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One has to look on oneself as the custodian of a quantity and a quality—oneself—which is absolutely unique in the world because it has never been here before and will never be here again.

—JAMES BALDWIN, Nothing Personal








INTRODUCTION

This book began with an invitation onto a battlefield. In early 2025, students at Columbia, my alma mater, asked me to deliver their undergraduate commencement speech.

The school had an air of doom. The quadrangle, where students from around the world had long converged to share ideas and ambitions, had become the site of screaming matches over Israel and Gaza. Protestors had destroyed property and trapped janitors. Police had stormed in. The campus gates, usually thrown open to the flow of the city, were locked. University presidents came and went.

I said yes to the speech. Things got worse. The president of the United States aimed his might at Morningside Heights. His administration ripped away a fortune in federal funding and jailed a student for political speech. Before sitting down to write, I reached out to students to ask how they were navigating their sad, strange senior spring.

They didn’t want to talk about Israel and Gaza. Or President Trump. Or even the university administration many of them had grown to distrust. Instead, all of them—regardless of demographics or political views—were united in worry over one question.

How, in this environment, were they supposed to find and start their life’s work?

Their education had been knocked around by one crisis after another. Nearly every field felt like a bad bet, they told me. Their generation had rushed toward the promise of STEM. Now basic assumptions about science, medicine, and progress were in question, and labs were being dismantled. Students who had secured research jobs were watching those offers evaporate. Tech companies once regarded as employers of the future now looked like threats to the social fabric. The long-standing dream factory of Hollywood was faltering too.

AI was coming, heightening their panic. Computer science training no longer looked like the surest path around. New technology threatened to obliterate entry-level jobs. Some work that once would have taken a paralegal or junior analyst a week now took a few keystrokes.

This period of their lives was supposed to be about dreaming and reaching, but the Columbia graduates felt exhausted and powerless. Just as they needed to seek out bosses and mentors, their faith in authority was weak.

“You go to Columbia, you think you’re on a path up and out,” a senior named Xxaria Makely told me.

Xxaria came from an economically distressed town in upstate New York. After years of waiting tables, her mother had trained as a medical technician, commuting two hours each way to earn her degree. Now Xxaria was about to graduate from the city’s premier university with a 4.0 GPA and a fierce desire to become a clinical psychologist. Even among talented classmates, she stood out for her perceptiveness and sensitivity, which she had deployed to keep other students stable throughout the campus’s crises.

But a few months before graduation, the Columbia psych lab where Xxaria had lined up a work-study job said they would not be able to pay her due to the budget cuts and a hiring freeze. She pushed onward, working at the lab without pay to gain experience. At night, she bartended to make up the difference. She wanted to stay in the city after graduation and continue to do research, the entry ticket to ferociously competitive psych PhD programs. But looking for a job was like launching paper airplanes at a brick wall. She had sent out dozens of résumés and gotten zero response.

That spring, as graduates entered the job market, many of them were met by… no one. For anyone who has not applied for a job lately, an update: The process has turned digital and sterile. Many employers rely on AI programs to conduct initial interviews—posing questions; recording video answers; then insta-scoring the results and shooting recommendations to the company. Sometimes there is no human being for the applicant to talk with until the final rounds. No chat that might help seed a relationship. No office visit from which an applicant can glean impressions. No exchange from which a young person might take something even if they don’t get the job.

Xxaria figured she had to give up and return home. “Maybe the idea that Columbia will change your life is wrong,” she said. “Maybe I just have to accept that I’m going right back to the world I came from.”

Talking with her, the promise of education—and of the workplace—felt so fragile.

Success, fulfillment, finding one’s life’s work—none of it has ever been easy. We all know that, and that’s why many of us devoted ourselves to scaling the double peaks of Mount College: getting in and covering the costs. This quest has ordered our hours and consumed our savings. I pursued it when I was younger, then did it again as a parent. Did we do this for status, to wear the right sweatshirts? Maybe a little. But college felt like hope. Opportunity. A reflection of some of the best parts of being American: self-determination, not being confined to the class you’re born into. Even when the country and the world shook—9/11, Katrina, the pandemic—we were anchored by a collective agreement: Education plus hard work equals something good.

The possibility that the equation is faltering is terrifying.

The anxiety about this is generational, transcending demographic and economic lines. At Texas Woman’s University, a public school headquartered near Dallas with a century-plus record of lifting low-income students into good jobs, professors told me that the climb has become much harder and steeper across their years of teaching. Tuition and housing have become so expensive that many students have been holding full-time jobs while attending full-time classes, squeezing out any possibility of internships. At Stanford, storied generator of wealth and success, a student showed me a text chain with friends jokingly instructing one another to spell “job” as “j*b” because the actual word provokes so much anxiety.

The Palo Alto and Texas students feared that even a solid job might fail to provide enough rent money or a path to buying a home; that fulfilling jobs are for rich kids who can afford to take risks or earn less.

Sometimes even stability felt out of reach. “When you enter the workforce, you’re inherently disposable,” Annalise Soto Serrano, a junior at the Texas school, told me. “You’re not protected. So you’re trying to achieve a job not based on passion, just based on survival.”

As they face all of this, many young people are getting questionable advice or little guidance at all. For all of Columbia’s might, and even though the university has produced plenty of psychology researchers, not a single person there was helping Xxaria find a job. She sent off messages to alumni through a career services portal and got almost nothing by way of reply. Her professors seemed overwhelmed by the collapse in funding and offered few leads.

Around that time, a sincere young man, a friend of my then-nineteen-year-old daughter, sat in my kitchen and offered a long stream of perfect career nonsense to my husband and me. Here’s what he had divined so far in college: Only a job in consulting would pay him enough to live in New York City. And because he would inevitably spend the first decade of his career doing “shitwork,” as he put it, the field did not matter. If he had to do that scut work, it should at least be lucrative, he said. After a few years as a consultant, he reasoned, he could easily switch to politics or entertainment, his true passions. He aimed to decide his path by sophomore year, when recruiters would show up on campus.

His parents were spending their savings on college tuition only for him to learn so many dubious ideas about work, happiness, and success.

None of this grimness surprised me. For years I had watched these forces gathering and had published articles about the technological takeover transforming the workplace. Back when Starbucks was still considered the best hourly employer, I reported that the company was devising the schedules of its baristas by algorithm, stripping them of predictability and sending their personal lives into disarray. With a computer dictating their hours, often just a day or two in advance, arranging childcare or making a medical appointment became an ordeal. A decade ago, a colleague and I chronicled the harsh tactics Amazon was using to get the most out of its white-collar workforce. Their practices were a memo from the future.

A few years later, colleagues and I revealed that Amazon warehouses had a staggering 150 percent annual turnover rate, cycling through human beings not by mistake but as part of a grand plan. Loyalty, experience—none of it mattered. And Amazon’s colossal success left many of those workers behind instead of propelling them forward. As the pandemic ebbed, I wrote about companies that deployed productivity tracking to push workers to do the maximum. Hospice chaplains had to earn “productivity points” as they cared for the dying. Psychologists were penalized by keyboard monitoring programs for “idle time” even as they sat and talked with patients.

I also exposed one of the worst bosses of all time. In 2017, my colleague Megan Twohey and I revealed that Harvey Weinstein, the producer who at one point had been thanked more than God at the Academy Awards, a lion of the liberal establishment, had covered up decades of allegations of sexual abuse. Work was the key to his predation. Weinstein had pressured young women into sex by wielding his power as a producer, promising them jobs, parts, Oscar campaigns. In his hands, career aspirations were vulnerabilities. Some of his targets were in their very first day on the job.

As I wrote, I watched our collective dreams about the workplace decay. Television comedies portraying colleagues as alternative family units gave way to dystopian meditations on employment. I visited campuses to speak about the Weinstein investigation, journalism, and finding meaningful work. Year after year, a feeling of discouragement was rising. The notion of work as a source of fulfillment or progress began to sound naive to many young people. A labor activist captured rising sentiment with a book called Work Won’t Love You Back (“A deeply reported examination of why ‘doing what you love’ is a recipe for exploitation”).

Still, when Xxaria told me she was headed back home, that she was giving up on the promise that Columbia would propel her forward, something in me shifted.

