

Or these letters from Tel Aviv, Barbados, Singapore, Copenhagen, and New Delhi, expressing similar hope?

One theory was that we all live in the same urban global demographic, the same cultural network. This theory argued that people in Multicultural London have more in common with people in New York and Vancouver than they do with people in traditional Yorkshire. We listen to the same music, travel on similar vacations, own the same Palm 505 mobile communicator, enjoy each other’s food, and all believe in free-flowing social mobility. Large immigrant populations in these cities remind us that wholesale, abrupt change is possible.

I tried that theory out for a while. It was a very seductive theory, but many of the people I was exchanging letters with didn’t fit into it. They didn’t listen to the same music. Some had never traveled. They weren’t all well-educated. They weren’t all young. Many were trapped in small towns. And nobody owned a Palm 505.

Ultimately, I recognized that just about anybody could find this question important to them, regardless of their background or age. I needed to honor that. I needed to treat them as an individual, not as a member of a class or demographic. Their stories were full of specific details, not generalizations. So I gave up trying to hang a sociological explanation on it. It doesn’t matter if struggling with your identity is more popular in the U.S. than Sweden, or more popular among redheads than blondes, or more popular among waitresses than bartenders. Those analyses don’t help anyone find their answer. (I’ll pick up this theme again a quarter of the way into the book).

I booked three trips to the U.K., but due to a death in my family we were able to make only one of these trips. I couldn’t get to Bangalore as I had hoped. As a result, only seven of the stories included here are set outside the U.S. I regret that, and I hope to correct this myopia in future editions. However, I learned enough to get over my fear that this “phenomenon” was only an American thing. That’s what’s important.

Their stories are organized into eight sections. In the first section, the people I interviewed are struggling with the essential paradox of trying to make a “right” decision in the absence of experience. In the second section, they’re overcoming traditional class notions of where they belong. In the third, they’re learning to resist the temptations that have distracted them from their true aspirations. The modern economy tends to toss us around like a hot potato, while we’d usually prefer to settle down and stay put. The people in section four have found ways to resolve that inherent conflict. In the fifth section, they’re getting to know themselves as people first, then struggling with what that means for their career mission. The people in the sixth section found their right place or environment, which led in turn to greater insight. The seventh section is the longest in the book. It recognizes that we make our choices with our family in mind. The people in the final section demonstrate the virtues of patience and persistence. I include them not to admonish the young and urgent, but to respect the Big Picture. Most of us take the slow road, no shortcuts.

In addition to that macrostructure, you’ll find subthemes and side conversations running story to story. They’re not meant to be read out of order, though there’s no harm in that. They’re meant to build on each other. Ideas and terminology brought up in earlier stories are invoked in subsequent ones, and the result is meant to resemble a rolling conversation, but one in which the ideas are continually reined in by dogged reality. Like any conversation, there are times I interject and times I mostly listen.

When people heard this book’s title, the most common question I’d get asked was, “So is your book about life, or about careers?” And I’d laugh, and warn them not to get trapped by semantics, and answer, “It’s about people who’ve dared to be honest with themselves.”




That Sense of “Rightness”




1 An Ordinary Guy

EVEN THE DESTINED STRUGGLE

WOULDN’T IT BE so much easier if you got a letter in the mail when you were seventeen, signed by someone who had a direct pipeline to Ultimate Meaning, telling you exactly who you are and what your true destiny is? Then you could carry this letter around in your pocket, and when you got confused or distracted and suddenly melted down, you’d reach for your wallet and grab the letter and read it again and go, “Oh, right.”

