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Dedication

TO MY FATHER:

YOU SEE, YOU’RE STILL WOVEN

INTO EVERYTHING I AM AND EVERYTHING I DO.

I’LL SEE YOU ON THE OTHER SIDE.
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Introduction

A few days after my thirty-fourth birthday, at precisely 8:32 p.m. on a Wednesday night, the story of my life crystallized before my eyes.

My husband and I had just spent two hours putting our toddler to sleep. This nightly ritual involved a bath and soapy sing-along, several attempts to tackle Ella and squeeze her into onesie pajamas, reading Goodnight Moon fourteen times, then finally rocking her to the Hamilton soundtrack until she drifted off. (Even at the age of one, Ella had very specific tastes when it came to bedtime music.)

Ben and I collapsed in exhaustion onto our gray sofa, speckled with the slightest trace of spit-up, and gazed at the living room strewn with stuffed animals, wooden toys, crumbled crackers, and squished blueberries. We turned to each other and burst into laughter at the absurdity of the scene before us. How on earth had we gotten here? As we whispered, so as not to wake Ella, we remarked that it didn’t feel like such a long time ago that we had met as college freshmen and proceeded to hurtle through our wild, confusing, marvelous twenties together.

Back then, life seemed so fluid and full of possibility. I saw my twenties as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to explore the world, take plenty of risks, and make mistakes. So that was precisely what I did. For me, those years were a whirlwind of impulsively breaking up with boyfriends on street corners, moving across the country on a whim, dancing at block parties till the wee hours of the morning, and spending my meager savings on last-minute backpacking trips to Cambodia and Prague. It was sublime.

I’d assumed that an “exit to adulthood” sign would pop up somewhere in my twenties, pointing me to the moment when my decisions would suddenly matter. But that never happened. In the midst of all that carefree adventure, I made choices that shaped almost every aspect of my present reality. My life as a writer, wife, and mother is the direct result of how I reacted when my dream career went up in flames and my romantic relationships fell apart. And somehow, while I wasn’t paying attention, I also built a tribe of friends, formed habits and routines, and cultivated values that will serve me for the rest of my life.

I wish there had been some sort of guidebook to help me navigate the choices that lay before me in those years. It would have been useful to have a map of the decade to spot upcoming forks in the road and “can’t miss” attractions along the way. Most of all, I wish I’d had a framework to help me wrestle with the existential questions that occasionally drifted into my mind, catching me by surprise while I was eating sushi with a friend or picking up soap at the drugstore. I remember asking myself: Is there really such a thing as a dream job? What about a soul mate? Does my ideal family involve having children? How can I bring my closest friends and favorite pastimes with me into the decades to come? How can I keep my activism and faith alive?

When it came down to it, the real underlying question was this: What will I do with my one wild and precious life?1 And the corollary: What will it take to create this life I so desperately desire?

On the sofa that night, my conversation with Ben sparked something inside me. I wanted to better understand how one short decade can have such a transformative effect on our whole lives. So I decided to write a book about it. I have spent the last two years revisiting my own twenties, delving into treasure troves of data and scholarship, and consulting with psychologists, sociologists, and other experts. All of that investigation has led to the book you are now holding. In many ways, it’s the guidebook I wish I’d had at twenty-two.

Whether you are just about to embark on this magical decade of your life or you’re in the thick of it, I wrote this book to help you think more deeply about what you want for your life and plot out how to get there. And if you are, like me, no longer in your twenties, this book is for you, too. I wrote it, in part, because I am interested in where the decisions I made in my twenties will take me as I move into my thirties, forties, and beyond. After all, it is never too late to correct course.

Writing this book has taught me that people’s lives don’t work out because they do everything right the first time around. People who thrive simply refuse to accept situations that make them miserable: they choose to keep learning, growing, and working toward happiness all their lives. Most importantly, there is no one correct path or definition of success. There is no such thing as wasted time. There is no perfect life. (Nor would you want that; it would be terribly boring!) The research shows us that there are infinite ways to be happy.

This book is about helping you figure out what a meaningful life means to you. Though data helps you evaluate your options, the most valuable data point you have at your fingertips is you. In the end, your task is to understand who you are—what you value, what excites you, what brings you joy—so you can map out your own personal itinerary.

