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For Robert Ray Knight
You’re going to learn the F-word someday, kid.
It might as well be from me.
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It’s grow time!



One cool thing about being an adult is that it is the single common goal shared by every baby ever born, which means we are truly all in this together. And even cooler? Everyone you know is rooting for you to ROCK IT.


Your parents, grandparents, teachers, and coaches have always wanted to see you thrive, and your friends have been cheering from the sidelines as you hit grownup milestones together — from getting driver’s licenses and jobs to potentially coupling up and settling down to one day maybe watching your kids rock it together too. (Or if you’re like me, watching your friends’ kids from afar, while you sip a margarita at the adults-only pool.)


It’s exciting stuff, growing up! It can also be intimidating, given that gaining entry to the land of adult privileges and beverages requires you to be able to think for yourself and support yourself and take care of yourself largely independent of the network that carried you this far. Those folks won’t spontaneously combust the day you legally divest from childhood, but they’ve got plenty of their own exciting/intimidating stuff to deal with, so at a certain point you’ve got to get comfortable handling your grownup shit your grownup self.


And it works both ways. As much as your loved ones want YOU to be stable and happy and on time for dinner, you want the same for (and from) them. Your coworkers depend on you to pull your weight, and you, theirs. Your neighbors look to you to be a respectful member of the community, and you, right back at ’em. And the person working the deli counter during the lunch rush sure would appreciate it if you know your order when you get to the front of the line — just like you’ll appreciate it when they get your sandwich right.


Like I said, we’re all in this together, so we ALL benefit from leading by example.


This book will help you be the grownup you want to see in the world. And while it does not contain step-by-step instructions for changing the fluid in your windshield wipers or filing your taxes (sorry, that’s on you), it does show you how to develop the skills and master the mind-set that make you the kind of person who understands why they need to do that kind of stuff and who is more than capable of figuring it out.


For themselves.


Like an adult.


Which is pretty cool.
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So let’s start with you, kiddo. (Can I call you kiddo? It has such a jaunty ring to it.) What brought you to the opening pages of a sweary little book about growing the fuck up?


Perhaps you’re an industrious young person seeking a head start on facing and embracing the wide adult world. If so, that’s awesome and I am here for it. (And if you’re a parent hunting for the perfect graduation gift for said young person, I promise they’ll be in good hands.)


Maybe you’re only recently out on your own and beginning to wish you’d paid more attention in the Before Times — back when magic elves stocked the cupboards with cereal and folded your laundry and offered wise counsel on breakups and bad days. That was nice, huh?


Then again, maybe you didn’t have great role models/magic elves growing up, and there wasn’t much to pay attention to in the teaching and coaching and handholding departments. If circumstances forced you into adulthood unprepared and you’ve been scrambling ever since, know that I am sympathetic to your struggles and confident we can leave them in the rearview.


Or hey, perhaps you’ve been at this for quite some time indeed . . . and getting mixed results. Experiencing more bad days than good ones lately, leading to waning confidence in your grownup prowess? No worries, it happens to the best of us! We’ll get you back on track, Boomer.


In any case, I’m delighted to say you’ve come to the right place — because I’ve designed Grow the Fuck Up for ANYONE who needs ANY HELP at ANY AGE in getting their adulting game up to snuff.




It’s for precocious teens and recent grads and twentysomethings who may have moved out of Mom and Dad’s blast radius but are still clinging to the credit cards, phone plan, and Netflix account.


It’s for twenty-nine- and thirty-five- and forty-one-year-olds who are surviving, if not necessarily thriving; aka Elder Millennials and Gen-X’ers who could use a refresher course in Adulting 101 (and who’ll appreciate all of my nineties pop culture references, as a treat).


And it’s for midlife meanderers and pre- and post-retirees, because WHY THE FUCK NOT.1 I don’t want anybody to feel left out just because they have to scroll for thirty seconds to find their birth year in a dropdown menu.





It’s never too late to acquire (or revive) a bunch of primo life skills. Seriously, who’s going to complain if you suddenly become more polite, dependable, self-aware, self-sufficient, and all-around awesome? Not your friends, family, partner, coworkers, or boss, I’d wager. And certainly not yours truly, who would appreciate it if more people of all ages whom she encounters on any given day were a little less irresponsible and a lot more mature. Just sayin’.