Well, a friend of mine has such a letter. He’s thirty-two years old and rents a bedroom from a nice lady in Phoenix near the base of Camelback Mountain. He’s gray at the temples, wears Hawaiian shirts, and drives a dusty Oldsmobile that suffers from bad alignment. The car’s tape player is broken, which is fine by me because I can’t stand the soft rock he listens to. He loves America because friends here treat him like an ordinary person. He says being here has made him much more open-minded. He grew up in a refugee camp in southern India. When he got the letter he had just enrolled in a special school there, with the vague notion of eventually becoming a professor of Tibetan literature, though he admits he wasn’t much of a student. But what else was there to do in life? No way was he going to be a farmer. Being a businessman meant having to sell, and he didn’t study hard enough to ever become a doctor. He couldn’t imagine sitting out his life in a government office job, filing forms. His name was Choejor Dondup, but everyone called him Ali, after the boxer, because he was big. His hair hung to his shoulders. He spent most of his time figuring out how to get into his girlfriend’s pants. He played soccer. He was scared of the dark. Then one day at school he received this letter, signed by the Dalai Lama.

Ali was a big believer in the Dalai Lama.

The letter said he wasn’t Choejor Dondup after all. Instead, he was the reincarnation of a warrior who, along with his five brothers, had ruled a poor and remote region of eastern Tibet six lifetimes ago. The brothers had descended from one of Genghis Khan’s grandsons. Ali’s Previous One turned his back on the family’s violent rule and became a monk. Over his lifetime he founded thirteen monasteries and became the great spiritual leader of this region, the Tehor. Ali’s real name was Za Rinpoche, which is Tibetan for “The Dharma King.”
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Imagine! You’re not a dumb, lost, inexperienced seventeen-year-old! We actually have a spot picked out for you! And not just any spot!

WANTED: Great Spiritual Leader. No experience necessary.

Nevertheless, the letter was a bit of a shock. They wanted him to attend the Drepung monastery southeast of Bombay. All Ali could think about was, “Am I going to have to cut my hair?” “Am I going to have to become a monk? Give up sex?” You think it would be easy if your destiny were offered on a silver platter. But Ali went around for a few days openly expressing his angst and annoying his friends by debating whether this was the right thing to do. The social pressure was so great that eventually he shut up, gave in, and went off to the monastery, keeping his doubts to himself. It took four years for the doubts to evaporate. But it’s never been easy. He spent the next twelve years memorizing two-thousand-year-old ancient texts, the whole time craving the kind of understanding that comes from experience. Back in Tehor, when people are dying they hold his photograph inches from their face and stare at him, wanting him to be the last thing they ever see before they cross over into unembodied consciousness. That’s how much faith they have in Rinpoche—more than he has in himself, I suspect.

I found Rinpoche like this: When my son was born, my mom cleaned out her basement and brought up my well-preserved souvenirs from my childhood, soccer trophies and warmup jackets and my high school yearbooks. In one of those yearbooks was a nice note from an upperclasswoman, Jodi, fondly remembering those long conversations we used to have during studio art classes. “What conversations?” I wanted to remember. So I tracked her down, and during another long conversation she mentioned she’d been hanging out with Rinpoche. I was curious, though not for any particular reason. Just curious. Curiosity is a raw and genuine sign from deep inside our tangled psyches, and we’d do well to follow the direction it points us in. So to Jodi I said, “I gotta meet that guy,” and booked tickets to Phoenix.

What would it be like to have this certainty about your place in the world? To have it in writing from the Dalai Lama himself! Of course, my desire to understand this wasn’t my only motivation. I was excited to meet a holy man. Perhaps his spiritual presence might rub off on me, and he might offer me guidance. Instead I found a friend, who, though sacred, was still utterly human and real. He was skilled at minimizing his anguish over everyday struggles, but he still faced them routinely and fought his urges like any of us. Possessing that letter had not relieved him of having to figure out where he really belonged and make some hard choices. In his mind, this question was not settled.

He and I were riding around Phoenix a little while ago, looking for some authentic Mexican food. I was joshing him about this reincarnation thing.

“Come on, you really believe it?”

“Yes.”

“So, all of you, or just, like, your soul?”

He said the biggest misconception in the West, and in young Tibetans, was that mind is physical.

I said, “How do you know young Tibetans? You said you’ve never even been to Tibet.” (China wouldn’t let him into his country.)

“Like, you know, I’ve met many who are also in exile.”

