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—Kim Scott, New York Times bestselling author of Radical Candor

“In my work as a therapist, I see how often people defer their dreams until conditions are perfect—which means forever. Ravi Gupta knows this trap intimately, and he’s offered us a profound gift: the compassionate mirror and practical map we need to make the most of our lives now.” 
—Lori Gottlieb, New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone

“In The Invisible List, Ravi Gupta confronts the quiet backlog of the dreams we all carry. With a blend of memoir, motivation, and actionable strategy, Gupta shares how a high-achieving life left him burned-out, unfulfilled, and disconnected—and how he reignited his spirit by dedicating himself to learning a single skill each year. This is a blueprint for joyfully rewriting your story, one passion at a time.”
—Charles Duhigg, New York Times bestselling author of Supercommunicators and The Power of Habit

“The Invisible List is brilliant, hilarious, bracingly insightful, and genuinely mind-opening. Ravi Gupta is an irresistible writer, and this book will actually change your life.” 
—Amy Chua, Yale law professor and New York Times bestselling author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother and The Golden Gate

“The Invisible List is as inspiring as it is practical—a framework for making your next ten years deliberate and meaningful.” 
—Gabe Wyner, bestselling author of Fluent Forever

“Ravi Gupta reminds us that it is never too late to become serious learners again. The Invisible List is a generous, practical, and deeply human book about reclaiming dormant passions and building a life of continued growth.” 
—John B. King, Jr., chancellor of the State University of New York






[image: The Invisible List: Start living the life you really want by Ravi Gupta. Published by New River Books.]



Copyright

First published in the United States of America in 2026 by Harmony Books

An imprint of Penguin Random House

A division of Penguin Random House LLC

1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

harmonybooksp.com | enguinrandomhouse.com

This edition published in the United Kingdom in 2025 by New River Books,

Unit 105, Leroy House, 436 Essex Road, London, N1 3QP

newriverbooks.co.uk

Copyright © 2026 by Ravi Gupta

Ravi Gupta has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-918658-04-0

Jacket image credit: Getty Images




For the teachers who gave me tools instead of answers




The cure for anything is salt water:

sweat,

tears

or the sea.

—Isak Dinesen

Some people teach from the mountaintop.

I teach from the fetal position.

—Dan Harris




INTRODUCTION

I REALIZED SOMETHING WAS WRONG at my friend’s wedding in Napa Valley. I was in the back room of an event hall getting dressed for the ceremony when I noticed two things. First, the groomsman suit I’d bought a few months ago fit a lot more tightly than it had when I’d tried it on. And second, there was a new gold band on the left hand of my friend—and fellow groomsman—Zac.

“Hey, man, did you get married?”

He looked at me, surprised. “Yeah. Last year.”

“That’s amazing! Congratulations! I had no idea.”

I recognized the sigh. I’d been hearing it a lot lately.

“Ravi … I invited you. You never responded.”

A few days after the wedding, I got a series of messages from different friends. They wanted to know if I was okay. “You just seemed off,” one wrote. “I’m worried about you.”

I’d have brushed it off, but I flashed on one of my other best friends, Sujeet, calling me after his wedding to tell me people were asking him if I was on drugs. Around that same time, I’d been so spaced out at my own brother’s wedding that he stopped talking to me afterward.

When you’re unwell, weddings have a way of exposing you. With everyone who knew me longest in one room, it was hard to hide. Clearly something was wrong. But I wasn’t on drugs. They have recovery for that. What I was, at least on paper, was successful.

I was a kid from Staten Island raised by a single mom in the shadow of Fresh Kills Landfill, the largest garbage dump in the history of the world. I’d had the kind of childhood that usually leads to jail terms. I had my stomach pumped for alcohol poisoning when I was fourteen and was arrested for fighting when I was sixteen. Instead, I turned things around. I worked my way into Yale Law School, joined the Obama campaign, and served as an assistant to chief strategist David Axelrod and UN ambassador Susan Rice. I was being mentored to go back home and run for office, until I left politics to found and run a nonprofit charter school in North Nashville, a neighborhood with the highest incarceration rate of Black males in the country. One school turned into multiple schools. I was included in the Forbes “30 Under 30” list, and by the time I was thirty, I was superintendent of an acclaimed, growing network of schools, with over $10 million in grants to expand throughout the South.

To outsiders, I was flourishing. In reality, I was hopelessly spent. By 2016, I knew I had to take a break. I handed over the reins of the school network to a successor and went home to New York, hoping to reset and recharge. Maybe I would even try a functioning romantic relationship.

Then came the election, and my break ended before it began.

The shock of it all left me reeling, and the only way to cope was to throw myself into action. I knew how to do two things really well: raise money and teach people. So I founded an organization to scout and fund a new generation of political candidates and to train an army of operatives to help them run. We called it “Arena,” inspired by Teddy Roosevelt’s iconic “Man in the Arena” speech.