And you’ve made it this far, so let’s put all your cards on the table. How often do you think to yourself —




I could have planned for this . . . but I didn’t.


I waited for somebody else to take care of it . . . but they didn’t.


I am not handling this very well . . . AT ALL.





If the answers are anywhere south of Never, then I think you’re going to be happy you showed up to this party.



Growing pains? More like growing GAINS.



Making your way in the world — at any age, and especially once nobody else is legally or morally obligated to help you along — can be tricky, no diggity.2 But the rewards of adulting wisely and well are numerous, and they’re worth the effort it takes on your part to unlock now and enjoy forever.


Like, sure, being an adult has its challenges — what with all the bills and jobs and bills and apartment searches and bills and dating apps and bills and jury duty and bills and diaper duty and bills and so on until you die.


Boo!


But adults also get to drive and vote and plan their own vacations and legally order mojitos and stay up late and eat Munchies Nacho Cheese Snack Mix for dinner anytime they goddamn feel like it. And if you stick around long enough to achieve senior citizen status, many societies will see fit to reward you with half-price movie tickets and free refills on iced tea.


Yay!


And the truly adult adults — the responsible, emotionally mature grownups; not just the ones with a minimum of eighteen years on file — get to enjoy all of that and more. They have healthy relationships and practical skills and good reputations and solid career prospects. They know their way around fancy cheese carts and how to unselfishly pleasure their partners, and they have at least one clean shirt available AT ALL TIMES.


Sorcery!


That’s right, folks: this whole adulting gig ain’t half bad. Especially when you’re good at it.


Furthermore, while saying goodbye to the blissful ignorance of your younger years and hello to the responsibilities of growing older might, on its surface, sound like a drag . . . IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE. Actually, there are plenty of sneakily simple ways to make all that adulting EASIER and MORE PLEASANT, ensuring much smoother sailing on your way to cashing in those early-bird specials.


And I’m going to show you how.


Oh yeah? You’re not my mom!


Touché. But I hear ya. You’re entitled to ask what qualifies me to be your growing-the-fuck-up guide. And I want you to feel good about our time together, so please allow me to present my bona fides:


In 2015, when I was thirty-six years old, I left my first career as a book editor at a major publishing house in New York City and struck out on my own as a freelancer. I wanted to escape unsavory office politics, be my own boss, and move to a tropical island where I would never again be prevailed upon to wear pants to work. Then (perhaps not surprisingly) I had the idea for my first book, The Life-Changing Magic of Not Giving a Fuck, which taught people the art of “mental decluttering” and became a bestseller all over the world. Today I live in the Dominican Republic and have a whole series of sweary self-help books under my belt, a ten-million-view TEDx Talk, and a podcast that reached number one on the Apple Education charts, which was neat.


Along the way, I became known as “the anti-guru” and Elle magazine once described me as Amy Schumer-meets-Oprah, which should tell you everything you need to know about how I operate.


My No Fucks Given Guides (NFGGs, for short) have helped millions of readers give fewer, better fucks (The Life-Changing Magic of Not Giving a Fuck); get organized (Get Your Shit Together); embrace their idiosyncrasies (You Do You); manage their anxiety (Calm the Fuck Down); and set strong boundaries (Fuck No!).3 And to be honest, I thought about stopping there so I could move on to my third career as a professional cat lady, but then in 2020 something happened to make me reconsider.


That summer, as luck and months of early-pandemic-era unemployed isolation in a tiny apartment would have it, my brother and sister-in-law announced that they were having a baby. Which meant I was soon to be a first-time aunt.


Well, huh.


I’d been lucky to have a few fabulous aunts of my own growing up, and it felt like a baton was being passed. It got me thinking, What might I have to offer this next generation of Knight, apart from the requisite hilarious onesies, annual birthday and Christmas gift cards, and starter bongs?


Here I should note that although I possess what I believe to be a great many worthy notions for encouraging impressionable young humans to flourish as functioning members of adult society — A GREAT MANY — I don’t have children of my own, so I’ve historically avoided sharing those notions with other people’s kiddos. Mostly because I understand that it’s “not cool” to “offer them unbidden” and I have wished to neither get throat-punched nor excommunicated by my parent friends.