“In Phoenix?”

He said that they were mostly in New York.

“What does that even mean, ‘mind is not physical’? That’s so cryptic.”

He tried to unpack his statement for me. Sanskrit describes five layers of self, or mind:

Physical,

feeling,

perception,

intention,

and consciousness.
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His consciousness had been reincarnated, but his perceptions and feelings and body had not. That said, the inner layer, by itself, is no more valid or important than the outer. Self is the combination of the five.

“So on the inside you’ve got it figured out, but the rest of you is dragging along.”

Rinpoche laughed, and it’s when he laughs that he seems so wise. He learned his English in Atlanta from undergrads at Emory University, and he picked up their vocal idiosyncrasies, tossing “kind of,” “like,” and “you know what I mean” into every sentence. He speaks English like a teenager, but laughs like a man six lifetimes old—such a deep, merry, pure chuckle.

I asked him if Buddhists believe we all get a specific destiny.

“We don’t think there’s a specific place in your life to go. Everybody’s destiny is to become an enlightened being and reach the everlasting state of mind.”

“That’s pretty easy for you to say. Your destiny arrived in the mail. What if you had to go out and get a job?”

He laughed again. “Yes, that I could not imagine.”

At one of Rinpoche’s “teachings” at a hospice, he described how fears hold us back from our own advancement. “Fear is like a wound within our emotions,” he said. You heal a fear much like you heal a cut on your hand. If you ignore the cut, it will get infected. But it will heal itself if you pay attention to it and give it time. Same with a fear. First, recognize its existence—what kind of fear is it? Is it fear of poverty, of loneliness, of rejection? Then use common sense. Don’t let the fear get infected. Often we burn 70 percent of our emotional energy on what we fear might happen (90 percent of which won’t happen). By devoting our energy to our other emotions, we will heal naturally.

This didn’t sink in for me right away. In the moment, my mind tagged it as “deep,” and filed it away to be revisited later. Which I did. When my way of organizing this book was finally coming into focus—as stories portraying people working through their fears and misconceptions—that method rang a bell.

Rinpoche admitted to a lot of fear and reluctance. In 1998, the Dalai Lama chose him to lead a tour of monks across the United States. Rinpoche didn’t want to go. He’d heard the tour required long bus rides, thirteen hours at a time. He relented when the abbot leaned on him. Rinpoche says he was a narrow-minded snob back then. Maybe a monastery sounds like a terrific place to become a deep person, but the truth was, he was sheltered and had a big ego. He didn’t hang out with ordinary monks, only monks of high status. He had no respect for other religions, and assumed anyone who wasn’t a Buddhist couldn’t be a nice person. He was lonely and too serious. But traveling in America did wonders for his personality. After a year, he went back to the Drepung Monastery, and everyone said, “Wow, you’ve changed a lot.” He hung out with monks regardless of their status. He laughed all the time. He felt more grounded. His elders were so impressed they asked him to stay and teach. For once he had the balls to say, “That is not in my nature,” and stick by it. He wanted to return to America, where not everyone treats him like a divine being. He wanted to understand the Western mind, how people in the West think. Exposing himself to this crazy world was making him into a better person, and that was the right path to be on.

His destiny had been decreed by a higher power, but he also hadn’t quite accepted that destiny as is. He’d tweaked it, as a result of his experience and instincts.

I liked that he’d done so. If it were me, no matter how cool or great it would be to have a spiritual calling, and to be given this early in life, I’d still have that American notion of needing to discover things myself. I’d need independence—I’d feel controlled. I might now and then be testy about having my calling put upon me rather than arriving at it by myself. We have mixed feelings about the seductive notion of destiny. There’s a persistent tension between wanting our life’s purpose to be revealed to us by some higher power and wanting to scrap and fight for it against all odds—to earn it without help. We think about destiny sort of like how we feel about inheritance—we covet its fruit but it’s sweeter if we earned it ourselves. And so I wasn’t surprised when Rinpoche called to give me his new address and phone number.