I could not accept that kind of downgrade or defeat. For the entire generation, for the Columbia class, for my own daughters—and for Xxaria. When she was eleven years old, Xxaria’s beloved older brother Keith died of an overdose. That was why she was so driven to pursue psychology research, why she continued to work in a lab that could not pay her. She was on a quest to understand how addiction treatment could become more effective and to forge new forms of help. The idea that a young person with that kind of purpose could not move forward was intolerable.

Since then, I have not been able to stop pursuing answers to the question the Columbia students posed. In a degraded environment, how can they establish themselves as the authors of their own lives and fill their days with vitality and meaning? How can you?

I am not a professional career counselor. Nor a labor economist. I’m an investigative reporter, a specialist in secrets, currently focused on the locked box of the United States Supreme Court. I don’t write advice books, and find myself surprised to be rising every day at dawn, before my own workday begins, to generate these pages.

Consider this a letter from an older ally who has seen a great deal, through reporting on the workplace and also making my own way. Journalists are observers, but now I’m stepping out from behind my articles to try to help you more directly. In those early-morning hours at my laptop, I have been drafting the beginnings of an escape plan from what others may tell you is inevitable.

They are wrong. The robot interviews, dystopian management schemes, and intimidating housing prices are all real, of course. But they do not come even close to representing the entire truth. The culture is swinging too far toward cynicism and fear. I have documented some of the worst of the workplace, and still I am telling you: Do not give up on it.

Work is how we spend many of our minutes and hours. Perhaps you’ve met people who live happy, fulfilled lives despite being miserable at work. I have not.

I want you to have every good thing that work can bring: satisfaction, fellowship, pay. (Later in this book you’ll find a blunt talk about money.) Work is one of the legs that keeps the table of life standing up. Family, friendship, marriage, faith, rewarding work—take as many of these as you can get, because they operate in tandem. Relationships falter. People get sick. Jobs come and go. The combination keeps us upright, especially when one of the legs goes wobbly.

But our stake in work is also collective. Despite everything, work is our engine of progress. Cancer therapies, new commercial aircraft, winning political campaigns, and every television show you’ve ever enjoyed were all made by groups of former strangers who labored together in shared discovery, discipline, and purpose. To declare defeat on work is to surrender possibility itself—for yourself, for everyone.

Do not give up before you even start. Frustration and disappointment are certain. Failure is possible. But if you abdicate the search for satisfaction now, you will put it further out of reach. Resist the urge to arm yourself with uninformed cynicism masking as oh-so-wise pragmatism that’s really just good old fear of rejection. We do not yet know what the world will offer you.

Here’s the funny thing about those articles I wrote: Even as they chronicled the darkness of the employment world, they also demonstrated the potential of the workplace—my own. Everyone knows the newspaper business is largely falling apart. Not a day of my career has passed when my field hasn’t been in existential and financial crisis. For much of that time, the fate of the New York Times was uncertain. But after we documented Amazon’s brutal internal culture, the company introduced paternity leave for the first time. The Weinstein revelations led to a worldwide reckoning. In the years those articles were published, the Times built an audience that now amounts to twelve million subscribers and counting.

I went into a field that everyone told me was a disaster and experienced potency, impact, camaraderie, uplift, and even a measure of business success.

I cannot spare you from struggle. My mission here is to help you wrestle in the most fruitful way, making discoveries that will sustain and reward you for a lifetime. Just because this quest is difficult doesn’t mean it can’t involve joy and daring. Even in this environment, there is a lot you can do to stop feeling tossed around and to claim agency over your own life. There are even ways to harness the awfulness of this moment, to use it for forward propulsion.

This book is a slim little statement of faith for you to hold on to as you make your way through a landscape of automation, financial and political anxiety, lowered expectations, and necessary compromises. I wrote it to be the encouraging, calming book that my younger self needed and that feels even more vital now. This life stage has never been easy. This era is making it harder. We need to bring you all the help we can.

Welcome to my alternate career counseling office. Sit down. Exhale. In here, you are not disposable or interchangeable. We’re not going to let your life be directed by hollow conventional wisdom or—God forbid—robots that are not actually thinking at all. In here, we are building you a working life that means something. Our goal is to both protect you and propel you forward, to draw on your uniqueness and expand your potential. We’re establishing your life’s work as truly yours.

This is going to require effort and faith. You’re going to have to take yourself seriously. Embark on some calculated risks. Sweep aside shallow pronouncements about how the world really works in favor of humility about what you—we—do not yet know.

None of us can say what the workplace will look like in ten or twenty years, so we are going to work with durable, time-tested material that can withstand whatever comes next. In particular, I want you to focus on two forces that power the best careers: craft and need. Each is important, but the real magic happens when we combine them. Together they can lead you to create something beautiful that will serve you and others.

Let’s start.







CRAFT

Being invited to give the Columbia address on the basis of my journalism career was an honor and a cosmic reversal. As a senior there, I was kicked off the student newspaper. I was twenty and my journalism career was over before it had even begun.

I had a fledgling little column in the Columbia Daily Spectator. To say it wasn’t very good is generous. Still, it didn’t warrant what came next. One day I opened the paper to discover a member of my own class, someone I had never met, attacking me in print for something I had written. The paper not only published this insult but teased it on the front page, instructing readers to check out the attack on a student on page 3.

What this student wrote about me was so ugly and out-of-bounds that soon the landline in my dorm room rang. It was the president of the university calling to check on me. At Columbia, the president is generally a living target for everyone’s ire. If he calls to ask how you’re holding up, you’re having a very bad day.

What could have motivated that student? I left the author a polite phone message or two with that question. He didn’t respond. I walked up to him and asked. He ignored me. A few days later, the Spec’s editor reached out to me. The author of the attack was accusing me of harassing him. The Spec’s response was to kick us both off the paper.

Years later, Megan, my partner on the Weinstein reporting, put it this way: I was fired from a newspaper for asking too many questions. She thought that was hilarious.

But in the moment, I felt such shame, like everyone on campus was watching. I had already struggled to even picture myself as a future journalist. Imagining that anyone would want to read stories that I wrote or edited—who did I think I was? I was a kid from Staten Island and New Jersey. My parents’ fanciest friends were dentists. As far as my family was concerned, journalism belonged on a long list of careers that seemed too flaky or low paying to pursue. Now it didn’t matter, because the Spec incident made me hate journalism. No way was I pledging myself to such a bruising, unfair, unprofessional system.

I didn’t know that being young, then or now, inevitably comes with some chaos and mortification. I love Columbia. But campus politics were hard-edged even back then. My own experience has been that life outside university gates is better ordered and easier and kinder. I had no way of knowing that my humiliating experience at the Spectator was just Morningside Heights noise.

I also could not yet see—and clearly those Spec editors couldn’t either—that good journalism involves immense craft. What to cover. How to scrutinize power, manage intricate source relationships, and captivate readers. What is newsworthy (information in the public interest) and what is not (hurtful name-calling).

It is truly difficult to understand the working world from the vantage point of a college campus, looking out from libraries and dorm rooms. It took me many years of working life, of seeing others rise and fall in their careers, to grasp something fundamental: Most successful, fulfilled people are practicing a combination of expertise and skill—the special thing they know how to do that other people do not. This is craft.

Craft guides the hand of the surgeon restoring an accident victim’s body. It’s how a writer, composer, or director holds an audience’s attention for hours at a time. It’s why restaurant meals cooked by experts taste so good, and also why the best-written home recipes turn out beautifully in amateur hands. Craft is why an AI summary, even an accurate one, feels blank, because it’s missing an author’s voice and intelligence. When contracts, science experiments, and brand campaigns are well crafted, investment becomes more secure and likely to pay off. Craft protects us in the face of disaster: Firefighters and psychologists rely on strict rules and knowledge passed through generations to safeguard us and lead us from devastation to repair. When we hone our craft, we build up protection against being regarded as disposable or interchangeable.

As you’re starting out, the point is not to already possess a craft; it’s to find a road to mastering one. Maybe you’ve got a start on a craft or two already, in the form of engineering coursework or entertaining an audience.

Two years after graduation, drawn to the mission and rigor of being an attorney, I went to law school. Though I liked my classes and professors, legal tasks left me feeling deadened. Every step of every project involved so much procedure. Instead of reading cases in the law library, I found myself looking up past articles by my favorite journalists to figure out how they had started their careers. Paging through a brick of a book, hundreds of pages long, listing summer jobs for first-year law students, I realized I did not want a single one. One night at 3 a.m. during that first fall semester, the prospect of an unhappy life in law forced me to admit something scary that I had buried deep within myself. I did want to be a journalist. I yearned for it, badly.