PURPOSEFUL EXPLORATION

As I began thinking about my twenties, I came across many ways to make sense of why this decade matters so much. One of my favorites comes from my friend Shilpa Shah, who started a fashion brand called Cuyana. Over dinner one night, she recalled some advice she had received when she was twenty-three and just starting her career. Her mentor at the time, Paul Yanover, told her that life was like a rocket. In your twenties, you are very early in your trajectory, with millions of miles left to go. A few degrees’ difference at launch could change where you will land. “When you’re young, you want the freedom to make mistakes,” Paul told her. “But you also need to think, ‘Where am I going?’ Do you want Mars, or do you want the Moon?”

The analogy makes sense to me. In our twenties—our “rocket years”—we have more power than ever to chart our course in life and determine where we end up. It’s an empowering feeling but also a terrifying one. I imagined my twenties as a kind of playground for me to mess around in before adulthood began. I wasn’t entirely wrong; this decade should be about experimenting and taking risks. But the central tension in our twenties is feeling both the freedom to make mistakes and the responsibility to make good choices that will put us on the right track. The truth is that these are not really contradictory: part of the point of exploring is to learn about yourself and the world so you can make the best possible decisions down the line.

Ben, who is a professor of political science, likes to describe the importance of our twenties in a slightly different way. He tells me about the theory of “path dependence,” which social scientists use to describe how past choices influence future ones. The idea is that our initial decisions, as random as they are, often have a profound impact on our final outcomes.

There are examples of this all around us. A famous one is the QWERTY keyboard. The first typewriters had keys that were arranged alphabetically, but in 1873, a newspaper editor from Wisconsin found that he kept jamming frequently used letters. One day, he invented the QWERTY configuration to space out the most commonly used keys, hoping to slow down his typing and make his typewriter work better. Today’s computers would have no problem with high-speed typing, and, in fact, many of us would prefer to type faster. Yet we’re still stuck with the good old QWERTY because it has proven impossible to get users around the world to agree on a new format, then get keyboard manufacturers to make it.

As I think back to my twenties, I recall having a vague sense that my choices would reverberate into my future. Every time I went on a first date or quit yet another job, my mind would project forward, trying to imagine whether I would be happy with that person or that career decades later. The problem was this: I did not have enough self-knowledge to know what I wanted my future to look like. I was trying to chart my course, but I wasn’t exactly sure yet whether my final destination was Mars or the moon. Perhaps you’ve felt like this too. 

All of that angst was exacerbated by crushing expectations that weighed on my shoulders. Like many millennials, I had parents who just wanted me to be happy and fulfilled, but I wasn’t sure how to make that happen. For instance, my father grew up in a poor family and felt pressure to secure a well-paying job after university. When it came time for me to pick a career, he didn’t want me to feel constrained by money but to find work I loved. Even though my father had the kindest intentions, the task of finding a “dream job” felt like a tall order to me. I decided I wanted to become a professor of Indian literature, but after I got my PhD, I applied for every single academic job I was qualified for and not a single one came through. When my career flamed out, I didn’t just feel lost; I felt as though I was breaking my father’s heart as well.

At times, I felt so overwhelmed and powerless that I would push those decisions aside and distract myself. Sometimes, that meant crawling back into bed with a pint of chocolate ice cream to watch Pride and Prejudice on repeat. But other moments called for more drastic measures. The summer I turned twenty-five, when my career and my relationship with Ben simultaneously imploded, I signed up to spend six weeks in a small seaside village in south India called Pondicherry. I was purportedly there to take a language course, but the truth was that I wanted to get away from the choices that lay before me at home.

I spent my days navigating the little town, trying to find the ripest mangoes in the market. I discovered the most delicious okra curry and coconut rice among the food stalls. I got to know the people on my street, such as the chai seller who dispensed steaming cups of sweet tea every morning and the seamstress whose young son played under her sewing table. In India, it was easier to stop fretting about my future and focus on what was in front of me. Escaping felt like a very logical thing to do at the time.

Here’s what I have learned: temporarily delaying the decisions looming before me was absolutely the right thing to do. As you read this book, it’s important to remember that our twenties are not just about making big life decisions; they’re also a period of delicious independence. It is the first time we’re living apart from our parents, which gives us more control over our lifestyles, and it’s before our own family and work responsibilities kick in. For a brief moment, we have the time and just enough money to fill our lives with people and activities that make us happy. This sudden burst of freedom can feel so intoxicating—until it’s not.