By 2018, Arena was the largest campaign school in the country. Our candidates stormed to victory in the midterm elections. Once again, I became “successful,” with national profiles, including cover stories in Time and The New Republic (and if you’re worried this will turn into a political memoir, relax, because that’s all the political content you get).

Yet I had ulcers, insomnia, and a weight problem. The closest thing I had to a girlfriend was a farcical “open relationship” with a woman in London who lacked any motivation to cross the Atlantic. I was in my mid-thirties, living with roommates in New York. I had no savings, and I was hopelessly, utterly lost.

This book isn’t about any of those résumé items. It’s about what happened when I finally admitted to myself that they weren’t enough. Because as I sat (alone) at my table at that wedding, watching happy couples swirl around the dance floor, I wasn’t thinking about work anymore. I was thinking about all the times I’d tried to learn salsa dancing.

See, I’d always had this invisible list: the “Things I Want to Learn When I Have Time.” Salsa was at the top. I’d actually been trying to learn it for years. I even had a teacher I really liked, Karlita. Somehow, I convinced a friend to join me, and we committed to a package of lessons. I was sure that having someone I didn’t want to let down would force me to see it through. But within a few months, I gave up, telling myself I was just too busy.

By the time of the wedding, this process had played out four more times, with four different partners, and I’d learned that letting other people down just … wasn’t that hard. You know how it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than ask for permission? Well, it’s also a lot easier to apologize than to change.

It wasn’t just the salsa dancing, either. I’d been “working” on a memoir-turned-novel for years, and I’d tell people about it and get excited, but the truth was I’d never put more than a few thousand words on paper. I’d tried turning it into a screenplay, thinking that would be easier, but the only thing I excelled at was avoiding writing altogether.

For years, I’d felt like I was on a plane losing altitude, frantically running around putting oxygen masks on everyone but myself. I know—it’s a metaphor so worn out it should probably be retired. But I was worn out, too, and it fit.

I didn’t want to be this person anymore. I’d always loved the act of learning, but I realized I’d spent my entire adult life so focused on helping others learn that I’d stopped doing it myself. Sitting there, as the DJ spun Buena Vista Social Club, I made a vow: I was going to change. I would find a way to tackle my own growth with the same passion and care I’d poured into my students. I would take everything I’d learned about teaching, about mastery, about persistence, and apply it—to myself.

This book begins with burnout, but it’s not really a book about that. There are plenty of books about burnout. I know; I’ve read them. This book is about something else entirely: an invisible list we all carry. I had mine, and I know you have yours, too. The skills you wish you’d learned; the talents you wish you had; the pursuits that always attracted you but they didn’t teach in high school or college, which, as far as you’re concerned, was the last time you had any bandwidth to dive headlong into something new that didn’t involve your family or career.

If you’re like most people, now and then you give it a shot. You download Duolingo on your phone or even hire a human being and swear to yourself you’ll be fluent in Spanish by the time you take your trip to Mexico City. You start taking salsa lessons. Yet sooner or later, you get busy again, and you start canceling the salsa lessons one by one. The Duolingo owl icon gets raggedy and mournful on your phone screen because you haven’t paid it any mind in weeks. Then, before you know it, you’re in a bar in Mexico City (unable to order anything but beer because you know that word) gazing at the man or woman of your dreams when some suave expat walks up to them and, in flawless Spanish, asks them to dance. And there you sit, alone.

The older we get and the more our responsibilities to others grow, the more we accumulate these disappointments. Or really, let’s call them what they are: failures. And the more of these failures we accumulate, the more they fester and multiply. The world around us begins to populate with reminders of the things we wanted to do but never followed through on. There’s a hit TV show frustratingly close to the script you never finished. You hear a song on the radio that you could have learned to play if you hadn’t stopped playing guitar in tenth grade. A friend invites you to go scuba diving, but you pass because you never actually got it together to learn, and you don’t want to slow them down.

It’s easy to tell ourselves that these things don’t matter. They’re just hobbies, after all, and growing up means letting go of hobbies. They’re not your job, your family, your kids; they’re not the things that really count. To take time away from those to go swim around underwater and look at fish? That’s not just trivial; that’s selfish.

I hate to tell you, but you’re wrong.

What we call hobbies are every bit as central to who we are as our so-called serious pursuits. Hobbies can enhance our relationship with work and family. Sometimes they can even become our work and family. Hobbies are the way kids discover their identities, and the same can be true for adults. We are all struggling with connections and building community. Hobbies are the key to unlocking new and strong relationships, both romantic and platonic. Think of how much easier it was to make friends or fall in love when you were both on the college newspaper staff. Your hobbies matter.

In fact, let’s retire the word “hobby” entirely. The things on your list, they’re not really hobbies. They’re passions.