I had zero evidence that I could succeed. I had evidence to the contrary.

I dropped out of law school. This was also kind of mortifying in its own way. It was Harvard, which I mention not to sound like a jerk but to convey how bad this all looked to my parents and a lot of others.

But that was the moment when I became the author of my own life.

Think about a career not in years or decades but in minutes and hours. At 11:30 a.m. on a Thursday, do you feel connected to the task before you? In a fulfilling work life, the ratio of satisfying tasks to annoying ones is favorable, and all those actions add up to the performance of a craft.

Of all of Young Mr. Shitwork’s misguided statements, the most worrying was his disdain for those first few years of entry-level work. Low pay is a challenge, yes. But those years often provide invaluable training, the kind that builds slowly and then yields something great.

A few months ago, while visiting Austin, Texas, my brother brought me to a sensation of a restaurant called Birdie’s. The proprietors are a married couple, Tracy Malechek-Ezekiel and Arjav Ezekiel. She cooks simple but knockout food. He is in charge of drinks and the dining room. The night we visited, Arjav seemed to be everywhere at once in the dining room, getting to know the customers, delighting them with wines they had never tasted, making the place feel like a dinner party where something exciting is about to happen. This little place, a mom-and-pop operation launched during the pandemic, was beating out fancier, more established contenders for nationwide restaurant-of-the-year awards.

Tracy’s cooking was the main event. But part of the fascination was that she and Arjav had seemingly done the impossible: They had taken the dining industry’s punishing financial model and reengineered it to work in their favor.

You only need to watch five minutes of The Bear to see what nearly everyone in the fine-dining business acknowledges: Even with forty-dollar entrees and seventeen-dollar glasses of wine, making money is confoundingly hard. The math does not work. Restaurants require a lot of labor to run well. Because customers linger for two hours over dinner, volume is always limited. Even many packed, high-priced restaurants are barely staying afloat.

Yet Arjav and Tracy managed to keep Birdie’s closed two days a week, to breathe and spend time with their toddler. Twice a year, they shut the doors for long vacations—two and a half weeks in the summer, ten days at Christmas—and paid the staff for the time off. They also provided healthcare coverage and eight weeks of paid family leave. This was the restaurant industry equivalent of making a car fly. A few months after our meal, I called Arjav and asked him to tell me the story of how he and Tracy had figured it out.

As a college student, he had hoped to go into law or politics. When he graduated, he was offered a paralegal job in New York. But he couldn’t fill out the paperwork. Arjav did not have legal permission to work in the United States. His parents had brought him from India on a tourist visa when he was twelve years old, then stayed. He had a college degree and zero chance of working in the fields that interested him.

His father managed a modest hotel in Oregon. His mother hosted a makeshift pop-up Indian restaurant out of their home. Arjav took a job as a server at a restaurant in Washington, DC, waiting on the lawyers and policy experts he had hoped to join.

He resigned himself to a life of restaurant work. “This is probably going to be my career,” he told himself. “Better to just accept it and double down.”

Shift after shift, he learned about wine, how to serve at the right temperature, how to season and polish glasses. Because of his lack of papers, traveling to wine-producing regions outside the United States was not an option. So he used YouTube videos, new at the time, as his tutors, and watched fellow waiters in their sixties, the ones with lifetimes of experience in how to sell.

“Restaurants are a lot like playing a sport,” he told me. “The people who are great, that takes time, and there’s no shortcut for that. They’re like athletes—they see the whole field, and that requires reps.”

After four years, Arjav felt a shift. As he moved through the restaurant, the entire place seemed to pause so he could size up the action and assess how to satisfy people. At a glance, he could tell which pair of diners needed space, because they were a couple having an argument, and which were business contacts trying to impress one another—an opportunity, perhaps, to sell a major bottle of wine. When a customer came in with his wife one night and his mistress the next, Arjav knew it was best to act like he didn’t notice.

He saw that regulars—the lifeblood of restaurants—were often born in bad moments. When customers behaved rudely, “I kept going with love and hospitality,” he said. Sometimes by the end of the meal they confessed they were going through a breakup or a divorce. He gave them his card and offered to save them a seat at the end of the bar. He moved to New York to work as a server in the big leagues, was promoted to management, and met Tracy.

In 2018 they moved to Austin, then used the lull of the pandemic to sketch out how to use everything they had learned to build everything they wanted. A restaurant with real time off—through marriage, Arjav had become a US citizen and could finally explore the world—and better pay, including for the cooks in the back. They realized that “the only way this works is if we have a higher-margin business,” Arjav said.

Working in restaurant after restaurant, serving table after table, he and Tracy had seen that “people didn’t really care if you dropped a fork or spilled a drop of wine,” he said. “They remembered how you made them feel.” Arjav and Tracy bet that if they projected enough warmth, their clientele wouldn’t mind a more streamlined restaurant experience.

Diners at Birdie’s begin their experience in a front courtyard, studying the evening’s choices from a prix fixe menu and standing in a line that feels like a social scene. They order wine to sip as they wait. When they arrive at the front counter, they order dinner. Only then are they seated. With this system, the restaurant requires less staff—but provides better jobs—than do most fine-dining restaurants.

Arjav now says he was drawn to law or politics because he wanted something prestigious to tell others, and that those fields never would have delivered, hour after hour, the love he has for hospitality. “I feel lucky that my circumstances forced me into something I was meant to do,” he said.

The years Arjav spent apprenticing in restaurants would have looked like very little on Instagram. The repetition, the unglamorous tasks like wiping up spills, would not have marked Arjav as a future industry leader on LinkedIn. Social media can easily become an underminer of craft. It teaches that everyone’s an expert and that you’re only worth what looks good to other people. It’s not a forum for humbling but constructive mistakes or slow growth.

It took me twenty busy, challenging years to progress from my fumblings at the Spectator to breaking the story of how Weinstein had victimized women. How did Megan and I confront a menacing bully and produce a story that set off a worldwide reckoning? With technique, strict professional standards, and an unspoken understanding that the story had to be impeccable. In every word we uttered in every interview, in every text to our brave sources, we deployed judgments our editors had learned from their own editors, and observations we had gleaned from years of studying the physics of power and information.

Years later, when Megan and I speak to student groups, the first question is almost always the same. They want to know how we bore the trauma of the material, years of reporting on sexual violations. Of course we shed tears in private, we say.

But as Megan puts it: The day you get to confront Harvey Weinstein is the best day at the office ever.

Experiencing the highest pleasures of craft requires mastering one. Even with all your smarts and high test scores, this still lies ahead for many of you. The slow accumulation of skill is not easy for outsiders to see. But there are victories and marks of progress along the way, and teachers who provide a sense of direction and set a standard for what can be achieved.

There is so much satisfaction in putting hard-earned expertise to work. In a feel-bad world, craft offers measures of safety, independence, and sometimes even hope.







NEED

A few times a week at my high school in exurban New Jersey, televisions were rolled into classrooms, beaming in faraway teachers through a balky, pre-internet remote learning system. The reason, we were told, was that Japan was going to take over. Their economy would boom while ours would falter. Like teenagers all over the United States, students at Holmdel High were advised to master Japanese if we wanted to be successful.

Every generation gets a version of master Japanese. Here’s the path for winners. Don’t get left behind. Hurry up and learn genetics. No, computer science. Study Mandarin. Forget humanities. One word: plastics. The advice seems even louder today, and a lot of it is phrased in the negative. Don’t go into public service, you’ll get death threats. Medicine leads to burnout. Academia—now? Really?

This is savvy-sounding advice that can crush magic, extinguish meaning, and lead people to empty assignments at companies they hate. Follow it to the end and we’ll have no public servants, doctors, or professors. Or novelists or actors. Or journalists.

Besides, around the time my classmates and I graduated from high school, the Japanese stock market slumped and did not recover for thirty years.

There is a deeper, wiser way to seize the future, which is to think about need. What is your own assessment of what society will need most during your working years, the next four or five decades? What kind of care, what kind of products, what kind of information.

I’m fifty now, at the measuring point of midlife. The people I see thriving at work are the ones who chased some bigger need—not imposed by conventional wisdom but articulated through independent observation.