I spent a lot of my twenties on an emotional roller coaster, feeling liberated one second and burdened the next. (If you find yourself on a similarly bumpy ride, please know it’s a completely normal experience!) One moment, I was rushing forward with my life, only to find myself stuck in a holding pattern, going nowhere. I wish I had understood at the time that both of these experiences are crucial to making decisions in your rocket years. I see now that my summer in India was not frivolous at all. I needed time alone to grieve the fact that I was never going to become a professor. Far away from my everyday reality in the United States, it was easier for me to imagine myself doing something completely different with my life. I felt as though I was wasting valuable time, but I wasn’t; I was dreaming up another future for myself.

If I could do it again, I would have viewed those years as an exercise in purposeful exploration. By this, I mean I would have given myself permission to live impulsively, knowing that periods of wandering are sometimes necessary to figure out who you are and where you want to go. I would have been kinder to myself: rather than regretting each awkward date or career twist, I would have filed away what I learned from those moments and quickly moved on. That slight but meaningful shift in attitude would have let me more fully appreciate—and perhaps even enjoy—each experience as I lived it.

A DATA POINT OF ONE

This book is designed to help guide your own purposeful explorations. It is another source of information in your intelligence-gathering missions.

I lay out the turning points you will encounter in your twenties, offering insights about where each path is likely to lead so you can consider your options. Your biggest, most overwhelming decisions are likely to involve career, romantic relationships, and family. The choices you make in these parts of your life will be deeply personal, extending from your values, desires, and identity. My goal is to help you think through what kind of work and home life will be most satisfying to you, then figure out how to turn your vision into reality.

I also look at other decisions that may seem less consequential at first blush but will play an important role in shaping your day-to-day life for years to come: the friends you make and keep, the passions you pursue in your spare time, and how you stay connected to your body through exercise. And if you’re someone with political convictions or religious beliefs, I’ll explore how to make them a meaningful part of your life in the decades to come.

The chapters in this book are organized thematically according to three major facets of your life. The first three chapters—on career, hobbies, and fitness—focus on achieving work-life balance. The next three—on marriage, family, and friendship—look at how to build a lifelong network of love and support. And the final two—on politics and faith—are about establishing enduring ties to broader communities.

We’re fortunate to be living in an age when we have more access to data than ever before, allowing us to identify fascinating patterns in society. Over the last few decades, researchers have collected and parsed volumes of information about everything from our dating habits to how much we exercise to what goes into a happy marriage. All of this knowledge is powerful. It can help us understand trends and make better decisions.

But data also has plenty of limitations; it can show us correlations only across large populations. Statistics allows us to draw conclusions from the sum of many individual stories, but data cannot capture every detail in any one person’s life. And there are always outliers and exceptions to the rule. When you read through the research in these pages, remember that the data do not define you. At every step of the way, you have the ability to change course or defy the odds. If some piece of research troubles you, this is useful information, too. Ask yourself why you are rattled by it and what you can do to push back against the most likely outcomes.

I did this. Medical research has found that there is a window in our late twenties when we tend to form lifelong fitness habits that can extend our life span. I read through those data as a super-unfit thirty-three-year-old and panicked that I had missed the boat. But it wasn’t too late for me to get started. In fact, when you take a closer look at the data, they show that age itself is not a barrier to getting fit; it’s just that it happens to be easier to form habits earlier in life. That was valuable information for me. It alerted me to the fact that I would have to work harder to get into shape in my midthirties, and it spurred me to join a gym for the very first time. (That yielded some pretty hilarious results, as well as an unfortunate encounter with a treadmill, but more on that later.)

Or take marriage. Recent census data show that people in the United States who get married between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-two have the lowest divorce rate. This might sound alarming, but remember that the research averaged all marriages recorded in the United States, a data set that included millions of people. There were many people who got married in that window and still got divorced, and there were many others who got married before or after that period and stayed happily married for life. That said, the data do offer clues about what causes divorce. Experts believe that people who get married young sometimes don’t have the maturity to deal with the complexity of marriage, while those who wed later in life are sometimes too set in their ways to become part of a couple. Knowing this can be empowering. If you happen to be in one of these categories, you’ll be aware of the challenges others similar to you have experienced and can work to overcome them.

YOU WRITE YOUR OWN STORY

A decade ago, when my career and relationship were not working out the way I wanted, I often felt like a stray piece of flotsam in the ocean, flung about by waves I could not control. But looking back, I now see that I was steering the ship, even if it often didn’t feel like it. Even when my life felt like a wreck and I didn’t want to think about my future, I was subconsciously regrouping and planning the next stage of my life. Even when I stumbled and took wrong turns, I was learning about what really mattered to me, which allowed me to choose what direction to pursue next.