So on the one hand, here was my brother, poised to bring another child into the world that I knew I ought to refrain from backseat parenting. But on the other, well, what good is having a bestselling anti-guru in the family if you can’t score first dibs on her best practices for meeting life’s various and sundry challenges?


AN AUNTIE-GURU, IF YOU WILL.


That’s when Grow the Fuck Up began to take shape. I figured if I put my adulting advice into a book that was available to anybody who chose to read it, then nobody would have cause to get throat-punchy — and in addition to my nephew, I could help a whole passel of current AND future adults live their best lives. (Plus, my husband is really not into the professional cat lady idea.)


And so, this book was inspired by and is dedicated to one Robert Ray Knight. Although he’ll only be two when it comes out, he’s very advanced for his age, and I trust he’ll be flipping through it in no time. Or at least chewing on it.


Meanwhile — and more immediately — I hope it will help YOU navigate adult life with a little more ease, a lot more pleasure, an appreciation for the advantages of critical thinking, a cornucopia of communication and coping skills, and enough motherfucking hangers to keep all of your shirts off the floor.


Seriously, all of them. It’s just not that hard.


If Auntie Sarah has done her job, then one day soon, neither you nor Robert will need me anymore. You’ll be out there putting your best grown-ass adult feet forward — at home, at work, in your relationships, health, finances, and more — and becoming the architect of your own happiness and success. And then you can pay it forward and help the generation that follows you do the same.


You know, if humanity makes it that far.


Boop.


The GTFU MO


At this point you may be thinking, Okay, “Auntie Sarah,” I’ll play along. But what does “being an adult” even mean?


Good question, and I’m glad to see you’re already engaging with the material. Gold star for you! And we’ll get there. But first, let’s look at some of the responses I received from the anonymous survey I conducted before I sat down to write the book. I do this with all of my NFGGs because it helps me gauge my readers’ biggest concerns and focus the material on what you guys need, rather than solely on what I feel the need to tell you. (Though there will be plenty of that, too. See: A GREAT MANY NOTIONS.)


Anyway, I think if we run through a few of the Qs and As up front, it’ll show you that a) you’re not alone in your adulting struggles and b) I’m not just talking out of my ass for the next three hundred pages. My first question was:




What does being an adult mean to YOU?


A majority of responders cited some version of “being responsible” and “being a productive member of society” — specifically mentioning things like managing their finances, caring for loved ones, and serving their communities. Cool, cool.


A large number pointed toward more existential goals, such as “controlling my emotional response,” “being a good role model,” and “learning to be more mindful of what really matters.” Sounds good.


And some answers were more personal and specific (and occasionally hilarious), but nevertheless indicative of the difference between an adult-in-age-only and a true prodult — such as “taking vitamins,” “raising kids who aren’t assholes,” and “knowing how to use cling film without wanting to throw it across the room in a fit of rage.” (I’m adding that last one to my own adulting checklist, BTW. Always room to improve.)


My favorite response was this: “Adulting means that when something bad happens, I stop looking around for an adultier adult to fix it.” Truly says it all, folks. By the end of this book, I want YOU to be the adultiest adult in the room. (I mean, besides me, of course.)





I also asked questions like these:




Name something your parent/s4 taught you that you think really helped you in life.


Integrity and work ethic ranked high; but to the person who said “Nothing, lol, my parents were garbage,” I see you, and I am here to help.


What’s something your parent/s didn’t teach you and you wish they had?


Financial responsibility, self-care, mental health care, and relationship skills cropped up often. (And so they shall in part III . . . )





And just for fun, I asked:




If you are not a parent, what’s one thing you wish other people would teach their kids?
Manners, kindness, and accountability were leading contenders. Additionally, several survey-ees took this opportunity to lament that children are WAY TOO LOUD, an observation I enthusiastically cosign.


(On that note: I know it can be hard to regulate the tots’ internal volume controls, but if I could prevail upon any parents who may be reading to at least not teach said tots to play “Marco Polo” in a public pool, I would consider it a generous gift to me and all of humanity. Thanks a bunch!)





With these and many more terrific insights-slash-cries for help in hand, the next order of business was to organize my findings. And so, my little fucklings, after crunching all the data — also known as “scrolling through a massive Google Form while sitting on my couch eating a bowl of Doritos” — here you have it:


What being an adult even means — aka the modus operandi of growing the fuck up, henceforth known as the GTFU MO.
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In broad strokes, executing the GTFU MO looks like this:


Being MATURE
as in being honest, polite, respectful, gracious, self-aware, etc.
These qualities are behavior-oriented.