During my friend Priya Parker’s freshman orientation at the University of Virginia, she walked into a party at the athletic center and faced an awkward decision. She looked to the left: all Black students. Then to the right: all white students. As the daughter of one Indian American parent and one white parent, she didn’t know where she belonged. As college progressed, she witnessed racism and the resulting turmoil on campus and saw how difficult it was to talk about. She trained in dialogue facilitation and started a series of fresh student conversations.

Twenty-five years later, she’s an expert on gathering—a vocation, like many of the best ones, that is not something you can apply for, that will never be listed in a career-services office. What it means: Priya’s craft has developed to the point that she’s a sought-after facilitator who gets paid to help companies and nonprofits turn their most painful internal conversations into moments of insight and connection. (Her guidance is so incisive, and helpful at so many moments in life, that she put it in a book called The Art of Gathering.)

Not every need is a weighty problem. In this screwed-up world, what many of us need is more fun than we’re currently having. My brother Jonathan, who dropped out of college to work and later finished his degree online, helps run an outdoor pizza oven company that was jump-started during the pandemic by the sudden call to socialize outside. The need he and his colleagues are filling is for perfect crusts and bubbling mozzarella.

Another friend, Allison Applebaum, is a psychologist and researcher who noticed a crisis in caregiving. Family members of people with serious illnesses and disabilities were playing critical, invisible roles on healthcare teams and buckling under those responsibilities. She became an advocate for caregivers, giving them the support they need and training hospitals worldwide to do the same.

Craft gives their work authority. Need gives it propulsion.

Xxaria did move back upstate after graduation, still trained on the need for better addiction treatment. She returned to her mother’s home and worked a few shifts a week as support staff at a halfway house for people in recovery. This was not the work she wanted—she was still applying for research jobs—but she took advantage of the opportunity. Like Arjav, she closely observed the people she was serving and honed her daily interactions with them in order to be more effective.

What bothered her most was the way people treated and talked about addicts. In the school health classes she had sat through in the years after her brother died, the teachers made addicts sound like villains, she thought. How am I supposed to grieve a person who was bad? she remembers wondering. Even then, she knew that Keith, playful and protective, a rugby player so fit that he used to run uphill with a jug of water strapped to his back for extra weight, had been ill, not bad. Addiction and bipolar disorder ran in the family and he had succumbed. “I love you guys, but I’m realizing I’m not Superman,” he wrote in a letter to his mother a year before he died.

Xxaria is a photographer, and during her senior year at Columbia, she had created an art project out of old photos of her brother and new photos of herself. One of the snapshots of Keith showed him standing between two friends at a party, clutching a beer can. Xxaria re-created the shot with herself in Keith’s place. Side by side, the two images showed her longing for closeness with him and the irreconcilable gap between brother and sister. He was gone. She was moving ahead. His life ended at age twenty-seven, in a death tainted by stigma. She was serving on student government.

A PhD in clinical psychology, she thought, was her best shot at understanding and shaping what did and didn’t work in treatment programs. She wanted to know if addiction treatment could “treat people like people,” as she put it. But to get into a PhD program, she needed a solid research job on her résumé.

She networked her way into an interview for a perfect-sounding job in the Bronx. The professor doing the research said she wanted Xxaria. But the hiring process was slow and convoluted, and she waited weeks for a concrete offer that never arrived. She was offered a position at a psychiatric treatment program that she admired, but it did not involve research. She deliberated hard and then turned it down. In her off-hours from the halfway house, she applied for every research job she could. At a Boston hospital, she interviewed for a position working on a study about whether giving minors opioids for post-surgical pain relief raised their long-term risk of addiction.

A few days later she got an email from the hospital with a bunch of information, including parking instructions. Parking instructions? Could that mean…?

Xxaria got the position, her first confirmation from the world of psychology that her ideas, labor, and drive were welcome. She had prevailed despite the lost wages from the Columbia lab, the unanswered résumés and emails, the job that had been promised but never materialized, and the diminished state of health-related research. The need she had identified was real. It had guided her to her craft and then pulled her through.

Once you pair craft and need, one starts to drive the other, creating even greater forward motion. Xxaria began with a compelling need: to better treat addiction. But now she is really on her way, because the craft she is learning will change and refine her assessment of that need. To meet that evolving vision, she will pursue higher forms of craft—more skill, new tools. Fresh needs will emerge, but the richness and strength of her craft will help her address the unexpected. Her growth, I hope, is going to become a virtuous cycle.

Pairing craft and need can propel us to do what seems impossible: invent new medicines, bring transformative products to market, reveal long-buried truths.

Craft also helps protect us. It helps sustain us financially, providing some insulation from the cruelties of the job market. Amazon has been able to burn through warehouse workers because the company designed those jobs to eliminate craft. The work consists of a series of repetitive actions that nearly anyone can do. The labor is hard, and the workers are expendable. And, look, any employer can eliminate any job at any time. But your craft is truly yours and cannot be taken away.

Some crafts fade. A lot of translation is done digitally now. On Wall Street, most floor traders have been replaced by electronic equivalents. That’s why craft always has to evolve based on need, to make sure the market is still there for you.

As it happens, another of my friends helps run a different division of the Boston hospital that hired Xxaria. One of the reasons I can imagine her trajectory is because I have already witnessed his. A quarter century ago, Dr. Matthew Siegel trained to be a pediatric psychiatrist. The greatest need he saw around him was to improve care for children with severe autism. As he treated individual kids, he also tried to build something bigger—a summer camp for children on the spectrum, a center at a hospital in Maine that serves as a regional hub for severe cases and has become a national model.

Even then, he kept learning more craft. At fifty years old, as the co-author of many papers, the creator and head of a widely admired program, and an expert in demand, Matt embarked on a part-time MBA, spending his weekends sweating through statistics homework to learn to manage bigger institutions and problems.

Matt is sometimes overwhelmed by need. Hospital systems all over the country ask for his help in setting up autism treatment. He cannot serve them all.

But the need propels and lifts him. Recently, as Matt and I sat side by side, working on our respective laptops, I thought about what his career stands for: to help people who are suffering, one by one and at scale; to be respected for how thoughtfully and effectively you operate; to be compensated for making vital contributions. I looked at his hands moving across the keyboard while his face focused on the screen and thought: You are the dream.







MONEY

Recently a friend of my daughter asked to speak with me, because she felt torn between two paths. Her mother, a dancer, had followed her passion and earned pennies. Her father worked in finance. Both were satisfied, but she was struggling with which of those directions to choose. Pursuing art—she was a dancer too—seemed irresponsible, but devoting herself to financial reward felt like it could be soulless. Which path was right?

Art or commerce, risk or stability, public service or self-reward. Many young people assume there are two routes in life: Either admirable but painful sacrifice, scraping together a creative life, siphoning a few drops from the world’s endless ocean of need. Or selling out, with a dutiful career.

I decided to shock my daughter’s friend by sharing what top arts administrators make. Over a half million dollars a year for the president of the Brooklyn Academy of Music and the director of the Pérez Art Museum in Miami. Even higher numbers at the Philadelphia Art Museum and New York’s Public Theater. At the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, the number was even higher: $1.4 million a year.

Her mouth dropped open. These numbers are far from typical, of course—these are roles atop rarefied institutions. But I was trying to make a statement about what is possible and challenge a dichotomy she had assumed was absolute.

Since most of us are not going to be paid seven figures a year for our taste in contemporary art, I wanted to broaden the point, to show her and others that there are plenty of careers that contribute something to society and are also remunerative. I started keeping a list.

A lot of my own friends qualify: school administrators, clergy members, psychologists, and nonprofit lawyers. A thirty-year veteran of the New York City Police Department who’s now serving as chief in a midsize city while also drawing a substantial pension for his service to the Big Apple. Matt, the child psychiatrist, is better compensated than he had expected because the need for his expertise is so intense.

Through my work, I’ve gotten to know attorneys who win recompense for women who have been sexually harassed or assaulted. It’s a tricky field; in our MeToo reporting, my colleagues and I showed that some of the most prominent lawyers have been accused of silencing women for cash. But the most ethical of these attorneys win monetary awards for clients who have suffered while also fighting for reforms. When they call me from their vacation homes, I glimpse just how lucrative this form of feminism can be.