Your twenties will also be chaotic and confusing at times, but know that this is all part of the journey. In the end, you get to chart your own course in life. I hope that reading this book will help you understand and mull over the big decisions before you, so they seem less paralyzing. And perhaps it will even liberate you to enjoy the creative—if somewhat messy—process of writing your own life story.

We are lucky; we have more control over our fates than any other people in history. We get to pick our life partners. We can choose work that not only puts food on the table but gives us meaning. We have more leisure time than previous generations had and can fill it with people and activities that give us joy. All of this choice can feel overwhelming, but it is also a gift.

Now that Ben and I have a mischief-making toddler in tow, my adventures are entirely different from those I had a decade ago. There are fewer all-night block parties or last-minute escapes to seaside towns. But there are new pleasures, too.

I get up at the crack of dawn to sneak in two hours of work before Ella wakes up on a Saturday morning. I take her to a farm to pick strawberries, watching her eyes light up and her little hands get stained with bright red juice. She finds shiny pebbles at a nearby park. We share a chocolate ice cream cone. I fly off for business trips, picking up souvenirs for Ella along the way—a little toy taxi from a New York street seller, an inflatable flamingo from the Palm Springs airport—and hope she doesn’t miss me too much while I am gone.

This is the life I have created. I find it glorious in its own way.





One

Career

It’s the night before I am scheduled to teach my very own undergraduate class at the University of California, Berkeley. I’m all of twenty-four, and scanning through the list of nineteen students who have signed up for my class, I realize that some of the upperclassmen are just a smidge younger than I am. I begin to panic ever so slightly.

It’s okay, I figure. What I lack in age, I can make up for with some old-school power dressing. I will wear something that projects confidence, seriousness, and authority. This will obviously require a suit. Preferably with shoulder pads. This is an all-important step toward landing my dream job, the one that will get me a paycheck and medical insurance, and you bet I’m taking it seriously. So here I am, standing in front of a full-length mirror, overthinking my outfit.

My roommates are grad students who have already started teaching their own courses, so they kindly agree to offer me sartorial advice. As they’re making dinner, I show up in the kitchen in my teal 1980s-style blazer, replete with gold buttons and matching trousers. Alan and Alex laugh me out of the room. They have a point. Berkeley is perhaps the most relaxed research university in the world. It’s a place where Nobel laureates teach in cargo shorts and deans show up to meetings in hoodies. “Maybe go for something a tad less, uh, formal?” Alex suggests. He’s being nice. What he means is “You look ridiculous. Go back to your room and try again.” I settle for jeans and an Oxford shirt.

I really had nothing to worry about. On the first day of class, my students’ faces lit up as I walked them through the syllabus. I was teaching a seminar on modern Indian literature that would allow us to wrestle with questions of gender, race, and colonialism. All summer long I had carefully crafted my curriculum. The truth is, I had been preparing for that day for more than a decade. As long as I could remember, all I had wanted to do was teach.

When I was a child, my parents often talked about how powerful education can be. My father was the son of an agricultural laborer in a small village in Malaysia, and he was expected to do similar work when he grew up. Thanks to his intellectual curiosity and perseverance in school, he went to college, then got a job with an airline, where he was eventually tasked with running the company’s offices in Brussels, Paris, Jakarta, and London. In my family’s lore, education was more than just a bridge out of poverty; it had the power to open your mind to imagine different realities from the one before your eyes.

On career days in school, counselors would ask me to think about my future profession. Perhaps it is no surprise, given my roots, that I picked teaching. As I got older, that vision crystallized into getting a PhD and becoming a professor. It seemed like a career that aligned perfectly with my passions, values, and skills. And I was right. When I began teaching at Berkeley, the experience was everything I’d hoped it would be. I was good at the work. I could see the thousand tiny breakthroughs in my students’ minds. I watched their writing improve over the semester. I thought I was fully on track to be a professor in no time.

What I didn’t know was that finding a meaningful career is rarely a straightforward path. From the time we are children, we are told to pursue work that we feel passionate about. It is drummed into us that our career should be an expression of our identity and that we should start our search early because it could take us years to find the perfect job. These ideas are powerful; for our generation, a job is no longer just a way to pay the bills but a way to channel who we are and what we value. No wonder so many of us struggle to know what exactly to do with our lives! But even those of us who enter our twenties with a clear career plan never hear about the many things that can get in the way of landing our dream job.