Being RESPONSIBLE
as in being self-sufficient and resourceful, planning ahead, being dependable, etc.
These qualities are action-oriented.


Being ACCOUNTABLE
as in being able to accept criticism, apologize, learn from your mistakes, etc.
These qualities combine mature behavior AND responsible action.


When you stick to the GTFU MO, you are officially being an adult — which creates a virtuous cycle that leads to you getting treated like an adult, too.


You’ll be granted freedom, autonomy, respect, and trust from all those other people in your life who appreciate your efforts to be mature, responsible, and accountable. Yup:




Freedom


Autonomy


Respect


Trust





That’s just a little bit of what you stand to gain in exchange for being a mature adult who is definitely not giggling at that acronym.


So now you’ve got your marching orders, and I’ll spend the rest of this book explaining how to follow them, for your own AND everyone else’s benefit.


We’ll do it by going back to basics . . . with a twist.


Because I said so


If you took a peek at the table of contents and spotted entries like “Brush your teeth” and “Eat your vegetables,” you’d be forgiven for thinking you got tricked into a book-length nag-fest. I ASSURE YOU, YOU DID NOT. The chapter titles are mostly my idea of a fun organizational gimmick — and anyway, I didn’t become a bestselling anti/auntie-guru because I don’t know how to deliver an intimidating self-improvement regimen with wit and flair. This whole experience will be akin to me sneaking vegetables into your smoothie. (Or onto your pizza, which is more my style.)


I’m just going to use those parental admonitions and decrees as jumping-off points, and then I’ll turn them upside down and inside out to reveal the great and glorious practical applications they contain — not only for “not getting grounded” and “being a stand-up citizen of the world” — but for “getting what YOU want and making YOUR life EASIER and MORE PLEASANT.”




Part I: Putting the “Fun” in FUNdamentals offers a sneak peek at a shitload of grownup perks and a few key tools and strategies for achieving them.


Part II: For Mature Audiences Only shows you how to be on your best adult behavior and how to get the most out of it.


Part III: With Great Responsibility Comes Great Power is a guide to all of the practical strategies you could ever need to get shit done and open doors, both personally and professionally.





Then, last but certainly not least —




Part IV: Sorry, My Bad demonstrates various ways of holding yourself accountable, and explains why those are the most essential — and impressive — grownup skills of them all.





And that’s just a little preview of where we’re headed. By the end of the book, you’ll be able to:


• Practice self-awareness and maintain self-control


• Ask for what you want, in a way that makes you more likely to get it


• Orchestrate the best possible outcomes for yourself . . .


• . . . and cope with the worst ones


• Use habits and incentives to make adulting easier and more pleasant


• Go from fully dependent to gloriously independent AND dependable


• Slay self-care


• Apologize with aplomb


• And more!


Plus, among all the practical how-tos and the philosophical why-you-should-want-tos, I’ll sprinkle in plenty of my best hyperspecific Pro-dult Tips for good measure. Auntie Sarah intends to send you out there with confidence, verve, and a bottle of Goo Gone to keep under the sink. That shit is MAGIC.


So how about it? Time to put on your game face, bust out those big-kid panties, and grow the fuck up!


It’ll be fun. I promise.





_________


1  Why the Fuck Not? is the book I plan to write when I’m eighty years old and enjoying my Wednesdays with a glass of Pinot and a cannabis lollipop at a darling little cat café in the Eleventh Arrondissement. Stay tuned.


2  ’90s children, holla!


3  Grow the Fuck Up contains a little bit of all of that, but I promise it isn’t just a clever way of conning you into paying full price for a half-assed remix. I may have a filthy sense of humor, but I also have my integrity.


4  Note: Throughout Grow the Fuck Up, I’ll be using terms like “parents,” “Mom,” and “Dad” to encompass all manner of guardians and authority figures, such as grandparents, teachers, coaches, nuns, babysitters, etc. I understand that not everyone has a standard nuclear family setup, and if that’s you, I hope you won’t feel left out by my occasional need to generalize for the sake of keeping things snappy.