Last year I had breast cancer, needed a mastectomy, and met the finest doctors I’ve ever encountered, surgeons who excise malignancies and then carefully restore women’s bodies. Their work saved my life, then left me feeling and looking better than I could have imagined. After each appointment, I thought: I hope these people are earning a ton. Poking around in public record filings, I saw that a few years ago one of my surgeons earned $2 million.

Okay, that was more than I’d thought. But when craft and need meet so dramatically, big things happen.

We all need goals to strive for, individually and together. If you’ve had the best education this country has to offer—studying fascinating areas of human endeavor while earning a four-year degree—I recommend aiming to join the category of people who enjoy their work, contribute something to society, and make a good living.

I wish our universities would set this as an explicit goal of education. But you can still make it your own.

In the early years of your career, small numbers do matter. Given the prices for rent or even coffee, the difference between $53,000 and $56,000 is real. Ask for a bigger salary before you start, and for raises at regular intervals.

But do not confuse immediate and eventual earning power. These jobs do not just pay for your housing, food, and such. They are also investments in yourself. The best early career jobs are not necessarily the ones that generate the most short-term cash; they’re the ones that help set up long-term professional and financial success. A job paying $49,000 annually, with bosses who become teachers and mentors, is a far superior choice to a gig paying $62,000 at a chaotic organization that may fold in a year.

It’s not easy, but investing in yourself in this way can really get you somewhere. To prove it, I contacted the people I mentioned at the start of this chapter and asked them what they had earned in their first jobs.

Now head of Georgetown Day School in Washington, DC, my friend Russell Shaw was an outdoor education guide making $50 a week plus room and board. A wildly successful plaintiff attorney started by earning $14,000 annually, or the equivalent of about $50,000 today. My cop friend earned $25,000 in his first year on the force.

Now for the arts administrators. Daniel Weiss, the director of the Philadelphia Art Museum, started in a gift shop. He sold trinkets and managed inventory for the store at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, DC, earning a mere $16,000 a year. Anne Pasternak, the director of the Brooklyn Museum, worked at an art gallery on Newbury Street in Boston. She still remembers the kind collector who took her out for meals she could not have afforded on her $12,000 salary. (Even when adjusted for inflation, those starting salaries are low; Anne’s would translate into $32,000 today.)

Gary Tinterow, the director of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, worked as an undergraduate assistant at Brandeis’s art museum, making a few dollars an hour, and at other Boston-area museums during graduate school.

“Financially, it was touch and go,” he told me. In 1983, when he became an assistant curator at the Metropolitan Museum in New York, his $15,000 salary was not enough to pay rent on a studio apartment, so he also gave tours and lectures and worked as an adjunct professor.

There’s another factor, beyond inflation, that separates these stories from our present day. It was easier to be brave back then, as my husband, Ron, recently put it to me. Collectively, we had more confidence about upward mobility.

But try to be a little brave if you can. Yes, circumstances are unstable, but risk is often the path to satisfaction and reward. Of all the arts administrators I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Gary is the one with the highest salary. In 2024, he made nearly $1.4 million, according to public tax filings—a really high number, and a reminder that you don’t know what might await.

I want to end this chapter with cautions for three particular groups.

For young people who come from a prosperous background but direct their promise toward pursuing wealth above all else: Why? On so many campuses I see students who are unfamiliar with the basics of how to run a financial life—how a mortgage works, the definition of compound interest—assuming they are obligated to do the most lucrative thing. I wonder if they see the distinction between establishing financial stability and chasing outsized wealth. Or if they are clinging to money as a North Star because they lack confidence and haven’t allowed themselves to explore and experiment.

If this sounds like you, please realize: Pursuing only material gain can actually mean selling yourself short. Do not waste twenty years figuring this out from scratch. You’ll burn through the most precious resource any of us have, which is time.

For truly rich kids who do not need to earn a salary: Get yourself a job anyway. At an organization that is not on your family’s payroll, and with a boss to whom you’re accountable. The degradations of the job market are not an excuse to opt out. Wealthy people who have not held real jobs—who never submitted themselves to the regulating and socializing functions of the workplace—almost always end up weird. Act now, before it’s too late.

Finally, to those of you who come from a background of struggle and deprivation: Let’s not accept a rule that professional satisfaction belongs only to the well-off.

You might think your circumstances don’t allow you to entertain the questions in this book. You may feel pressure to just make every last dollar that you can. I’m not going to tell you this is wrong, especially given the weight of housing costs, obligations to family members, and student loans.

But I don’t want your job to be something you hate.

After I visited Texas Woman’s University, the school that has helped boost so many low-income women up the professional ladder, a professor there introduced me to Paola Alonso, a twenty-seven-year-old alumna. Paola grew up getting her clothes from a JCPenney charity program and her Christmas gifts from toy donation drives. Her mother was a migrant worker, then a hotel housekeeper. Her father was out of the picture.

When she arrived at TWU, she assumed that her best option would be to train as a nurse—a step forward economically and a safe choice serving an obvious need. But she showed up at her first anatomy class and couldn’t shake the feeling that she didn’t belong. Also, she hated the sight of blood.

She took a history class to score an easy A and found herself gripped. TWU is home to the archives of the WASPs, or Women Airforce Service Pilots, a group of female aviators who devised an audacious plan, during World War II, to help the US military: They would fill a pilot shortage by flying domestic non-combat missions themselves. Together they delivered aircraft from factories to military bases, towed targets to train gunners who fired at them with live ammunition, and flew a total of sixty million miles to serve their country at a critical hour. Their pairing of craft and need was so powerful that it lifted them to the heavens.

At TWU, their uniforms are displayed on mannequins right in the lobby of the library. There is no glass; Paola could reach out and touch the WASP uniforms and flight suits, still looking chic and exciting after all these years.

She decided she would be a history teacher instead—also a secure job. When she had applied for financial aid, she learned that her mother made only $20,000 annually. If she could make $30,000 or $40,000 a year, that would be a huge victory, she thought. “What do I have to lose?” she told herself. “I could always be a housekeeper.”

Then she did a history-related internship for class credit, and then another, and then another. She learned that there were jobs—working as an archivist, running museums—in which she could actually engage with history every day, preserving it and explaining it to the public.

Today Paola is the archives coordinator at a history museum run by the small city of Irving, Texas. She has helped host an exhibit about the Green Book, a mid-twentieth-century guide that aided Black travelers in finding safe accommodations and welcoming businesses, and she recently coordinated the largest exhibition of LGBTQ-related historical artifacts ever shown in Texas, a work she called “the magnum opus of my career.”

Paola makes about $60,000 a year. The word that comes to mind to describe her is “equipoise”: a state of being perfectly balanced. She is proud of her salary, which is enough to cover her needs, like the rent on her two-bedroom apartment, and allow her to splurge sometimes. In particular, she said she was thrilled to buy her pets a really good cat tree, the kind of purchase that during her childhood was completely out of reach.

Paola doesn’t talk about her job—she raves about it. Of all the people featured in this book discussing their careers, she takes the most palpable joy.

“I’m still grappling with the fact that I can do this for work,” she said.







HOW TO START

This is the concrete question: How can you propel yourselves from curious, hardworking undergraduates and entry-level workers to confident authors of your own professional lives?

Let’s drop in on that Columbia commencement ceremony for a moment, to the point in the proceedings when the school awarded its annual student prizes. The Alumni Association Achievement Award for the most outstanding senior, the Alumni Prize for the student judged by classmates to be the most deserving, and so on.

At twenty-two years old, the winners had résumés that appeared complete. Each had chosen an area of focus and built a list of academic, extracurricular, and internship credentials that seemed to defy the limits of what a young person could accomplish. With the prizes, Columbia seemed to be asserting: Even in our hour of breakdown, we still produce top-quality specimens.

The audience applauded. But I was not quite sure what to make of the stories those résumés told. Some students in the sea of powder-blue robes, and even some of the parents, seemed to stiffen at the aggressive display of perfection.

A small number of us are like Xxaria, lucky enough to know our professional aims from the beginning. They are not my people. And probably not yours, if you’re reading this. Most of us, at eighteen or twenty-five or later, are curious, confused, and drawn in multiple directions. We benefit from struggle. We require it.