I learned this the hard way. When I began looking for full-time academic work, I discovered that the market for humanities professors was grim. Liberal arts departments had been shrinking for decades, but in the wake of the Great Recession many stopped hiring altogether. I spent three years receiving rejection after rejection before giving up, utterly defeated. After spending decades chasing one dream, I had trouble believing I could be happy doing anything else. It took everything I had to pick myself up and keep searching for something that might make me feel as satisfied and excited.

As I confronted those career setbacks in my twenties, I felt alone. Back then, as I scrolled through friends’ Facebook and LinkedIn posts, it looked as though everyone else was blissfully rising through the ranks of their chosen professions. But research by economists suggests that that perception of my peers’ success may have been the trick mirror of social media at work; career twists and turns in your rocket years are actually the norm. A lot of us were going through professional turmoil; we were just too embarrassed or depressed to broadcast our struggles to the world.

But I have good news for you: the data reveal that most people will eventually find deeply satisfying work. It just takes longer than you might expect. The road there is almost always filled with wrong turns, detours, and long periods of being stuck in one place, unsure of where to go next. If you persist, though, there’s a very good chance that you will nab your dream job. 

THE QUEST FOR THE DREAM JOB

Millennials are now the largest generation in the labor force, making up 35 percent of American workers.1 Gen Z, their slightly younger peers, have begun to enter the labor force and are not too far behind. And these generations are completely transforming humans’ relationship with work.

For the first time in history, young workers aren’t picking careers based primarily on how much money they will make. This is a sea change from just a generation ago. In workplace surveys, older workers tend to value salary above all other aspects of a job. Yet compensation doesn’t even make the top five factors in why today’s twentysomethings apply for a position.2 This might explain why our parents are hell bent on making sure we get a “real” job, while we’re far more interested in finding a “dream” job. For our generation, the goal is to find work that closely aligns with our personality, talents, and ideals. The vast majority of millennials (86 percent) would be willing to take a pay cut to work at a company whose mission and values match their own, while only 9 percent of baby boomers would do the same.3 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the contract between employer and employee was straightforward: workers exchanged their time, labor, and skills for wages that would pay for a roof over their heads and put food onto the table. But in the twenty-first century, workers expect much more from a job. In surveys, millennials say they want work that is intellectually satisfying and emotionally fulfilling.4 They want their colleagues to function as a second family.5 They want their managers to be mentors.6 Those are a lot of lofty expectations!

Work has morphed from a way to make a living to a way to find meaning, community, and a sense of self. To use the words of Atlantic writer Derek Thompson, work has evolved “from a means of material production to a means of identity production.”7 As a result, young people often spend their rocket years single-mindedly focused on their careers. Among older Gen Zers, 95 percent say that “having a job or career they enjoy” is “extremely or very important” to them. This ranked higher than any other priority, including getting married, which weighed in at only 47 percent.8 That’s right: our generation cares more about finding a career than finding love.

We are lucky to live in an age in which work is no longer just a way to pay the bills but can meet deeper existential needs. However, this view of work also has downsides. The pursuit of the dream job can be exhausting and all-consuming. And some young people struggle to find what they are looking for, perhaps because they had such unrealistic expectations in the first place: 71 percent of millennials do not feel engaged at work, which is higher than all other generations.9 If you find yourself blankly staring at your computer at the office every day, wondering if there is something better for you out there, you’re not alone.

The other problem with this philosophy of work is that it blurs the boundaries between your professional and personal lives. Young workers will throw themselves entirely into their jobs and work around the clock because thriving in their careers is fundamental to their feelings of self-worth. Of course, this makes it all too easy for a company to exploit a workforce that isn’t as concerned about money by failing to provide livable salaries and benefits. The industries I am most familiar with, academia and journalism, are notorious for doing this. Yet people—like me!—are lining up to do the jobs anyway, because we are so passionate about the work.

Data show that many twentysomethings are overworked, underpaid, and downright miserable at their jobs. A quarter of eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds reported that they did not use any of their paid vacation days in 2016.10 One study found that more than four in ten millennials don’t like the idea of taking time off work, so they’re replacing taking vacations with working remotely from another location.11 Can we stop for a moment to consider how crazy this is? Twentysomethings are working the whole year through without taking a single break! It’s a recipe for hating your job and resenting your employer. If I might offer one bit of advice, it is this: For the love of God! Take your vacation days!

