
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance Praise for Then We Grew Up

			 

			“Honest, revealing, and relatable. Then We Grew Up transported me back to a very distinct period in my life and will help readers reflect on their own post-college experiences.”

			—Brian Frons, Professor UCLA Anderson School of Management and Former President of ABC Daytime Television

			 

			“A compelling read for every twenty-
something. Raw, honest, and powerful storytelling hooks readers and offers a valuable outlet for reflecting on the challenging post-college period.”

			—Catherine Birndorf, MD, Psychiatrist and New York Times Bestselling Co-Author of The Nine Rooms of Happiness

			 

			“An intriguing and entertaining exploration through a pivotal and tumultuous time in every young adult’s life. Then We Grew Up is an extraordinarily well written, interesting, and memorable story that readers will relate to their own personal journeys.”

			—John Gatins, Hollywood Director and Academy Award-Nominated Screenwriter of Flight

			 

			“Andrew Marc Berman’s Then We Grew Up is a marvelous hybrid, a coming of age story and an advice book that beautifully captures the fugue state of one’s early twenties. Join the author, a charming, talented Ivy League student, as he embarks on a touching, frustrating, comic, joyful, and bracingly honest journey from college to independence.”  

			—Valerie Ross, Director of the University of Pennsylvania’s Critical Writing Program
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			For my mentors, role models, and everybody who has inspired me to fill the pages that follow. 
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			Black scuff marks clashing with off-white walls. Piles of dust scattered across cheap parquet flooring that had seen more than its fair share of wear. Faded subway tiles proudly showcasing all their imperfections under the harsh bathroom lighting. Discount kitchen appliances littered with the remnants of food and grease from their occasional use. Two massive holes in the living room wall that were once filled with the most critical object in the entire apartment: the wall-mounted television set. 

			The apartment was eerily quiet and empty. My roommates had already moved out, and I was the last one to go. We had spent three transformative years in this place, each defined by its own series of challenges and life-changing events. Twenty-two to twenty-three: the move to New York City to start my new job and my new post-college life. Twenty-three to twenty-four: the break, subsequent second try, and final breakup with my college girlfriend. Twenty-four to twenty-five: nonstop dating, running, and distractions—anything to prevent the dreaded slow-down where I would be left alone to ruminate and reflect on the past few years.

			The space had assumed a life of its own—far greater than a couple of cookie-cutter rooms and the comically flimsy doors that divided them. Those rooms were now empty, but they were simultaneously overflowing with memories from so many seemingly distant nights. Every leftover item and minute detail served as a reminder that a monumental chapter in my life was coming to a swift end on account of an expiring lease. The dim light emanating from the misshapen living room lamp was a nod to the countless evenings that I had spent watching movies with my roommates and their fleeting girlfriends. The cleared kitchen countertops were an homage to the night that one of my roommates and I fancied ourselves chefs and spent hours preparing a surprisingly good dinner. Most notably, the vacant space in my room sparked a flashback to the very first day when my then-girlfriend had helped me move into the apartment. The room, just like us, had been brimming with so many possibilities and the allure of a rapidly approaching new way of life. 

			I took a few minutes to reflect on how much I had grown in the confines of this small space. I was a completely different person. I was more established in my career—the prominent asset management firm where I worked had recently promoted me to the position of Associate, and I was now responsible for managing a group of nine analysts. I had more savings and financial security (which allowed me to make the imminent move into a nicer apartment). I was also more confident in my personal life—no longer at the beck and call of every girl with whom I started to develop a romantic relationship. 

			Although I knew that all of these things were undeniably true, I still couldn’t help but feel that I was more lost, confused, and lonely than I was on the very first day that I had picked up the keys to this convertible four-bedroom apartment. Nearly three years ago to the day, I had moved into this professionally cleaned and repainted home on a beautiful summer afternoon surrounded by new roommates and a supportive girlfriend. Now I was in the exact same place—alone—and packing everything up by myself. I wondered, where did everything go so wrong? 

			That night I was scared, sad, confused, lonely, and excited all within the span of a few brief hours. I was also frustrated—incredibly frustrated. Is this what I should come to expect? Is this what happens even after you play by all the rules growing up? I thought there would be more. Much more, even though I didn’t quite know what that meant.

			I sealed the last two boxes shut with cheap packing tape and pushed them out into the dark living room. I climbed into bed and hoped for the peaceful retreat that only sleep could bring, but it did not come. In retrospect, I’m grateful that it didn’t. As I lay awake that night, alone in my empty room with the rain pelting the improperly sealed windows, I had one incredible moment of clarity: this move was a metaphor for everything that I had experienced in my early to mid-twenties. 

			I was in a completely vacant apartment without furniture, frills, or finishes—I felt homeless. I was independent and had no binding obligations to anybody but myself—I felt untethered. I was stuck in-between two homes, simultaneously confronting the nostalgia associated with what had been and the nervous excitement for everything that lay ahead; I felt suspended, stuck in an amorphous and transitional state. 

			Everything associated with this—the frustration, the anger, the sadness, the fear—they were all necessary side effects of my transformation into becoming an adult in the real world. 