“What happened?”

“I am not with Bodhiheart anymore.” Bodhiheart was the foundation he cofounded with his sponsor—the woman in whose house he had lived until now.

“Did you get in a fight?”

“Uh, not really. Kind of. I myself am not a citizen, you know? So as my sponsor, I relied on her for legal things like this.”

“Like creating the foundation.”

“That is right. So I have my own foundation now.” He let out a hearty laugh, his punch line coming a little quick before I could understand.

“What happened between you?”

“I felt she tried to keep people from me, control my schedule, these things, you know? Like she wanted to be the access to me. Like last time you were here? She was upset with that.”

“But you’re my friend!”

He sighed. “That is right. You understand.”

“You don’t want anyone to control you.”

“That is right.”

“So have you ever lived alone before?” He’d spent most of his life in a monastery with four thousand monks.

“No, never.”

“Can you cook?”

“Simple things.”

“Going out for burritos a lot, I bet.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How big is your apartment?”

“Not too small.”

“You’re not still scared of the dark, are you?”

Rinpoche laughed.

“I’m glad you’re learning to look out for yourself,” I said.

“Yes. At this I am getting better.”

Once he’d said to me, “I wish I could be ordinary sometimes.” He was getting his chance.

I guess it’s never easy. Even if you get a letter from the Dalai Lama, you’re still going to have to disappoint some people, and have to find your own way.

This section’s overall theme is how people make decisions in the absence of real experience. It’s a fundamental paradox: How can you really pick a preference if you’ve never tried it, or tried it only minimally? We won’t all be getting letters from the Dalai Lama instructing us. How do we know! A short interview, a brief internship, a course in the subject matter—that hardly seems like enough information to verify whether Opportunity X is your calling.

Thus, many ways have evolved to attack this fundamental paradox. Some methods are entirely logic-based, such as analyzing your skills for a sense of where you rightly belong. Some are mystical—seeing the guiding hand in coincidence, or even being contacted directly by spiritual guides. Sometimes a newfound sense of conviction rose from the ashes after a deeply felt tragedy or loss. Of course, some people always knew where they belonged. They just did. All these ways will be portrayed.

More specifically, the ten people in this section attacked the paradox one way, and then, once they had some actual experience, they had to adjust—not just change their life, but also change the way they constructed that sense of “rightness.”


2 Have You Looked Under the Bed?

IGNORING THE OBVIOUS

NOAH GOLDFADER DIDN’T think he was ever going to find it. He told me that since college he’s had ten jobs in eight years, spread over six cities in four states on two coasts. But when I broke it down with him, employer by employer, I tallied no less than sixteen jobs in those eight years. He never stayed anywhere long enough to move up the ladder—everything was entry-level. Two-thirds of these jobs were in marketing and promotion. He’d given away Frappuccinos and Cuervo Gold tequila, put up placards during WNBA games and three-on-three NBA Hoop It Up tournaments, and created never-used ad campaigns for Levi’s blue jeans. The highlights of his travels were pounding Coronas with Rod Stewart’s band and standing on the same court with Kevin Garnett. He’s thirty now. Currently unemployed. His older brother tells him to stop fucking around, thinks he’s a slacker.

But Noah’s no slacker. You can’t fault him for not trying. My definition of a slacker is someone who thinks all jobs suck and isn’t going to lift a finger. Noah would happily work sixteen-hour days if he only knew what it was he should be doing. He was all-too-desperate to find his song in life, and was panicked that there wasn’t one out there for him. He didn’t expect it to be easy. But he sure wanted an answer.

The night I went to meet Noah, he was living in old army housing in the Presidio in San Francisco, sharing an apartment with three roommates. We cracked a beer and sat in his tidy living room. He was thrilled I actually showed up. I think he might have vacuumed before I arrived—the air smelled of a tired electric motor. He was super-introverted, twisted up by his thoughts, but not a dungeon-dweller or a Web-geek—more goofy, maybe a little mentally lopsided; intuitive one moment, blind the next. He was a sports nut. His father was a football star for Brandeis University, then a minor league catcher in the Milwaukee Braves organization. His mom was a nurse for twenty years.