All of this is giving rise to a new condition known as “millennial burnout,” which refers to being so exhausted from constant work that everyday tasks begin to feel overwhelming. “Why am I burned out?” asked Anne Helen Petersen, who coined the term in her viral 2019 BuzzFeed article. “Because I’ve internalized the idea that I should be working all the time. Why have I internalized that idea? Because everything and everyone in my life has reinforced it—explicitly and implicitly—since I was young.”12

How Did We Get Here?

It’s worth taking a moment to understand how we arrived at this work culture. Millennials and Gen Zers did not get here on their own. In the ancient world, thinkers from many cultures expressed some form of the idea that you should pursue work that gives you meaning. For instance, the thirteenth century Persian poet Rumi wrote, “Let the beauty of what you love be what you do.” The Christian tradition defines a “vocation” as hearing the voice of God himself summoning you to a particular kind of work. (No pressure!)

The ideal of finding meaningful work has existed for centuries, but for most of human history, it was beyond most people’s grasp. In preindustrial societies, people were too busy trying to fulfill their most basic needs for food and shelter to find work that satisfied their souls. Workers might have taken pride, even pleasure, in their labor, but work was fundamentally about survival. And our predecessors had little choice in their occupation. Their work was often predetermined: they tilled the family land, took over their family’s trade, or sought out work in their village.

Over the last century, everything changed. Modern, industrialized economies created thousands of specialized jobs, enabling people to find work that matched their skills and interests. Workers in developed countries now have an endless number of career options. This new economic landscape has begun to transform the way people think about work. Forty years ago, a new paradigm began to emerge. The organizational psychologist Marsha Sinetar wrote an influential book called Do What You Love, the Money Will Follow: Discovering Your Right Livelihood. Soon after that, everyone from Oprah Winfrey to Tony Robbins to your high school career counselor began asserting that we should love our work.

By the time the millennial and Gen Z generations were born, the idea had fully seeped into the culture. “Do what you love” is the work motto of our time. At WeWork, for instance, you can find the phrase literally woven into the decor, embroidered on throw pillows and adorning coffee mugs. In 2005, the year I graduated from college, Steve Jobs made it the crux of his commencement address at Stanford. “Your work is going to fill a large part of your life,” he told the audience. “. . . The only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do.”13

A Healthier Approach

Many people will rush into their rocket years fixated on finding work they love. But in the midst of this striving, most of us don’t stop to ask what this really means. Do dream jobs really exist, or are they just a myth? How can you figure out what yours is, and how can you get it? And what does happiness at work really look like?

After digging through heaps of economics research, I have come to the conclusion that it is possible to find deeply satisfying work that aligns with your values and skills. One recent study found that 10 percent of employees say that their overall professional life exceeds their expectations and 38 percent consider their work “awesome” or “great.”14 As workers get older and have more experience, they are even more likely to feel good about their work. (This might help explain why millennials, who are still early in their careers, are less satisfied with their work than older generations.) By the middle of their careers, a third of workers report being emotionally engaged at their jobs, and by the end, this goes up to nearly half.15 All of this is great news! Many people do seem to find their dream job eventually, and you should do everything you can to be among them.

And if you needed one more reason not to give up, consider how your work can impact your physical and emotional well-being. The American Psychological Association estimated that 550 million workdays are lost each year because of workplace stress.16 A six-year study found a clear link between workers’ happiness and better health; the researchers were able to accurately predict higher blood pressure and cholesterol levels based on an employee happiness survey.17 (It’s official: you can blame your terrible boss for your health problems.)

The big question, then, is how do you figure out what your dream job is? By the time you’re in your rocket years, there is a good chance you already have an inkling of what kind of work you would find satisfying. From career day in grade school to picking your major in college, you’ve been coached to identify your talents and interests. Maybe you’ve taken a personality test and know your Myers-Briggs Type. You might have already taken premed coursework or done a paralegal internship. You’re already on a path.

Throughout your twenties, you will be tasked with testing your assumptions about your ideal career. Until you actually join the labor force, your career ambitions are entirely theoretical. Sure, being a pediatrician may sound great now, but what about three years down the road, when you’re buried under a mountain of paperwork instead of high-fiving toddlers at their checkups? You may not actually find your chosen work interesting or meaningful. Or you may discover that your skills aren’t a great fit for the job. Or you might confront hurdles outside your control, such as a bad economy or a tough job market in your field. Your company might have unexpected layoffs, or you
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