Let’s meditate on that word for a minute. There’s something to be said for the way that most of us, as we hit our thirties and forties and have kids and mortgages and bosses and employees, come to terms with the fact that our jobs are not our passions. To be an American child is to be constantly told (at every commencement, for instance) that we should follow our dreams, that we can become anything we set our minds to. To be an adult is to accept that those commencement speakers were the exception, not the rule. That’s why they were up there speaking. Most of us end up somewhere more ordinary. Maybe we made it as an architect, but we’re designing corporate offices, not elegant homes or opera houses. Maybe we’ve made it to middle management, and we’ve accepted that we’ll never be our own boss. In this scenario, identifying the things we still long to do, the things that make us feel childlike excitement again, is more important than ever.

Take it from me: all the professional success in the world—and all the productivity hacks, neuro-optimizing routines, and high-performance habits you can stack—doesn’t mean much if you never make time for the things that actually give you joy and purpose. If we don’t have that meaning in our lives, sooner or later we will choke on our own unfulfilled dreams. Before the last seven years, that’s exactly how I felt. I called it burnout, but burnout implies the fire’s already out. I felt more like someone slowly drowning.

There’s a natural objection to this, of course. It’s hard enough to learn new things as adults, and getting good enough to actually enjoy those things is even harder. Children’s brains are miraculously wired for learning. Drop an American six-year-old into a classroom in China and within four months that child will be speaking Mandarin like a native. Complex physical skills like playing a musical instrument or swinging a tennis racquet are infinitely easier to learn as children. Kids are also, notably, far less self-critical and more capable of taking pleasure in small achievements. All of this matters. Often, when adults try to learn something new and glimpse the long road to mastery, they back off for fear of looking dumb. They become dabblers—people who take a few surf lessons on vacation, or salsa lessons “for fun,” but never commit to the work of learning. Sure, when someone asks, “Do you surf?” they say yes.

But they don’t surf, do they? They surfed.

This might sound harsh, but deep down, you know it’s true. That’s why you’re holding this book. You truly want to pursue new things. Yet you know you don’t get to pat yourself on the back for trying something for three weeks.

Think of this as the anti-dabbler handbook—how to truly commit to your passions.

Everything changed for me at that wedding. I hadn’t vowed to tackle my invisible list. I hadn’t even acknowledged it, let alone worked out the process I describe in this book. But I realized I would have to build a system to make myself follow through, the same way I once built systems that turned my former students into the highest-performing scholars in Nashville.

By this point, you may be thinking, “Easy for you to preach, Ravi, with your Ivy League connections and zero children and job you can apparently do from anywhere.” I have good news and bad news: the bad news is, it’s going to get worse. In the course of this journey I wound up doing things I never imagined I’d get to do, like surf in Costa Rica and meet with movie moguls about my script. There will be moments where you might justifiably say, “Oh, fuck you, Ravi.”

The good news, though, is that you don’t have to have a fancy degree or unlimited time for this. You can do it if you have kids and a full-time job and a mortgage. You can do it at any age. And the reason I know this is because the role model for this book’s approach isn’t actually me; it’s a woman who had every reason to give up and never did. Someone who picked me up from the police station, sat next to me in the hospital while I detoxed, and reminded me time and again never to give up on my dreams.

I’m talking about my mom.

She’d been a nurse since she turned eighteen. Though she had another dream: she wanted to be a college history professor. Even with three kids she raised on her own, she found time to take late-night courses at the College of Staten Island. Once my brother, sister, and I left for college, she stepped it up. In her fifties, she earned her bachelor’s degree, then her master’s. Today, she still works as a nurse—and she’s also a professor of history … at the College of Staten Island.

Her contagious and relentless spirit inspired me to coach and motivate people from all walks of life to achieve their dreams—from kids in inner-city Nashville to long-shot political candidates to exhausted executives. And throughout this book you’ll hear not only my story and my mom’s, but the stories of people who faced far greater obstacles—cancer, chronic disease, the loss of loved ones—and still pursued their passions.

Now, I don’t know your obstacles or struggles. Maybe you’ve got more on your plate than the current version of me. Maybe you’ve got less support, fewer resources, more stress, less cartilage. But if you’ve picked up this book, it’s because you’ve admitted you want something different. Something more. The rest—finding time, scraping money together, convincing your loved ones this isn’t a midlife crisis—that’s what this book is about.

So where do you start?

Where all great field trips begin: by writing yourself a permission slip.

Permission to be a little selfish, because focusing on your growth and happiness will make you a better person. A better mom or dad, brother or sister, spouse, friend, or manager.

Permission to spend time, energy, and even money on this journey.

Permission to treat the seemingly trivial as profound. Life isn’t just about your obligations, your career, and your family. You’re not a robot.