“I believe everyone has a unique gift to give the world,” he agonized. “I sure as hell don’t want to be one of those people who dies with the music still inside them. I wish I could find what the hell I was put on this earth to do.”

He looked at me like maybe I’d pull the answer out of thin air. Long silence. I didn’t know what to tell him. I wasn’t exactly sure why I came here, why his story piqued my interest.

He went on. “Have you ever seen or heard Dick Vitale, the college basketball commentator? He loves what he does. You could lock him in a gym for sixteen hours a day and he’d never look at his watch. Why can’t we all have a passion like that?”

I glanced over at a coffee table book on Ben Hogan. Noah grabbed the book and leafed through it. “This book makes the hairs on my arm stand up. Hogan was the ultimate. Forget Tiger. Nobody understood Hogan. Like nobody gets me. I wouldn’t even know where to start when talking about Hogan. That guy had a singular fixation. I wish I had that.”

Noah desperately wanted my opinion. I shot at the low-hanging fruit. “What does your brother do?”

“He’s in finance down in SoCal.”

“Does he love it?”

“He doesn’t expect to. He’s stable, has his act together, and owns his house. That’s what he says matters.”

“You know, some people struggle with this question, and some people just don’t. Look for help from people who relate. Not your brother.”

“I don’t know. I’m starting to see his point. How many years should I spend hunting for this answer, and when should I give up and get on with my life?”

“What would ‘giving up’ mean?”

“It’d mean admitting there is no answer for me. Not everybody gets a passion. What do you think? What have you found? Do you think everybody gets a passion?”

“No way.” Suggesting otherwise would be irresponsible. However, there was a catch—a significant catch. I was going to regret telling him this. I was almost certainly condemning him to more years of frustration. “Some people are born into their passions. Some never get them and don’t care. But I think if you’re really struggling to find it—and I think you have, I mean, you’ve gone all over the country to find it—it’s almost certainly for a reason. I think the depth of your struggling is the sign there’s something there. Something in you that’s trying to get out. People who don’t have passions don’t struggle.” I didn’t know what I believed when I started my research, but I’d heard enough stories that this was coming clear. Young people often said, “I feel an urge, a vacuum. But I’m not called to anything in particular.” But those who had succeeded in finding a calling remembered that feeling as the beginning of the process. “The call was muffled and vague at first. That blank urge is the call.”
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Noah nodded slowly with deep appreciation. “Wow. Yeah, my struggling is the sign.”

“So keep looking.”

“If I had something to show for these eight years, I might feel better about myself.”

That was another interesting question. Are the years before you find your passion a waste? I hear that a lot. My real life won’t begin until I find my place. That’s bogus, and I told Noah so. “Sounds like in eight years you’ve learned a lot about promotion and marketing. Maybe those are tools you’re going to need when you finally figure out what you’re here for. So what if it’s been Frappuccinos, Cuervo Gold, and Levi’s? You’re learning promotion. Maybe someday you’ll need to promote what you really believe in.”

Noah was listening raptly, so I launched into the story of my younger brother. He’s really good with people. Always has been. For this reason he was always a natural salesperson. But he never had a passion, and he had become convinced he was not a passionate person. Our family always told him not to worry, and that when he made more money he’d feel good about what he was doing. But he did worry, and one day he gave up sales, went back to school, studied medicine, and became a nurse.

“Does he like it?” Noah asked with some urgency, his face starting to light up.

“He loves it. He can’t wait to go to work. He talks about his patients all the time. I’m telling you this story because he took this gift with people—a gift that he’d honed in those years in sales—and he brought it to nursing. And it makes him a great nurse. It’s the same gift, the same talent—but rather than selling insurance, or selling game meat, or selling Pennzoil, he’s using it to help people.”

Noah’s face radiated enlightenment like I’d said the most insightful thing he had ever heard.

“That’s what
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