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| bave Isay is the founder of StoryCorps and the recipient of broad-
éasting honors that include numerous Peabody Awards, a MacArthur
. “Genius” Fellowship, and the 2015 TED Prize.

He is the author and editor of numerous books that grew out of
* his public radio documentary work, including the StoryCorps books
Listening Is an Act of Love (2007), Mom: A Celebration of Mothers from
StoryCorps (2010), and All There Is: Love Stories from StoryCorps
2012)—all New York Times bestsellers. StoryCorps’ fourth book,

. Ties That Bind: Stories of Love & Gratitude from the First Ten Years of

StoryCorps, was released in the fall of 2013 to coincide with the orga-

nization’s tenth anniversary.

Maya Millett is a writer and editor living in Brooklyn. She
| received a master’s degree in journalism from New York University,
 where she studied cultural reporting and criticism. Before joining
“ | StoryCorps’ print department in 2010, Maya worked as an archive
researcher for Johnson Publishing Compan}lr (home to Ebony and Jet
magazines) and with the African American oral history project The

HistoryMakers.
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“Tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?”

—Mary Oliver
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INTRODUCTION

T he idea for Callings came four years ago. It was around

, Mother’s Day, and our StoryCorps book about moms had
Just come out. I was lucky enough to go on The Colbert Report
to talk about it. My wife was pregnant with our second child
at the time. The day after I did the show, we had an appoint-
ment with our beloved ob-gyn, Austin Chen.

I adored this woman from the minute I met her: tiny,
fierce, mercilessly blunt, brilliant at her work. I knew a little
bit about her. I knew that she worked ferociously hard. I knew
bihot she biked everywhere she went—to her office, to the hos-
pital in the middle of the night to deliver babies. I knew that

had made the commitment to personally deliver the babies

f'every single one of her patients, which meant she was on call
wenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year. She told me that she
ad tried to leave town only once in the twelve years since

he’d started her practice, to say good-bye to her father, who
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was dying. But while she was there, a patient called to say she
was in labor. Dr. Chen left so she could meet her patient at the
hospital. She was not able to be with her dad when he died.

Dr. Chen had seen me on TV the night before our appoint-
ment, and as we were leaving she said, “I wish I had done
something important enough with my life to be on Colbert.” 1
was stunned. I told her that as far as I was concerned, if you
took everyone who had ever been on the show and added up
everything they’d accomplished, they wouldn’t hold a candle
to her. She shook her head and ushered me out of her office.

Later that day I had a meeting with our publisher to figure
out the next StoryCorps book. I told her about my conversa-
tion with Dr. Chen earlier in the day. We looked at each other
and we knew we had our answer—the book you now hold in
your hands: Callings. (A year later, I recorded a StoryCorps in-
terview with Dr. Chen about her work, which you can read on
page 142.)

Iam thankful every single day that I was lucky enough to
find my calling as a young man. I was twenty-two years old,
headed to medical school, when I fell into public radio com-
pletely by accident. The moment 1 pressed the button on the
tape recorder to begin my first interview, I had an overwhelm-
ing sense that I had found what I was going to do for the rest
of my life. A few weeks later I withdrev from medical school.

It was a terrifying decision, but one of the best I've ever made.

My fate was sealed.
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The theme of work threads throughout StoryCorps’ dozen-

 year history. The legendary oral historian Studs Terkel, whose

most famous book is Working: People Talk About What They Do

Al Day and How They Feel About What They Do, cut the ribbon

on our first StoryCotps booth in Grand Central Terminal.

“We know who the architect of Grand Central was,” shouted a

stone-deaf ninety-one-year-old Studs at the launch. “But who
. were the brick masons? Who swept these floors?” Studs im-
~ plored us to celebrate these stories, and we've devoted ourselves

i absolutely to the task since that day.

Work, Studs wrote, is about the search “for daily meaning as

well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonish-
~ ment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than a

'Monday through Friday sort of dying.” Callings is in many ways

4 L 257-page proof of Terkel’s proposition.

Many of the sixty-five thousand conversations recorded in

StoryCorps booths across America over the past dozen years
have dealt with the subject of work, and we've dug deep into
. our archive to cull the most powerful stories and the wisest
| words from those interviews for this collection. The tollowing
| pages are filled with the stories of everyday people who have
found—and often fought—their way to doing exactly what
. they were meant to do with their lives. These are the voices of

‘men and women of varied age, geographies, and backgrounds,

driven by a fire from within to find meaning in their work.

Listening has always been at the heart of StoryCorps’

I 2]
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mission. And, as you'll read in these stories, finding what
youre meant to do with your life has a lot to do with care-
ful listening—to that quiet voice inside that speaks to who
you really are. As the writer and teacher Parker Palmer
wrote in his book Let Your Life Speak, “Before you tell your
life what you intend to do with it, listen for what it intends
to do with you.”

Building StoryCorps has been the most difficult thing I've
ever done—replete with moments of terror and doubt. But it’s
also been the most rewarding and nourishing work experience
of my life. I can't imagine doing anything else. One of the
original employees who helped launch StoryCorps described
the work as: “Hard work. Blood work. Love work.” Which is
an apt description for the work lives of so many who are fortu-
nate enough to find their callings.

For those of you in search of your calling, consider yourself
warned: this pursuit takes discipline, resilience, sacrifice, and
tremendous hard work. At those moments when the fear creeps
in and you're unsure of where to go or what to do next, re-
member to trust your instincts always. Allow yourself to be
led by what truly moves you. And don’t compromise your
values—ever.

Whether you've found your calling, are on the journey, or
have lost your way, may the heroes of this book—whether as-

tronaut, ballpark beer vendor, or ob—gyn—help remind you of
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fhe importance of finding meaning in your work. May their

9 words help give you the strength to listen to that still, small

i voice inside—that voice which can help you discover the work
it

 that you were born to do.

—Dave Isay




AUTHOR’S NOTE

"g' he following stories were edited from transcripts of

Story Corps interviews that typically run forty minutes.

We aimed to distill these interviews without altering the tone
or meaning of the original sessions. At times tense and usage
L were changed, and a word or two was added for clarity. We did
- not use ellipses to indicate omitted text; in the tollowing pages
ellipses indicate speech trailing off or a pause in speech or con-

ersation.
Words and phrases that read well are not always the stron-
gest spoken moments, and the reverse is also the case. As a re-
It, a story may vary from audio to print.

Participants gave permission for their stories to be pub-

shed in this book, and each story was fact-checked.