And in a transforming job market, even some seemingly perfect candidates, the types who appear on stages and win prizes, are having a hard time. Being an A student, going to a great school, looking sharp on LinkedIn, having certitude about what you want to pursue—if these were ever guarantees of a smooth entry into the working world, they’re not anymore.

So rather than try to bypass the struggle, do it as well and as fruitfully as possible. In the following pages, I’ve written a series of notes—arrow signs, cautions, exercises, memories of my own. I want you to have a great struggle: a challenging and revelatory series of adventures, with rich and exciting results.

Exit the library.

If you’re in college and sweating over what field to enter, remember: Universities are places of hushed scholarship and secluded reading rooms. Careers are made from stimulation. Very few people meet their destinies by sitting in pretty book-lined rooms and marinating in their own aspiration and fear.

Do not let your parents decide your career.

Many prestigious colleges treat career counseling as an afterthought, but not Emory University. For many years, a master career counselor named Branden Grimmett has counseled students—including those with majors like anthropology and dance—on how to start professional lives. When I consulted with Branden, the first thing he told me is that because of high tuition costs, and the alarming state of the entry-level job market, many parents are becoming ever more heavily invested in the career decisions of their offspring. This is particularly common, he said, when students are from a culture in which family members are expected to make decisions as a collective.

But in his many years of observation, “students are often unhappy fulfilling their parents’ obligations,” he said. Parents often advocate for the most obvious career choices—law or medicine, he told me. But young people need freedom and permission to try on a variety of what he called “career identity hats” to see what fits.

Your life, your move. Sometimes—oftentimes—growing up means stepping away from parental expectations.

Look to your friends instead.

Think about what roles you take on with them: math tutor, party planner, psychologist, workout coach. Ask your friends how they see your career and what they think you’re capable of. Then do the same for them.

These answers often reveal truths that our résumés do not. In social relationships, we aren’t bound by suffocating expectations about our future. Our friends have needs, and by noticing how we respond to them, we can learn who we are.

Observe the obvious.

In college, I was everyone’s editor. Fixing other people’s papers was a source of satisfaction. Bring this up, move this down, rewrite this line, consider starting this way—I knew how to make words flow, and I felt a bossy desire to make everyone’s essays good.

Recently, my college-age daughter sent me this passage from an interview with Robert Gottlieb, the former editor of The New Yorker. Speaking with the Paris Review, he said:


What is it that impels this act of editing? I know that in my case it’s not merely about words. Whatever I look at, whatever I encounter, I want it to be good—whether it’s what you’re wearing, or how the restaurant has laid the table, or what’s going on on stage, or what the president said last night, or how two people are talking to each other at a bus stop. I don’t want to interfere with it or control it, exactly—I want it to work, I want it to be happy, I want it to come out right. If I hadn’t gone into publishing, I might have been a psychoanalyst; I might have been, I think, a rabbi, if I’d been at all religious. My impulse to make things good, and to make good things better, is almost ungovernable. I suppose it’s lucky I found a wholesome outlet for it.



God yes. This is how I felt about words and paragraphs even then. Yet to say, even to myself, that anyone might ever want to read an article I had written or edited—I didn’t dare.

Pay better attention to yourself than I did. Buy a cheap, thin notebook. Keep it on you. Every day, make a practice of writing down which actions you enjoy and which ones you hate, whose company you like and whose you can’t stand. Do that for a few months and you may come to know yourself in a new way.

Drop the assumption that your college experiences will dictate what becomes of you.

What you’ll focus on, whether you’ll succeed, is not necessarily determined by what happened in March of your sophomore year.

One of the most powerful books ever written about those years is Remembering Denny, in which the author, Calvin Trillin, tries to figure out why the golden boy of his class ended up living a hard, lonely life that fulfilled little of his promise.

I hope those Columbia prizewinners go on to great lives. But that special glow of the flawless-seeming student has a way of fading, and often it’s the weirdos or the outliers who take over.

Consult your demons.

For Xxaria, for so many others, loss is fuel, and work becomes a way to respond to the uncontrollable. Back when I covered politics, the campaign trail was full of candidates whose fathers went missing (Bill Clinton, Barack Obama) or who suffered the loss of children (John Edwards, Joe Biden, Fred Thompson). Before Elizabeth Warren was born, her father’s business partner ran off with his investment, putting the family in financial peril. She grew up to teach contract law and then proposed and helped to establish the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.

My husband, Ron Lieber, spent his younger years as a student on financial aid and the eldest son of divorcing parents who argued about money. He learned a craft, journalism, that would help him clarify the mysterious financial forces that were causing him stress. Then he turned toward the needs of others, trying to protect everyone from the confusion and anxiety he had felt when he was young.

For twenty years now he’s been a personal finance columnist, first for the Wall Street Journal and now for the New York Times. His job is to protect all of our wallets. He exposes companies that do dark things with our money, and he obsessively documents the insanity of paying for college.

This is a beautiful way to think about a career, as a turn from loss to healing, destruction to protection. “The temple I built in my obliterated place,” as the writer Cheryl Strayed put it, describing how her mother’s untimely death propelled her own work.

Also, Ron wants you to know: In his college economics class, he got a C+.

Relax about coherence.

Not every dot of your experience is going to connect. Trying too hard to tell a straight line of a story can distort it. Everyone contains contradictions; have faith that other people will understand yours.

My friend Reem Kassis was born in Jerusalem at the start of the first intifada and has been navigating the fissures of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ever since. She is Palestinian, her passport is Israeli, and her Hebrew is perfect. Her father is Christian and her mother is Muslim, an unusual union that spans two poles of Palestinian life.

As a child, Reem often retreated to the kitchen, observing and soaking up everything there was to know about Palestinian cooking from her grandmothers, aunts, and mother. She says the perception in her community was, and often still is: An Arab woman’s place is in the kitchen.

As soon as Reem was old enough, she set out to disprove that.

At seventeen, she left to study at the University of Pennsylvania. She earned her MBA at Wharton and became the sole Palestinian consultant in McKinsey’s Tel Aviv office. Many clients took her for Jewish, but she had trouble renting an apartment because of discrimination against Arabs. During those years, Reem stayed as far from the kitchen as possible.

To her shock, after her first daughter was born, she found herself drawn back. Living in London, she wanted to preserve her family’s history for her baby and safeguard the culinary traditions of Palestinians. She decided to write a cookbook, even though she was a first-time author and a home cook with no formal training.

The Palestinian Table was praised by Anthony Bourdain, named to best-of-the-year lists, and nominated for a James Beard Award. Now Reem contributes food stories to the New York Times and The Atlantic. Since October 7, she has used her writing to explore hard questions about war, loss, food, and deprivation.

On paper, her résumé makes little sense. An AI program sorting through résumés would not understand her journey. But to sit and talk with Reem, or read her work, is to meet someone who has witnessed a great deal of pain and is forging her own response, filled with sorrow but also warmth and generosity.

Find by starting.

If you don’t yet know your craft or need, just try to get the most interesting first job you can get. First jobs should provoke collisions: between your assumptions and reality, between your own background and compelling new people. You want ideas and challenges to land in your path. You want some urgency. You want to react.

The best entry-level situations: A political campaign that drops you in the middle of current affairs, ideas, money questions, competition, and an outcome that matters. A workplace where young people are invited to crucial meetings (at Hollywood talent agencies, assistants get to listen in on nearly every call). An open-plan office where you can eavesdrop (many young reporters learn how to coax out information by overhearing more experienced colleagues do it). The brand name of the organization matters less than the opportunity inside.

The worst: Working as a receptionist at a place of business where no one comes in. A remote job in which your work is isolated from colleagues and you report to a boss who remains a stranger. A research job that puts you back in the library, interacting with books and articles instead of people. The secret of the ultra-prestigious Rhodes Scholarship is that it can be depressing, with dark days spent at a very traditional British university. Back when I was on that essay-editing jag in my younger years, I helped fix a personal statement for someone who got the fellowship. She ended up dropping out.

Listen to your positive emotions.

It’s hard to know whether to trust anxiety and fear, which can misdirect you. Those feelings often pass. You don’t want to live a life guided by jitters.

But wonder, intrigue, excitement: When you feel those, run to wherever they lead.

In Paola’s first year at TWU, she told her academic counselor she wanted to switch her major from nursing to history. He warned her not to do it, telling her a long, gloomy story about his own college roommate who had studied history and ended up as a dropout with a drug problem. Paola walked out of his office and went straight to an administrator in a different office to make the change.