Permission to be adventurous—to put yourself in uncomfortable situations, to push yourself to your limits.

And finally, permission to be goofy and idealistic. To ignore the voice in your head that says it’s silly to practice ballroom dancing or to learn Chinese.

This permission slip comes with a set of ground rules. First, this will take commitment. Once you start a skill for that year, you must finish. By the end of that year, if you’re over it, you can put it aside and never try it again.

Second, each year needs a concrete, ambitious goal. Finish a novel or memoir. Compete in a race. Perform a recital. You need something you can achieve—and real stakes or consequences.

Third, the current year takes priority over what came before. That means the stuff you began in previous years can’t crowd out your new focus.

Fourth, only one new skill a year. You can’t multitask your way to excellence.

Fifth, you must be prepared to commit resources. Time is not negotiable. Money is. Cash is rarely essential for learning, but it can, in certain circumstances, accelerate your progress. We’ll talk about setting budgets for money and time alike.

Don’t be fooled, though. If it were as easy as a five-point list, there wouldn’t be much point in writing a whole book about it. It isn’t easy. It wasn’t easy for my mother, and it wasn’t easy for me—and I didn’t have three (or any) kids. Don’t worry, though. We’ll tackle the obstacles head-on, and set up tools and strategies for overcoming them.

No matter your age, your level of education, family situation, or budget, you can follow the passions you’ve dreamed about. Maybe you’ve even forgotten them. But sometimes the most neglected dreams have a way of remembering you.




PART ONE

The Principles




CHAPTER ONE

The Visible List

IMAGINE YOU’RE WALKING DOWN the street, and you pass a basketball court. A bunch of people are shooting pickup, and you linger, watching them. You used to love basketball when you were a kid, but you haven’t set foot on a court in years. Then you realize some of the players are around your age. For a moment, you imagine yourself joining them.

Before you know it, you walk through the gate, whip off your track pants to reveal gym shorts, and call out, “I got next!” Soon, the years are falling away. You’re slicing through defenders, posting up, and knocking down jumpers.

Yeah, right.

Be honest. As soon as you imagined playing, your mind filled with reasons you couldn’t. The version of you that could shoot, let alone jump and cut, is long gone. And even if you are in good shape, you don’t know these people. They all seem like friends. You don’t even understand how pickup etiquette works these days. Are you supposed to just walk over there and ask to sub in? And if you do, you know you’ll just embarrass yourself. You’re not in high school anymore. You can’t keep up with these athletes. You’re more likely to throw out your back than make a shot.

So you keep walking. “It would be nice,” you think, “but that’s not my life.” And basketball becomes just one more item on the mental list of things you’ve always wanted to pursue but never seem to find the time for.

We all have that list. It’s not written down or neatly organized. It just floats there in your subconscious like a half-inflated balloon, bumping against the ceiling every now and then, reminding you it exists. For some people, the list is too painful to acknowledge, like a college sweatshirt from a school you didn’t get into. But the fact that you’re reading this book means you’re at least curious about dusting that list off. Maybe even doing something with it.

Begin by setting aside an hour to brainstorm your list. Sixty minutes may seem like overkill, but we’re talking about the rest of your life here. Chances are, your imagination is a bit out of practice. Research shows that our ability to daydream declines with age. Psychologist Leonard Giambra, in Experimental Gerontology, found that as we age, we have fewer “spontaneous thought intrusions,” which are basically those random, delightful brain tangents that lead to daydreaming. In other words: unless you make time for it, your brain’s going to stay on the same five topics it’s been looping since 2016.

So before you scribble down your dreams, let’s warm up. Loosen those mental hamstrings. The goal here is to shake off the weight and cynicism of adulthood and try to see the world with uncorrupted eyes again. Kids are naturals at this; they tumble into new endeavors without fear or judgment. Adults, not so much. But when we allow ourselves that kind of youthful innocence, even briefly, we make space for possibility again.

If that sounds a little too idealistic for adult life, consider Fred Astaire. Yes, that Fred Astaire—the tap-dancing movie legend. When he was deep into his seventies, he got curious about a new trend spreading across California: skateboarding. So he did what any seventy-seven-year-old icon might do: he grabbed a board and started skating. And he loved it. So much so that he raved to Merv Griffin about it on TV and was even granted a lifetime membership in the National Skateboard Society of America. A local skating magazine quoted him as saying that he “exercised daily” on his board. He got so good at it that a year later, he invited his family to watch him attempt a new trick: a handstand on the board.

Did he wipe out and break his wrist? Absolutely. Yet we shouldn’t overlook the fact that before he ate it, for a moment, seventy-eight-year-old Fred Astaire was doing a handstand on a skateboard.

We will all get old. We don’t all have to give up. We can choose to live a passionate life, learning and growing far longer than we ever expected to. This is about so much more than New Year’s resolutions or career advancement. It’s about identity and purpose.