I



PUTTING THE “FUN” IN FUNDAMENTALS:


Basic bits and starter tips to get you in the grownup groove






Before we get into the play-by-play for becoming more mature (part II), responsible (part III), and accountable (part IV), there are a few key concepts I want to cover that’ll get you geared up to grow up like a boss.


First, I’ll walk you through the evolution of adulting and point out the differences between Big Fucking Babies and Total Fucking Grownups. Then I’ll help you find your GTFU MO-tivation and show you the first of many easy ways to become a TFG, by learning a new twist on your ABCs.


After that, we’ll move on to the mother of all guiding principles — CONSEQUENCES — and a simple way to get them working for instead of against you. Anticipate! Orchestrate! Checkmate! Then we’ll take a ride on the C-Cycle, which incorporates three more skills that underlie pretty much every adult action and behavior there is: critical thinking, communication, and coping. These buddies are gonna pop up all the way through the book, so get used to ’em.


I’ll round out part I with a pair of uberpractical tips for kicking your adult game into high gear, and a new entry in my popular flowchart series: “Am I acting like a fucking adult?” which encompasses all of our FUNdamentals (and then some).


Stick with me, kid, and oh, the places we’ll go!


The evolution of a Total Fucking Grownup


If you know me, you know I love to establish parameters. LOVE IT. So to kick off part I, here’s the spectrum of adulting that I’ll be referencing throughout the book, so you can take a look at where you stand — and where you want to end up.
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Now let’s meet each of our players:




Actual Babies


By virtue of being as far from full-grown as it gets, Actual Babies are the definition of immature. And they don’t come into this world knowing how to be responsible or accountable, either. They don’t even know how their toes work! But over time, babies learn. They grow into their human brains and bodies, and eventually get to a stage where immaturity is no longer an inherent condition; it’s just a poor excuse for bad behavior. And then they’re old enough to be able to seek out the tools they need to act responsibly and be accountable for their actions—at which point, they can go one of three ways . . .


Big Fucking Babies (BFBs)


These are the adults-in-age-only who’ve had plenty of time and opportunity to grow the fuck up, but won’t make the effort. Like Actual Babies, they are lazy and needy and unreliable and inconsiderate, but unlike their infant counterparts, they have no excuse. And it’s really no way to live. Like, yes, they do whatever they want all day with no regard for how it affects other people — which may seem freeing — but eventually those other people will stop being friends with them, doing business with them, and putting up with their bullshit.


(Oh, and people will also use anonymous surveys to gleefully report on BFBs’ egregious actions and behavior. More on that in a sec.)


Theoretical Adults


They’re old enough and knowledgeable enough and experienced enough to act maturely and responsibly — and they want to! — but for any number of reasons, they’re having a hard time putting it all together. They’re not lazy, but maybe they’re disorganized or easily overwhelmed. They might be more than alright at being polite, but haven’t yet cracked the code of self-sufficiency (or vice versa). Or they’re good at holding themselves accountable and apologizing for their mistakes — but clearly not so good at learning from those mistakes, or they wouldn’t keep making them, eh?







I’m guessing “Theoretical Adult” is where you’re hanging out, since Actual Babies can’t read this book, Big Fucking Babies wouldn’t care to read it, and Total Fucking Grownups don’t need it.







Total Fucking Grownups (TFGs)


Like the moniker suggests, TFGs are the full package. They’re mature and responsible, capable and resourceful, self-sufficient and successful, trusted and respected. They know how to take accountability and learn from their mistakes (which they make fewer and fewer of, natch). They work a little harder, a LOT smarter, and they get all the perks.


They’ve got the tools and they know how to use ’em — for their own and everyone else’s benefit.







PRO-DULT TIP: You know what Total Fucking Grownups don’t have? Dishes and coffee cups and mirrors and other possessions coated in gummy price tag residue, which, no matter how many times you try, is not going to come off in the dishwasher. A few swipes with a cotton ball covered in the magical elixir known as Goo Gone will erase it. (Also useful on scissors that are covered in pine sap after you used them to snip unruly branches off your Christmas tree. And on your hands, which are very sticky.) Honestly, if my publisher hasn’t figured out a way to bundle this book at Tesco with a bottle of that sweet GG, I may need to speak to the sales director.
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