			This period was a rite of passage. Others had been through it before me, many were going through it with me, and future generations would have to pass through it after me. And all these people—close friends, parents, siblings, mentors, strangers—they all had one comforting thing in common: They had managed to make the move to their new home in one piece. 

			 

			*     *     *

			 

			This night was one of the many experiences over the past couple of years that inspired me to write this book. I realized that post-college life can be amazing, but it is also hard—extremely hard. So much will happen to us during this phase in our lives, but nobody talks about it. There may be a few TV shows, BuzzFeed articles, Instagram posts, and Facebook News Feed stories that explore certain aspects of our twenties—transitioning college relationships into the real world, breakups, the whirlwind of dating as a single twenty-something, new cities and strange roommates, entering the workplace, managing dynamics with our parents, fiancés—but nothing speaks to the whole of it. And the whole of it can be unexpectedly daunting, demanding, and disappointing. 

			This book is a moment of introspection. Four years after college graduation, I still feel just as lost, confused, and optimistic as that awkwardly dressed boy who walked along with thousands of fellow peers into a period defined by ambiguity, a lack of structure, and no specific guidance on what should be done next. This is not a how-to manual for surviving the first few years after graduation, but I do hope that my experiences and the lessons I learned from them can spark a dialogue around what I and countless others have slammed up against: the shock of adulthood, the loss of clear direction, the expectation of instant gratification, and the fear that everybody but you has their entire life figured out. 

			The narratives that follow are my truths—experiences that have come to define this in-between period. They are divided into three distinct sections: 

			 

			“Waiting on Superman” explores childhood and how the way we grow up affects the way we act as adults. Our relationships with our parents—and the superheroes who lead us—influence how we interact with others for the rest of our lives. 

			 

			“The Heart” is all about connection—dating, breaks, breakups, one-night stands, friendship, and how the search for your partner can lead to the discovery of your true self. 

			 

			“The Head” is work—how we navigate the professional world, manage our expectations, and embrace uncertainty. 

			 

			While the stories I share are specific to my experiences, the changes they represent happen to all of us in one form or another. I hope that they can become a gateway for you to explore your own journey into adulthood, no matter how far along you feel that you may be. 

		

	
		
			
PART 1: 
WAITING ON SUPERMAN
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			A screen memory is a recollection of an early childhood event that may be skewed or magnified in importance because it relates to something of deep emotional significance. To this day, I’m not 100 percent sure that the memory that I’m about to share is entirely real. But it feels so real, and I desperately want it to be. At the very least, it’s a beacon from a time when I had absolutely no control. No understanding of the greater forces that were at work. I was helpless—there was nothing that I could have done, and maybe this memory is my way of making sense of the life-changing event. I want to be able to go back in time and revisit it knowing what I know now. I want to stand up as tall as I could have, look my father in his weary eyes, and tell him that everything would be all right. That we would be all right.

			 

			*     *     *

			 

			I was standing by the door in the master bathroom of our old house in Chicago. It was early in the afternoon, and a soft floral light flooded in through the dusty window in the far corner. The bathroom was finished with a blend of soft woods and off-white tiles, and there were oversized mirrors flanking my right and my back left. They were elevated over the cabinets and seemed to emphasize just how small I really was at the time. I was only two and a half years old, and I had no idea how big I would have to become in the next five minutes. 

			I had just been let into this room by a nondescript nurse (one of many in our house around this time), and I was positioned with my back facing the door. When I entered the room, an extremely familiar figure was there waiting for me. He rose above the mirrors, and the light seemed to collect around him. He appeared to be a giant of a man, towering over me with a fortitude that could never fail. He was my father. 

			I remember standing in that room and looking up at him for a long time. Neither of us said anything. There was a serious silence that transcended the giddiness that usually accompanied our interactions. Something was different, but I had no idea what it could be. He stood there for a while, looking down at me from his lofty vantage point, our reflections bouncing off the mirrors surrounding us. The scene was like a photograph—we were perfectly still within a very specific frame. He took his time before he formally addressed me. Revisiting this now, I think he was deliberately trying to slow everything down. He wanted to pause—to take one final moment to enjoy what had been before he had to deliver the line that would change my life forever. Finally, after this moment had passed, he looked down, locked eyes with mine, and told me the following:

			“Andrew, Mommy went on a trip, and although she loves you very much, she’s not going to be able to come back.” 

			I don’t remember anything in vivid detail for a while after that moment. However, I do remember being terrified to leave my father’s side for a long time. I remember begging to be allowed to sleep in his room, being unable to sleep over at friends’ houses, and the anxiety that would consume me whenever he left on one of his infrequent business trips. With the passing of my mother, my father had become my only lifeline. He was my food, my water, and my air. He was my world. 

			My father and I were inseparable for the next ten years. We did everything together. We frequented Chicago Bulls games, ditched school for Six Flags outings, had block-wide water wars, took exciting family vacations (consisting of only the two of us), and spent countless hours playing video games together or watching PG-13 (and sometimes even R-rated) movies. I undoubtedly had the coolest father in the neighborhood, and even without a mom, I believed that I was the envy of nearly all my friends. 