That’s the spirit we’re channeling now. Not ambition for ambition’s sake, but curiosity without baggage. So before you begin building your list, take a moment to reconnect with that part of yourself. Ask:


	What did you love to do as a kid that you’ve stopped doing?

	When have you felt most alive?

	What activities or sports make you think, “I wish I could do that”?

	What creative works don’t just move you—but make you want more from yourself?



Sit with these questions. Don’t treat it like homework. Let it flow.

The goal isn’t perfection; it’s to spark something—to remember the moments when you felt free, curious, or utterly absorbed. Those memories are the breadcrumbs leading back to the parts of yourself you’ve lost along the way.

Let’s honor that. Grab a notebook or a blank sheet of paper. Stash your phone in another room, out of sight and out of mind. It’ll be okay.

Now it’s time to write down your list.

Start with the items you’ve long had in your head. This shouldn’t take long. They’re likely things you’ve attempted and never finished.

Once you’ve listed the obvious items, dig deeper. Think back to when your imagination wasn’t boxed in by deadlines, bills, or the judgment of others. Back then, everything felt possible—what you wanted to do, who you wanted to be. Somewhere along the way, though, most of us lose that sense of limitless curiosity. Instead of wondering what’s next, we tell ourselves why it’s too late.

Richard Linklater opens his film Slacker (1990) with a character musing: “It’s like every choice or decision you make … the thing you choose not to do … fractions off and becomes its own reality … and just goes on from there forever.” Without a plan, those dreams wander off into some parallel life you’ll never live. And there they stay.

That’s why it’s essential to write down the entire list, not only basketball or whatever comes to mind first. By capturing all your potential passions, you’re telling yourself you’ll eventually make space in your life for them. And this isn’t just a technical exercise; it’s a spiritual journey. A chance to reconnect with the kid who thought they could do or be anything.

FROM LIST TO PLAN

Welcome back. Take a look at what you’ve created—the sheer number of things you’ve been quietly longing to learn. It’s shocking, isn’t it?

Now that you’ve emptied your heart onto the page, it’s time to shape those ideas into something more than wishes. We’ll add a few layers—enough structure to give your list direction, without killing the magic.

In my screenwriting year, I learned that every compelling story starts with three fundamental questions—the ones you must answer in the first ten pages of a film: What does the character want? What stands in their way? And what are they willing to do to overcome it?

You’re writing a story now. Your own story. Each item on your list is a potential plotline. So for every one you’re serious about pursuing, ask yourself a variation of those same questions:


	Why do you want this?

	What outcome would make you happy?

	What obstacles stand in your way?

	What’s your solution to overcome them?

	What resources—time, money, or location—will you need?



Let me make this concrete with a couple of examples from my own list. I’ve done this exercise for every passion I’ve chosen so far (powerlifting, screenwriting, surfing, tennis, novel writing, and the MCAT), and since you’ll get chapters on each of those later, I’ll share answers for two I have not yet pursued.

Italian Cooking


	Why: I want to be able to cook for me and my friends, and Italian is my favorite food. (I’m from Staten Island, don’t forget.)

	Outcome: Prepare and host a full-scale Feast of the Seven Fishes dinner.

	Obstacles: I am a terrible cook, and I live alone. And I am both unqualified to taste-test and too polite to send the food back.

	Solutions: Take classes. Stage in an Italian restaurant for a week.

	Resources: Low-cost version: books, kitchen equipment, fresh produce. Time commitment is minimal, since I already cook most of my meals, poorly. High-resource version: travel to Italy for cooking school.



Salsa Dancing


	Why: Dancing is fun and a great way to meet new people and feel less awkward at parties.

	Outcome: Become a regular at a local salsa night, someone experienced dancers want to partner with.

	Obstacles: Need a stable, trusting partner. Worried about looking like an idiot and letting them down again.

	Solution: Find a partner and a teacher. Set up stakes for bailing out, like pre-buying classes.

	Resources: No equipment, but the cost of a year of classes can run into the thousands. YouTube can help.



You’ll notice something in that process: your why and your outcome go hand in hand. The clearer those two are, the easier it is to commit. And the easier it is to finish.

So before you chase a new passion, ask yourself what you’re really after. Are you trying to create something meaningful? To compete, to push yourself, to test your limits? To transform your body, your brain, your confidence, your habits? To connect with others—to find your crew, your people, the ones who get you? Maybe you’re aiming to sharpen your edge or build your career. Maybe you’re chasing an adventure that’s bold and unforgettable. Or maybe, you just want to play again. To follow your curiosity without an agenda. To remember what fun feels like.

These aren’t meant to be rigid labels. They’re general flavors of motivation—ways of asking, What am I actually hoping to get out of this? They’ll help you craft a clear, meaningful goal for the end of the year. Something you can point to in moments of difficulty and say, That. That’s what I’m chasing.