An internship bolstered her confidence. In the course of digitizing old scrapbooks, she became riveted by the story of Dora Dougherty Strother, one of the first women to ever fly a B-29 bomber. “I became attached to her,” she said. Dora’s gutsiness became Paola’s cue.

My own daughter Tali, who has for years contemplated becoming a rabbi, recently heard about a yearly getaway taken by four of the female rabbis she admires most. “I want to gooooooo,” she remarked to me. I don’t know whether she should join the clergy. But I want her to keep paying attention to those kinds of visceral urges.

Columbia now has a new dean, Jonathon Kahn, focused on bringing undergraduates together and connecting them with career opportunities. I recently heard him share a piece of excellent advice: Listen to your body. As an undergraduate, he enrolled in a premed program but felt tight and uncomfortable. He got a teaching gig. The second he stood in front of students, he felt looser and more alive.

Find alternate doors.

As hiring becomes more digital and distant, genuine connection will count more than ever. For many jobs, there will be two tracks: the faceless official one mediated by technology—and another that’s more personal but also more hidden. You’re unlikely to locate those doors, or even the most exciting, original jobs, on career portals built to service giant audiences.

In order to forge those connections, you’ll probably have to approach complete strangers. Intimidating strangers, older and more accomplished, who might ignore or reject you. I can feel some of you shrinking away already. No one likes the feeling of being a supplicant.

So I brought you help. Part of the craft of journalism is connecting with strangers. Here’s how to do it:

Force yourself to reach out. But don’t press SEND on your note until you’re happy with each line. The best inquiries are short, read as warm but not overfamiliar, and have some intriguing element—a detail of your story, a quest you’re on, a note of infectious enthusiasm. If a line sounds like it could have been written by any other human being, let alone AI, delete it.

Ask a question, if you like, but not one with an obvious, easily findable answer. The students who write to me asking “Can you tell me how you and Megan broke the Weinstein story?” get zero time in my pressed schedule, because we wrote an entire book taking readers behind the scenes. (The first page of She Said is about persuading a reluctant stranger to engage.)

If you can locate a small commonality, mention it. In my own inquiries, I find that even one shared person or place boosts the chance of a yes, because it makes contact from a reporter less strange.

It’s okay if there’s no job on offer. With employment, as in journalism, conversations without too much of an agenda can sometimes be more expansive.

If you score a sit-down with a live human being, first celebrate the win. This is hard, and small victories count.

Now take the meeting seriously. More journalism rules: Try to go in person. (Face-to-face beats Zoom, which ties with a phone conversation, which—obviously—beats texting.) Prepare. Read everything you can find about the person you’re meeting. Get a handle on the organization’s challenges and goals. Don’t reveal it all when you sit down; that’s creepy. But show some command and insight, and if you can pay an authentic compliment, do it. Bring questions, good ones—a single incisive question can win an interview. If you get stuck, ask about the person’s own early career years. You might see the professional mask slip off and a more human face emerge.

Consider bringing a little gift. Not a big one—that could come off as a bribe. But years ago, after traveling to Japan and admiring the constant exchange of small, beautifully wrapped gifts, I started bringing them too. Fresh New York bagels when traveling to another city. Little jars of my family’s homemade granola. A busy person who grants a young person a half hour of conversation is generous; to give something in return, even home-baked cookies, is a welcome surprise and a hint that you are determined to contribute.

Learn to write a thank-you note—prompt, insightful, and sincere. Once again: When it feels right, hit SEND.

Make your pursuit a group exercise.

A story about publishing. More than twenty years ago, a group of young nonfiction writers met one another in New York. They felt like outsiders: They were mostly female and relatively new to a business full of clubby connections. They wanted to publish books, and make their living in the world of ideas, as one member named Alissa Quart put it at the time. So they banded together.

They started gathering once a month. Most writers’ groups are about workshopping what’s on the page. This was different—a joint quest to figure out all the other parts of the publishing process. How to get an agent. How publicity really works. To each meeting, they invited a guest, someone successful who agreed to give them guidance. They aimed high with the invitations and were astonished by who said yes. The group started calling itself the Invisible Institute, because their mutual support stayed behind the scenes.

You know what I’m about to say. The Invisibles went on to immense success and influence. Susan Cain wrote a book called Quiet, about being an introvert. Rebecca Skloot published The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks. Gretchen Rubin wrote The Happiness Project and then a whole series of books that proceeded from that one. Sheri Fink authored Five Days at Memorial, which might be my top book of journalism in all of life. With the writer Barbara Ehrenreich, Quart went on to found the Economic Hardship Reporting Project, which champions journalism about people with low incomes, and win an Emmy for a documentary about the last abortion clinic in Mississippi. Katie Orenstein founded The OpEd Project, which has helped transform the mostly male field of opinion journalism into a more level playing field. Pamela Paul had to exit the group—because she became the editor of the New York Times Book Review.

Take matters into your own hands. Form your own Invisible Institute, your own How to Start pod. Perhaps your group is intergenerational, with older mentors. If you’re in college, maybe every month you invite an alum you admire. Like the Invisibles, you’ll figure it out.

If you still become the person who applies for four hundred jobs with no response, see if craft and need might help.

But first: I am sorry things are so hard. This is a giant, structural problem with the employment market, not a personal failing. There are some obstacles that no thank-you note can overcome. I recently conducted an interview with seven college presidents of powerhouse universities—Johns Hopkins, Stanford, others—and asked the group what young people in this specific situation should do. Their answers were slow, tentative. Not because they didn’t care—their concern was clear—but because even from the tops of their respective mountains, the answer is genuinely hard to see.

But John King Jr., chancellor of the State University of New York system and a former US secretary of education, had a solid suggestion. He recommended adding a new skill—in other words, a craft—to change up the dynamic.

To which I’d add: Take out the cheap little notebook, which is your own homespun alternative to all those open tabs on your computer with job application portals and cover letter drafts. Write down all the needs you see around you, in your neighborhood, in business, among your friends and family. Don’t just do it once. As you move through the world, as the weeks pass, as you add a new craft, keep noticing and asking: Is there some need that could put wind at my back, some quest or problem that I could pursue or solve?

Find a boss you respect.

In all my years of working and observing, the biggest differentiator I have seen in terms of long-term happiness and success is the character of bosses. The definition of a fabulous boss may not always match your politics or assumptions. But on the whole, the people I know who went to work for great leaders and mentors thrived. The ones who put their trust in faceless corporations, or staked themselves to flashy but unreliable actors, have languished.

During the period when Arjav Ezekiel worked in New York, he ran into a problem with his immigration status. Through President Obama’s Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program, he had been able to get a Social Security card and work legally. But he had to reapply every two years, and his renewal was delayed. His job at the Union Square Hospitality Group came to a halt. Without legal status, the company could not employ or pay him.

Instead of firing him, the company helped him. While Arjav waited for his papers to clear, the company arranged unpaid internships for him at top California restaurants like The French Laundry.

My own first job after leaving law school was at Slate, then a tiny start-up, owned by Microsoft, devoted to the question of how journalism could adapt to the web. We had three offices, in Seattle, New York, and Washington, DC, where I was posted. This was 1999, email was magic, and we discussed story ideas on a group email list called mkedit@microsoft.com. Even as an assistant, I had full visibility, reading exchanges about how to craft articles that were sharp and appealing.

Michael Kinsley, the founding editor, was more intimidating than any boss I’ve had since. He had strong taste, a permanent skepticism of the powerful, and a devastating wit (“That sounds like a perfectly worthy story I have zero interest in reading”).

His voice was singular back then, and there is no one like him in public life now: an editor who turned magazines into playgrounds of ideas, a columnist whose eight-hundred-word analyses could feel like events in their own right, a TV host as incisive on cable as he was on the page. Imagine Stephen Colbert, but joking about the tax code in a way that made you understand it, or a cutting Ezra Klein. To prove that nobody in Washington reads nonfiction doorstopper books, he visited bookstores and slid cards between the pages, promising a cash award if the reader called. No one ever did. He redefined the word “gaffe” to mean when a politician, mid-spin, accidentally blurts out the truth.

Mike was a journalistic mentor for the ages, but an unsentimental one. I once told him that I thought it was a shame the Slate editorial team, split into three distant offices, spent little time together. “Familiarity breeds contempt,” he shot back.