			To me, my father was much more than “cool.” He was inexplicably resourceful, wise, and reassuring. Whenever there was a problem, he had a solution. Whether it was getting in trouble with a teacher at school or getting stuck in a boring summer camp, he would fix it. And this wasn’t limited only to my elementary school years. This reliability, capability, and ingenuity carried over into my adolescent years as well. The problems may have evolved from being frustrated with the disappointment of opening a new pack of Pokémon cards without a “Shiny” to my consuming fear about not getting into a top college, but he still came through nonetheless. He was a superhero to me. He never faltered, and he was always there. He truly was my Superman. 

			As would any kid in my situation, I became incredibly attached to him, and this attachment continued into my college years. At the ages of nineteen through twenty-two, I knew I could always text him and receive a response back within the hour. Problems with professors or disappointment with college tennis matches would disappear after talking to him. He still had the answer for everything, and he was always more than willing to step in and solve whatever it was that needed to be addressed. 

			Reflecting on this, I now recognize two things. One—the extent to which my father made sure that everything was “fixed” or “controlled” was his attempt at compensating for the passing of my mother. Maybe to him, if he could always be there to console, reassure, and fix everything, I would never have to experience the pain he felt becoming a widowed father of a two-and-a-half-year-old. Second—this was not necessarily in my best interest. While this was undeniably comforting, it created an overreliance on him that continued well past my preteen years. It was amazing knowing that I always had a guardian looking over my shoulder, but it prevented me from being able to develop my own footing. 

			On July 22, 2014, I left Los Angeles with my then-girlfriend to move to New York for my new job. My father drove me to the airport as if it were a trip back to Philadelphia for another semester at school. However, this time something was different. It was subtle, but my father had an odd demeanor about him—a noticeable departure from what I was accustomed to. I assumed it was a combination of sadness as I was officially inheriting the title of the prodigal son, and pride since I was leaving to start a coveted job in one of the biggest cities in the world (a similar path to the one he had taken nearly thirty-five years prior). Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something felt off. 

			Only a few weeks later, I learned what it was. He was finally starting to let go. He had clung so tightly for nearly twenty-three years, and he was now ready to release me into the world. There would be no more lifelines on offer and no easy escapes from the realities and responsibilities that came with adulthood. While he may always be a phone call away, he wasn’t going to step in and fix my problems anymore. That had officially become my job. He had given me every opportunity growing up—a fantastic education, countless lessons and clinics for sports, a loving family (which had now grown by three—I had a kind and nurturing stepmother and two terrific little brothers), great friends, and a fantastic role model to emulate. He felt it was time for me to step into a bigger pair of shoes. My father was ready for me to become an adult, but I don’t think I was ready to become one.

			I hadn’t developed a true sense of independence or self-confidence. I may have done well in school, with sports, and with my social life, but I felt that I had done all of it with an enormous safety harness on. One that would catch me if I ever stepped slightly out of line or went off track. Abruptly, this harness was being stripped away and I was terrified. 

			I was left to fend for myself in New York, trying to balance adjusting to a new home, a new job, a long-distance relationship, and complete financial independence with my all-consuming anxiety about the fact that I had no idea what would come next. I vividly recall trying to resort to our old habits—I desperately craved the sense of safety and reprieve that my father had always provided. I would call him as soon as I encountered a hiccup at work or was frustrated with something that my roommates had done. He was, of course, there to answer my calls, but this time his responses were different. He offered no solutions, no quick fixes, no easy outs—only a gentle ear. 

			At first, I felt abandoned, but now I’ve learned that my college graduation came with more than just a respectable diploma. It was symbolic for the fact that I was graduating out of the comfort and security that came with knowing exactly what would, should, and even could—thanks to my father—come next. It meant that I was now the one that needed to take complete control of the various challenges that I was starting to encounter—it was officially time for me to go off on my own and embrace the unknown. 

			Without generalizing too broadly, I believe that most people have been fortunate enough to experience some form of safety and shelter during their childhoods. While my situation may have been exacerbated due to the passing of my mother and the controlling personality of my father, most people can relate to the concept of a protective harness. Whether it’s helicopter parents, older siblings, uncles, aunts, cousins, coaches, friends, or mentors, it’s the idea that every step of the way—from elementary school projects, middle school sports, adolescent rebellions, and college dilemmas—we have had someone looking over our shoulders and offering their guidance, advice, and even assistance. These figures represent superheroes of sorts. They were most likely far from perfect, but they no doubt provided a sense of reprieve from the hardships of the real world. 

			Our early twenties is the first time in our lives that we’re truly untethered. The structure that we used to take for granted suddenly disappears and we’re left to set our own timelines. Our friends and siblings can usually offer little more than an empathetic ear, as they are just as lost as we are. And, most notably, our parents can take a step back and release us into the real world. It’s not that their job ever completely ceases, but rather that they can no longer (and should no longer) offer the same shelter that they previously did because we’re now in the same arena. We become fully detached from childhood, and it becomes time to step up and face adult responsibilities. However, for many of us, it can be incredibly overwhelming. 
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