It’s also fine if something on your list technically checks multiple boxes. Like learning to play the piano so you can express your feelings, impress your crush, heal your inner child, and eventually perform at your cousin’s second wedding. All valid. But pick the one that hits you hardest. The one that makes you say, Okay, yeah … that’s the real reason.

This exercise has helped me stick with this experiment year in, year out. The momentum of achieving my goal for one year basically catapults me into the next one. Psychologists call this the “peak-end rule,” which suggests we judge experiences not by their entirety but by their most intense moments (the “peak”) and, most important, by how they end. Think about it: after a date, you won’t remember everything that was said, but you’ll remember the high or low points, and you’ll definitely remember how it ended. The same goes for your learning years. That surge of holy shit, I actually did it at the finish line makes all the difference. That’s why finishing is so important.

ARCHETYPES

Of course, it’s easy to say “I want to transform my body” or “I want to create something.” It’s even easy to picture those achievements in your mind. It’s much harder to figure out what it will take to actually do these things. Learning means logistics: time, money, location, age, physical readiness, and so on. This is where planning comes in. Some years, the stars will align—you’ll have the right circumstances to pursue a specific passion. Other years, you won’t.

I’m not talking about making excuses; I’m talking about being strategic. Designing a successful list means knowing when to push and when to wait. It means looking at your life (your time, your energy, your bank account, your knees) and making smart choices about which passion fits this season. The key is not to ask, “What sounds the most exciting?” but “What’s doable right now—and still worth doing?”

For example, if you just had a kid, then maybe now isn’t the time to take up falconry or train for American Ninja Warrior. Maybe it’s the perfect time to learn photography. (If you’re going to flood Instagram with eighty-seven nearly identical photos of your baby yawning, you might as well make them pop.)

The point is: you may be able to do all of it, just not all at once. That’s why I categorize passions not just by what they demand (time, money, energy, access) but by what kind of year they require. In other words, what season of life I want to be in for each item on my list.

These categories aren’t about limitations. They’re about alignment. They help you figure out not only when you’re ready for a goal but what kind of fuel it runs on: momentum, nostalgia, challenge, connection.

It’s how we stop the dream from floating in abstraction and start shaping it into a plan that fits your life, your season, and your actual priorities.

Let’s break down the categories.


	The Launchpad: This is a building block passion, and it’s something you’ll want to do early on. It’s something that you want to do for the sake of doing it, but it’s also something that you’ll need for the bigger-ticket items down the line. For me, this was powerlifting. Because I started this journey in such bad physical shape, I knew I needed to build up my strength and fitness before tackling things like tennis and surfing.

	The Anywhere, Anytime: This category of passion is easy to access, afford, and practice. It’s often about exploring your artistic side. Think dancing, guitar, writing. This category has the lowest bar to entry and is perfect for years when you have a whole lot going on. These passions are especially good for parents of young children, since they can be folded into family life. Imagine throwing a family dance party or playing an instrument for bedtime. Or, if you’re brave, making your kids act out your screenplay.

	The Sustainable Sport: Let’s be honest: some of us are not meant to keep playing pickup basketball into our fifties. At a certain point, your Achilles tendon just whispers, “Hey man, let’s not.” It may become necessary to retire from certain sports that previously brought us joy yet are no longer practical. Fred Astaire may have taken up skateboarding late, but most of us mere mortals must retire from high-injury-risk sports like football or gymnastics. The key is to swap them out for something equally fun, but that you can do late into life. Think tennis, pickleball, swimming, hiking, golf (yes, fine, golf), or even dance.

	The Mental Marathon: The longevity world is full of advice on how to live to one hundred, and suspiciously little about how to keep your brain sharp long enough to enjoy it. This passion is your answer. It’s the chessboard. The second language. The neuroscience deep dive. The year you memorize all of Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself.” Think of it as CrossFit for your prefrontal cortex. Something that challenges and grows your working memory, attention, language, or reasoning in real and sustained ways. To build lasting cognitive capacity.

	The Big One: This is often the first thing you thought of, because it’s the most out-there and beautiful and impossible. The item that makes you blush—the one you’re embarrassed to say out loud. For me, it was surfing. For you, it might be paragliding or making a movie. The Big One is something that likely takes a lot of time and resources; it also may require you to be somewhere that skill is available. These goals often need what I call a Skillbbatical—a short, focused period of immersion that I talk more about in Chapter 5. This one isn’t a “squeeze it in on weekends” kind of passion. It’s a clear-the-deck, this-is-the-year kind of thing. Save it for when you’re ready to give it the space it deserves.