I sent terrible ideas to the mkedit list. The scathing replies were my education. I began to dream about mkedit, producing narratives that played out entirely within the white rectangles of Microsoft Outlook.

A few months after I arrived, Mike offered me a promotion from editorial assistant to co-managing editor. After my crash at the Spectator, my leap from law school, and months of email dreams, this seemed to affirm everything.

The job was in Seattle. I jumped on a plane. The air out there smelled amazing. There was no way I was turning down this opportunity.

On the final day of the visit, Mike took me to lunch in the Microsoft cafeteria, a modern timber lodge with soaring ceilings, to talk over the job. I said I was in. He asked if there was anything keeping me on the East Coast.

I have a boyfriend, I said. If I take this job, we’ll break up. But I’m a big feminist, I said, and I don’t believe in going or staying anywhere for a guy before the age of twenty-five. I’m twenty-four, so I haven’t hit the deadline.

Mike did not laugh, to his credit.

He replied in a voice different from the one I knew. He was forty-eight and had never found the right romantic partner. People like you and me will always have work opportunities, he said. Finding someone to love is the hardest thing.

He asked: Is there a chance you might marry this guy?

I nodded.

I won’t be responsible for breaking up a relationship that might result in a happy marriage, he said. I’m withdrawing the promotion.

This was probably illegal. No respectable organization allows bosses to take away opportunities on the basis of romantic status.

Within a month, Mike moved me to Slate’s New York office so I could be with Ron. We’ve been married for twenty-four years. Our daughters are twenty and ten. Forgoing the promotion cost me nothing. Having a boss who cut through my naive certainty and protected my long-term well-being meant everything.

You should not have to do any of this grappling alone.

Part of why I said yes to the Columbia speech, part of why I wrote this book, is because I have been offended by watching older people hurt young people instead of helping them. During the tumult at my alma mater, deans were fired for sending anti-Semitic texts. Around the same time, donors threatened to undermine the careers of students across the country who participated in pro-Palestinian protests. These were the grown-ups, the authority figures. Yet they were placing stumbling blocks in front of students instead of clearing the way.

My last piece of advice is not for you. It’s for alumni, older adults, and especially anyone who has achieved a measure of success, authority, or power.

Together, we need to reestablish the idea that older people are advocates and protectors for those who are just starting out. Mentorship is in peril. With digital interviewing, AI sapping entry-level jobs, and people relating to one another through screens, it’s getting harder for young people to find champions and teachers. There is so much beauty and value in intergenerational workplace relationships. These are opportunities to be children or parents again, but on professional ground.

Help keep that tradition alive. If you have a half hour for a career talk with someone starting out, or a job lead, or even just a kind word to offer, please do it. This generation needs our help, badly.







WHY TO START

Picture yourself, a few years from now, walking into a room. It could be an art studio or a hospital operating room. Maybe it’s a home office, serene, with streaming sunlight and everything arrayed exactly as you please. Or perhaps elevator doors are opening and you’re stepping into a thrilling hive of activity. Maybe you’re walking into an organization you founded yourself, after rejecting other people’s notions of what work should be.

The day’s agenda might include a dishy lunch with a confidante or a battle plan to make a deal. Or just a battle—because when you really care about work, some fights are worth waging.

Maybe it’s the kind of workplace where getting a cup of coffee consumes extra minutes because there are so many people you want to chat with. These people are very different from you, but you’ve grown close through shared quests, challenges, inside jokes. The boss is not perfect; none are. But at least you feel that she’s trying and that she’s fair. Throughout the day, colleagues come to you for advice or direction. When you speak, they listen.

This is your workplace. Just walking through the door brings you pride, pleasure, and the adrenaline rush of opportunity.

I know you’re worried that these kinds of rooms don’t even exist anymore. But as you hear bad news and alarm all around you, remember: Someday we may look back on this time and recognize wellsprings of opportunity. The weaknesses of the establishment have been exposed. So much is in question. What is a university? What are the fundamental responsibilities of a law firm? How should humans interface with machines? As old forms fade or crumble, new ones need to be born.

We are all in need right now, and need drives success. Hewlett-Packard was founded during the Great Depression by visionaries who looked beyond the wreckage and saw the beginnings of a market for electronics. Airbnb and Warby Parker started after the 2008 financial crisis, to provide more affordable accommodations and eyewear. Signal, offering end-to-end encrypted communications, was a response to revelations about mass surveillance.

Remember: The best people in life and history are those who take negative, even devastating, stimuli and devise powerful and productive responses.

The New York Times, a 175-year-old institution, is successful right now because it’s countercultural. Reliable information is becoming scarcer. I wish it were otherwise. But the culture’s disaster is an opportunity and a call to service. In our newsroom—our own special room—two thousand of us devote ourselves to facts, curiosity, storytelling, and surprise.

Still, the need for solid information is too yawning to be addressed by a single newspaper. When I speak to young journalists, I tell them: You are going to have to found the publications you want to work for. Legacy operations like the one I work for are not going to be enough.

The task is even bigger than that, honestly. The truth is in trouble. Facts, knowledge, our shared sense of reality—all endangered. And there is not yet a plan for saving the truth. For comparison, look at the climate crisis. Thanks to scientists all over the globe, we have a road map for stabilizing the planet, starting with lowering CO2 emissions, even if we don’t yet have the political cohesion and will to do it. But when it comes to our information environment—also vital to our well-being, also a basis for everything we do, also polluted and rapidly decaying—we don’t yet have a route to a new and more stable place.

That search may sound daunting, but what a high calling. What a need to fulfill. Instead of waiting to see what the career markets might eke out for you, take your shot at remaking them. Taking on monumental quests is how you will become powerful. This is how you will establish a sense of agency and control.

As I write this, experts are debating whether AI will be a revolution or a red herring. But if it becomes dominant, it will open up vast new needs, especially to provide the things that no computer can: Ethical North Stars. Artistic inspiration. The sustenance of connecting deeply with other people.

“What makes us uniquely human is going to become core to the new definition of work,” Aneesh Raman, chief economic opportunity officer at LinkedIn, told me. “Work will index more and more around this idea that nobody beats you at being you.”

If Aneesh is correct, then your rooms could turn out to be very special indeed. With time, you might even use a different word to describe them: home.

For a battered generation of young people, the workplace may also represent a path to happiness.

At their best, the rooms where we work provide at least some protection from the forces outside. Plenty of workplaces run on the worst of our culture: greed, indifference. But others serve as refuges. They set policies and priorities that not only produce great results but also make life within those workplaces fairer, safer, and less chaotic than in the larger world.

For many of us, work is the route to satisfaction over which we often have the most agency. Work is no substitute for love, but it can be a complementary force and a more rational one. Decades later, Mike’s point over lunch in the Microsoft cafeteria can be turned in a new direction. Love is a lottery. Finding it depends on standing in the right bar on the right night and talking with the right stranger. Or some dating-app algorithm. As he said, finding the right partner is often the hardest thing.

But in a good career we have a measure of control. Sure, there are plenty of senseless corporate decisions, toxic personalities, and failures of worthy ventures. The political world can crash in. Still, in a healthy work setting the rules of the game have clarity: If we are hardworking, strategic, skilled, and collegial, we maximize our results. We can gather in our protected rooms, practice our crafts, and labor special things into existence.

And grow. If you find your craft and your need, you will experience progress—professional and personal—that feels at once like transcending your boundaries and returning to your truest self.

As you close this book, remember: An important moment in your life is approaching. You do not know exactly when it will arrive. None of us do. Maybe it will come more than once, but you can’t be sure.

The moment, the question, will be about whether you bet on yourself and your future happiness. Xxaria could have taken the solid job in psychology that did not offer any opportunity for research. In a cratering job market, that would have made plenty of sense. Paola could have stuck with nursing. Arjav and Tracy could have followed the recipe and opened a perfectly nice fine-dining restaurant. I could have stayed in law school and resisted the call of journalism. My parents would have been relieved and the entire global MeToo uprising might not have happened.

That moment is going to mean everything for you too. You’ll have to know when to refuse to settle. To insist on something better for yourself. To take yourself seriously and take on some risk. The decision is yours to make. Choose wisely. Brace yourself for some people to misunderstand or disapprove.

Go find that room of yours. For your own sake, certainly, and for ours too.
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