	The Sequel: This is a return to something you’ve done before, either earlier in life or during a previous passion year, but it’s not a rerun. It’s a reframe. You’re building on the foundation you laid but heading somewhere new with it. (Yes, I’m mixing metaphors. Let’s call it a renovation.) Maybe you spent a year learning basic cooking and now you want to dive into the intricacies of bread baking. Maybe, like me, you took on screenwriting and now you want to try your hand at a novel. Same narrative muscles, new form. It’s your chance to go deeper without just repeating yourself. You’re writing the next installment … with more tools, more insight, and a fresh sense of direction.

	The Giving Year: This category is about connection. This is the passion that builds community, empathy, and relationships. It might be volunteering. Starting a local club. Training as a peer counselor. If your last few passions were solo missions, this is your group project. It gets you out of your head, into the lives of others, and back in touch with the part of you that wants to leave the world better than you found it. It doesn’t have to be performative or grand. Just meaningful. Just human.



Part Two of this book walks through how I approached each of these archetypes and includes stories of people from all kinds of backgrounds who’ve done the same. My hope is that you’ll see yourself in at least a few of us and feel inspired to take on your own version of each, in your own time, and in your own way.

You can go ahead and tag your passions with each of these labels. Once you’ve done that, look at your life—your schedule, your budget, your personal commitments—and ask yourself: what order actually makes sense?

The order you land on doesn’t have to be final. Life shifts, priorities evolve. But even a rough sketch—a penciled-in sequence—can turn a vague dreamscape into a working draft. Something you can build on, adjust, grow with.

And here’s the surprising part: just making that plan can boost your mood.

THE POWER OF TIME TRAVEL

In any ambitious exercise, planning is half the fun. According to a 2002 study in the Journal of Vacation Marketing (a real publication), researchers found that the mere act of booking a vacation gives a significant, noticeable boost to people’s sense of well-being. Matthew Killingsworth, a senior fellow at the Wharton School, has deepened our understanding of why this happens. He’s shown that committing to a trip boosts optimism because it lets us savor the experience before it even begins. As he explains, “In a sense, we start to ‘consume’ a trip as soon as we start thinking about it.” By imagining a glass of wine in a Tuscan piazza or scuba diving in a glistening bay, and knowing we’ll actually get to do that soon, we pre-experience a version of those moments in our minds.

The same dynamic occurs with your list. Think of it as mental time travel. Merely getting it on paper and knowing you will do it one day will give you that excitement before you even tackle logistics. Instead of dreading the future—2030, for example, with its daunting reminder of how many years have passed—imagine assigning specific skills or experiences to those years. Suddenly, 2030 becomes “the year I’ll finally get good enough at guitar to join a band,” and 2032 is “the year I’ll learn to weld after my kids graduate from high school.” Your list reshapes your relationship with time, transforming it from a countdown to a series of opportunities.

You may also find yourself daydreaming about future years, piecing them together slowly. I have a whole notebook where I jot down ideas for years to come. It’s the mental equivalent of Zillow-searching in towns and neighborhoods I’d love to live in someday. Except in this case, I’ll actually do the thing.

YOUR DREAM DECADE

Close your eyes and imagine yourself ten years from now. I see a screenwriting novelist who can surf, play tennis, cook a mean gnocchi, deadlift half a ton, fly a plane, and strum a song. Maybe you see a triathlete who can paint a portrait of your dog, sail a boat, decipher hieroglyphics, and—oh yeah—walk onto any pickup basketball court and call “next.”

When you look at your list, you should feel the excitement bubble up. Don’t think of everything you’ll have to try, think of everything you will get to do. All the places you’ll go, and the people you’ll meet. It’s thrilling. You’re fired up.

There’s just one question left: where do you begin?




CHAPTER TWO

The Power of One

THE YEAR IS THE standard unit of measure for our lives. It structures everything: school calendars, fiscal quarters, resolutions, anniversaries. No one says, I’ll do that in nineteen months. We say, Next year.

A year is also an invisible boundary, one both obvious and elusive. Early in life, years are rigid and universal. First grade is first grade, no matter who you are. Ninth grade is ninth grade. You start in the fall, finish in the summer. Everyone moves forward at the same time, following (roughly) the same structure.

Then adulthood happens, and years lose their edges. The difference between twenty-seven and twenty-eight? Murky. Never mind thirty-four and thirty-five. No automatic milestones. No built-in transitions. Nothing forcing us forward except whatever urgency and rituals we create for ourselves.

One minute, it’s January, and you have all the time in the world. The next, it’s Thanksgiving, and you’re googling “how to get six-pack abs in six weeks.”

So when we say we’ll do something next year, what we’re often saying is we won’t do it at all.

And even if you do start, there’s another challenge waiting. It takes weeks, sometimes months, just to get into the habit of effective learning. According to a widely shared 2010 study, it takes an average of sixty-six days to form a new habit. If you stop after just a few months, you’re likely quitting just as you’re starting to truly fall into rhythm.

That’s one of the reasons a year works. It’s long enough to push past the frustrating why am I so bad at this phase, but not so long that it feels impossible. It gives you structure, but it also gives you a finish line.

A year is long enough to change everything, but short enough to slip through your fingers if you’re not careful. That’s what makes it the perfect unit of time for transformation. Close enough to feel real. Far enough to give you space to improve. Structured just enough to create urgency.

And for many of us, a new year offers something even more powerful: a reset.

THE FRESH START EFFECT

There’s a name for that renewed energy we feel at the start of a new year, a school term, or even a birthday: it’s called the Fresh Start Effect.

Dr. Katy Milkman, author of How to Change and professor at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, coined the term with her colleagues Hengchen Dai and Jason Riis. During a phone call, she elaborated on their research, explaining that these moments act as powerful psychological landmarks. “You’re using them to demarcate time and recognize that this moment is not like every other,” she told me. “This is a moment of new beginning.”

What’s happening psychologically, she explained, is that these markers help us break from our past selves. “We create a sense of disconnect between who we were before and who we’re hoping to be now,” she said. “And that allows us to sort of say, what’s past is past—what I failed at, I failed at—and that was the old me. This is the new me.” That shift gives us the optimism we need to motivate change.

The moment itself matters less than the preparation that leads up to it.

When I mentioned Milkman’s theory to Charles Duhigg, author of The Power of Habit, he pointed out, “There’s nothing special about January 1st. It’s the same day as December 31st and January 2nd.” What makes it powerful, he said, is that we anticipate it. We start thinking about it. We draft resolutions. We make plans. By the time January 1 arrives, we’re raring to go.

That dedicated window of preparation is critical. We’ve circled a date, put tools in place, and primed ourselves to change. That’s why, when setting serious goals like quitting smoking, Duhigg recommends choosing a date several weeks or even months ahead. “And by the time they get to that date of quitting smoking, they’re ready to quit—and it sticks.”

Milkman’s research backs this up. “We tried to help people create fresh starts out of thin air,” she told me. “And that doesn’t seem to work at all. It seems to require a moment that has meaning … it has to make sense to you.”

So, yes, New Year’s Day works for many, including me. It’s when I typically begin a new passion year. But your starting line could just as easily be your birthday, or the start of a school year, or the anniversary of a meaningful event. “Certainly,” Milkman said, “the beginning of the school year, as a former principal, is an entirely reasonable and meaningful marker that you can capitalize on.”

Duhigg also noted that the power of fresh starts comes from shaken-up routines as much as from the date on the calendar. “Our old cues have been disabled a little bit,” he said. Suddenly we’re living in a new place and we get to choose a bunch of new cues. The opportunity isn’t just about the date—it’s about choosing new patterns. “What really works,” he said, “is creating a sense of ceremony around change … and then also taking advantage of that change to create new plans.”

And that’s why, if you want to learn something—really learn it—you need to stop treating “next year” like a vague, floating idea.

You must claim your year. Choose your passion. Set your goal. And commit to seeing it through.

Because a year isn’t just a chunk of time.

It’s a deadline.

PROCRASTINATION AND THE ENDLESS TIME ILLUSION

Deadlines are powerful. At work or in school, they force movement. A term paper looms, the clock starts ticking, and suddenly you’re pulling an all-nighter, cranking out ten pages of caffeine-fueled clarity with no memory of how any of it got written. But somehow, you finish. You move.

A deadline only matters if you feel it closing in. A final boarding call for your flight. A fiscal year closes the books. But in most aspects of adulthood, without built-in transitions, time just blurs. That lack of definition is dangerous, because nothing fuels procrastination like the illusion of unlimited time. When there’s no clear ending, there’s no rush to start. You tell yourself you’ll get to it eventually. Then eventually turns into soon. Then soon turns into whenever things settle down, which is just a polite way of saying never.

Meanwhile, your project drifts from spring to summer. Then summer to fall. One day, you look up and realize another year is gone, and all you have to show for it is a bunch of Google searches and a yoga mat collecting dust in the corner.

A year must be a hard stop—a moment when you look back and know, I did this, or I didn’t.

Tim Urban, in his TED Talk “Inside the Mind of a Master Procrastinator,” called this the Panic Monster—the force that jolts us into action when the consequences of delay become too painful to ignore. The grade is on the line. The boss expects the report. The wedding invitation requires an RSVP with a plus-one right now, or you’re getting stuck at the “random cousin” table.

The problem is, most of life doesn’t have a built-in Panic Monster. Nobody’s going to email you














THE FIVE Ds OF LEARNING





























	Scrolling your phone

	Watching TV or YouTube

	Waiting for other people

	Saying yes to other people’s requests that you don’t actually need to do





















































PERFECT IS THE ENEMY OF THE SANE
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